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Introduction

„Und ich habe, mein Lieber, wieder bei diesem kleinen 
Geschäft gefunden, daß Mißverständnisse und Trägheit 

vielleicht mehr Irrungen in der Welt machen als List 
und Bosheit. Wenigstens sind die beiden letzteren 

gewiß seltener.“1

J.W. von Goethe, Die Leiden des jungen Werther

A	Dark	Age	in	Educational	Reformism

The educational reforms that were initiated in the South American nation of Bolivia in 

1937 and lasted well into the revolutionary 1950s are remarkable in a number of 

ways. First, they represent a reformist effort that started during the early years of the 

period known as Military Socialism, a relatively short-lived era of sweeping 

reformism aimed at the almost total reconstruction of the Bolivian political system 

under the vague banner of “Social Justice,”2 that embodied in and of itself the core of 

Indian Policy during this period. Recognizing the “Indian Question”3 as a core 

problem facing the nation, the Military Socialists proclaimed indigenous education to 

1. “And I have, my dear, in this small matter found again that misunderstandings and neglect 
occasion even more mischief in the world than malice and wickedness. At least, the latter two 
are more uncommon.” In this work, all translations are my own unless stated otherwise.

2. A vague phrase invoked time and again by the principal architects of this military political 
experiment that only barely masked the underlying and often unacknowledged fascist 
objectives of the movement. On the fascist nature of Military Socialism, see Marten Brienen, 
The Liberal Crisis and Military Socialism in Bolivia. Leiden: Unpublished Master’s Thesis, 
1996.

3. The “Indian Question” in this context is a vague term employed with great frequency by 
Bolivian as well as other American intellectuals and politicians, which refers largely to the 
supposed obstacles posed by the existence of large numbers of indigenous communities to 
national construction and modernization. It is related, in that fundamental sense, to the 
emergence of indigenismo as a literary and political current addressing this “Indian Question.” 
See: Josefa Salmón, El Espejo Indigena. El Discurso Indigenista en Bolivia 1900–1956. La 
Paz: Plural Editores, 1997. Also: Michiel Baud, Intelectuales y sus utopías: Indigenismo y la 
imaginación de América Latina. Amsterdam: CEDLA, 2003.
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be an essential part of their strategy for national reconstruction or “national 

rejuvenation.”4

In addition, the reformist effort that introduced the so-called nucleated system 

of indigenous education is noteworthy for its longevity.5 The reforms themselves 

survived the collapse of Military Socialism in 1939 and continued throughout the 

1940s during what can only be described as the most politically and socially unstable 

period in Bolivian history until that time.6 As the state experienced one coup d’état 

after another, and political directions changed quite dramatically, other reforms were 

reversed and legislation formulated by at times particularly unfortunate predecessors 

was voided,7 and political directions changed fundamentally, the reform of the 

indigenous educational system survived, as did many of its primary actors and 

architects. While the Military Socialists have gained recognition, especially because 

of their apparently progressive social and labor reforms,8 it would be fair to state that 

their longest lasting legacy is not the oft lauded labor code of 1939 or a series of 

hoped for political and economic changes, given that these were invariably revoked 

4. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 70.
5. The phrase “nucleated system” refers to the organizational model of the reforms implemented 

during this period, which revolved around the creation and expansion of the so-called Núcleos 
Escolares Campesinos [Peasant School Center] (hereafter NEC) and Núcleos Escolares 
Selvícolas [lit. Savage School Center] (hereafter NES), the former serving the largely Aymara 
and Quechua speaking populations of the highlands and valleys and the latter serving a variety 
of ethnic and cultural groups in the tropical lowland regions of the republic. Its nucleated 
nature resided in the existence of an educational nucleus (the escuela matriz [Mother School]) 
that served as the administrative headquarters of a NEC or NES, surrounded by outlying 
escuelas seccionales [Sectional Schools] governed and overseen by the escuela matriz. On the 
structure and organization of this model, see later chapters in this work, as well as: Eve-Marie 
Fell, “Warisata y la irradiación del núcleo escolar campesino en los Andes, (1930–1960).” In 
Pilar Gonzalbo Aizpuru (ed.), Educación rural e indígena en Iberoamérica. México: El 
Colegio de México, 1996, pp. 209–223; Elizardo Pérez, Warisata: la escuela-ayllu. La Paz: 
CERES/HISBOL, 1992; Marten Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools: Rural Education and the 
Development of State-Community Contact in Highland Bolivia, 1932–1952.” In Revista de 
Indias LXII/226 (2000), pp. 615–649; Marten Brienen, “Por qué Warisata no es lo que parece: 
la escuela-ayllu y el establecimiento del control estatal en la educación indígena.” In Nicholas 
Robbins (ed.), Cambio y continuidad en Bolivia: Etnicidad, cultura e identidad. La Paz: Plural 
Editores Robbins, 2005, pp. 133–150; Brooke Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies, Hearths and 
Minds: The Gendered Politics of Rural School Reform in Bolivia, 1910–1952.” In Merilee S. 
Grindle and Pilar Domingo (eds), Proclaiming Revolution: Bolivia in Comparitive 
Perspective. London: Institute of Latin Amertican Study, 2003, pp. 183–212.

6. On the collapse of Military Socialism after the suicide of its main architect, see: Brienen, 
Military Socialism, pp. 91–94 and Herbert S. Klein, Bolivia: The Evolution of a Multi-Ethnic 
Society. New York: Oxford University Press, 1992, pp. 209–212.

7. The most disturbing example indubitably being that of Gualberto Villarroel, who was hanged 
by a raging mob during the revolution of 1946, he himself having gained power in the 
revolution of 1943. Klein, Bolivia, p. 220.

8. Especially the labor code (Código Busch) of 1939. See Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 90; 
Klein, Bolivia, pp. 201–203.
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after 1939,9 but rather their surprisingly resilient reform of the indigenous educational 

system, regarded by all those who followed as an important and worthy step in the 

right direction.10

Perhaps the most important aspect of this extended period of educational 

reform are to be found in the apparent successes logged by the succession of 

administrations involved in them. Where, by all accounts, no indigenous educational 

system in the strict sense of the word existed at the beginning of the 1930s,11 during 

this decade and those that followed a massive system of indigenous schools

crystallized under state control and was responsible for access to education to an ever-

increasing number of children and adults throughout the highlands, valleys, and 

indeed the tropical lowlands.12 After several decades of experimentation with the 

indigenous school that had resulted in no more than institutional chaos, it was during 

this period that the state’s system of indigenous education finally took a definite form 

and shape.13 In terms of both size and scope, these reforms must certainly be counted 

as among the most formative in the history of Bolivian education. 

Furthermore, the model implemented by reformers of the 1930s and 1940s 

was remarkable in its own right because it constituted a uniquely Bolivian approach to 

the indigenous school and implemented organizational and curricular elements that 

9. Brienen, Military Socialism, pp. 92–93.
10. For references to the importance and significance of Military Socialism, see: Klein, Bolivia, 

pp. 200–211; Herbert S. Klein, Orígenes de la revolución nacional boliviana: la crisis de la 
generación del Chaco. La Paz: Liberaría Editorial ‘Juventud,’ 1987, pp. 263–376; Herbert S. 
Klein, “David Toro and the Establishment of ‘Military Socialism’ in Bolivia.” In Hispanic 
American Historical Review, vol. XIV, no. 1, pp. 25–52; Herbert S. Klein, “German Busch 
and the Era of ‘Military Socialism’ in Bolivia.” In Hispanic American Historical Review, vol. 
XLVII, no. 2, pp. 166–184; Ferrán Gallego, Los Orígenes del reformismo militar en América 
Latina; la gestión de Dávid Toro en Bolivia. Barcelona: PPU, 1991.

11. Which is not to say that there were no schools—there were several hundred—but rather that 
these schools had not been organized into a coherent system under clear state control, or under 
the control of some other institution or organization. On the state of anarchy that reigned in 
education prior to the reforms of the 1930s, see: Brienen, “The Clamor” and Marten Brienen, 
“Los orígenes del caos educativo: el desarrollo del sistema educativo y el papel de las 
comunidades indígenas en la construcción del estado-nación boliviano, 1825-1920.” In Marta 
Irurozqui (ed), La Mirada Esquiva: reflexiones históricas sobre la interacción del estado y la 
ciudadanía en los Andes (Bolivia, Ecuador y Perú), Siglo XIX. Sevilla: CSIC, 2005.

12. Already by 1940, the system spanned some 883 schools and over 40,000 children, according 
to official statistics. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” p. 616.

13. One state official described it as “una completa quiebra orgánica” [A total systemic failure]: 
Archivo de La Paz (ALP), Fondos del Ministerio de Educación (ME), vol. 152 
“Correspondencia 1948” (Correspondencia 1948), 18 February 1948, Jefe del departamento de 
educación rural to Director general de educación: “Informe labores 1947.”
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were revolutionary in their abandonment of purely European academic models.14 This 

model, based on the experimental school pioneered at Warisata in the early 1930s,15

became so successful that within several years it was adopted by governments across 

Latin America that faced problems similar to those found in Bolivia, and it would thus 

become one of the country’s most influential intellectual exports, affecting indigenous 

communities throughout South and Central America.16

The educational reforms undertaken by the Military Socialists and further elaborated 

by the administrations that followed their collapse, would utterly transform the shape 

and size of the indigenous educational system in the Bolivian Republic, profoundly 

altering the course and direction of indigenous education itself and extending the 

reach of the state’s indigenous school deep into rural areas that had until then largely 

lacked any form of direct state representation.17 This profound change occurred 

14. The characterization of previous modes of education has almost invariably been centered on 
accusations of the “formal and academic” nature of the schools that came before Warisata and 
the nucleating reforms modeled after it. It is important to note that in later chapters I will 
endeavor to challenge this notion as rooted in a simple misinterpretation of the educational 
system of the early twentieth century. My objections to that negative characterization of the 
educational system predating the Warisata experiment, however, do not include a denial of the 
fact that the organizational and curricular model developed at Warisata and broadly 
implemented afterwards was revolutionary in many ways and that it constituted the evolution 
of a distinctively Bolivian model of educational development.

15. On Warisata, see: Fell, “Warisata”; Brienen, “Por qué”; Pérez, Warisata; Larson, “Capturing 
Indian Bodies.”

16. See: Fell, “Warisata.” It is important to indicate at this moment that I have very consciously 
chosen to use the phrase “indigenous community” in this text in a significantly more broad 
manner than some other scholars, who tend to apply the phrase very neatly to the ayllu, which 
is generally regarded as the most authentic manifestation of traditional indigenous social 
structures. In this text, however, the phrase should be understood to refer to any community of 
indigenous individuals. In practice, this means that in the term are included those communities 
of indigenous persons who reside on the haciendas of the valleys and highlands. In the context 
of this study, this is significant, since the indigenous schools generally targeted both 
comunarios and colonos. When it is necessary or useful to make an explicit distinction, I will 
use the appropriate phrases to describe those as accurately as possible through as consistent as 
possible a usage of terms such as colono, comunario, hacienda, and ayllu.

17. The state had, in fact, remained notoriously absent from the rural areas throughout the 
country’s history leading up to this point. The state’s relative weakness in the rural areas has 
perhaps most convincingly been captured by Carmenza Gallo in her 1992 Taxes and State 
Power. See: Carmenza Gallo, Taxes and state power: political instability in Bolivia 1900–
1950. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991. For a recent discussion of the state, see: 
Peter J. Steinberger, The Idea of the State. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004. 
Also see: Martin van Creveld, The Rise and Decline of the State. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999, especially pp. 189–262. On the weaknesses of the Latin American 
State, see: Laurence Whitehead, “State Organization in Latin America since 1930.” In: Leslie 
Bethell (ed.), The Cambridge History of Latin America, vol. VI. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994, pp. 3–98: esp. pp. 9–14.
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during a period that has already been identified as politically formative and has often 

been regarded as a true precursor of the National Revolution of 1952. These 

developments in the operation of the indigenous school are even more impressive 

when one realizes that they occur during what can only be considered the most

politically and socially unstable period in twentieth-century Bolivia, culminating 

ultimately in the National Revolution itself.18 It is historically significant that during 

this period of political instability the only notable constant in reformist policy was the 

reform of indigenous education.

Given the scope of the reforms and the period during which they were 

undertaken, the appeal of this subject should appear relatively obvious, even more so 

when we consider that the subject of indigenous education has in recent years become 

quite popular among historians and anthropologists seeking to gain new insights into 

the relationship between political elites and the indigenous majority of the country.19

Given that this period oversaw the largest, apparently most successful, and most 

comprehensive overhaul of the indigenous educational system, it stands to reason that 

this period would have generated a great deal of interest among those interested in the 

role of indigenous education in the development of Bolivian society. Not only was 

access to education expanded far beyond the exclusivity that had characterized 

preceding periods, but indigenous education rapidly turned into the most important 

and sizeable branch of the educational system at large.20 This period is furthermore 

marked by what has widely been considered a profound change in the manner in 

which the schools themselves were operated. 

It is therefore with some degree of surprise that we must note that the reality is 

rather different. This period of reformism—occurring between what many consider 

the two most important events in twentieth century Bolivian political and social 

18. No other period in the twentieth century was marked by so many—and often quite violent—
changes of government as that falling between the fall of the Liberal System in 1935 and the 
National Revolution of 1952. This period, flanked on both sides by the two political events 
that have traditionally been regarded as among the most significant in the history of the 
country, was marked by virtually constant political and social upheaval, and it would not be 
until 1952 that some semblance of political stability was to be restored. Perhaps the best 
general overview of Bolivian political history spanning is Klein, Bolivia.

19. I have also avoided the term hegemonic, since I would argue that Bolivian political elites 
were, in fact, not hegemonic in any commonly accepted sense. This is an argument I will 
develop throughout this work and one that rests in part on the idea that the state remained 
continuously weak and incapable of overcoming resistance against it by rural elites as well as 
by indigenous communities.

20. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 643–647.
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history—has been quite actively ignored by historians and anthropologists alike, and 

the currently existing literature scarcely makes mention of the fact that something was 

afoot after the fall of the Liberal Political System in 1935.21 In spite of their clear 

significance in terms of the development of the educational system, these reforms 

have been mentioned only in passing as being of potential interest due to their 

noteworthy size, and they have not—until now—been the focus of any in depth 

research.22

To some extent, this glaring oversight is attributable precisely to the fact that 

this period of reformism finds itself wedged between two important events: the advent 

of Military Socialism on the far end and the National Revolution on the near. In 

addition, considerations of the former have been dedicated first and foremost to the 

political programs introduced by the Military Socialists that dealt with social and 

economic policies. Perhaps more to the point, the period immediately preceding the 

educational reforms of the mid- to late 1930s also features the founding of the famous 

experimental school of Warisata. Constituting an institution rooted in a stated desire 

to create an education to foster and strengthen indigenous communities,23 this school 

has invariably been seen as constituting a sharp contrast with the supposedly anti-

indigenous nature of the indigenous school that preceded it. Warisata has generated a 

tremendous amount of interest among historians of Bolivian indigenous education due 

to its highly experimental nature and its position in the hagiography of indigenous 

activism and agency.24 Furthermore, the community of Warisata is still a center of 

indigenous political activism, and it continues to be regarded as particularly fertile 

ground for those seeking to make sense of present-day political developments, so 

21. It is important to note that it has been argued by many that the Liberal Political System, 
arguably originating in 1880, did not come to an end truly until 1952, as the main forces that 
dominated Bolivian politics prior to 1935 did survive as political entities and during the period 
leading up to the 1952 Revolution indeed managed on some occasions to regain political 
power. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 209–226. Also see: Brienen, Military Socialism, pp. 97–99.

22. See, for example, Manuel Contreras, “Reformas y desafíos de la educación” in Fernando 
Campero Prudencio (ed.) Bolivia en el siglo XX: la formación de la Bolivia contemporánea. 
La Paz: Harvard Club de Bolivia, 1999, pp. 483–507 and Marcia Stephenson, Gender and 
Modernity in Andean Bolivia. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999. One of the few 
exceptions is Larson’s “Capturing Indian Bodies.”

23. See Carlos Salazar Mostajo, ‘¡Warisata mía!’ y otros artículos polémicos. La Paz: Librería 
Editorial ‘Juventud,’ 1983, pp. 269–271.

24. Having been declared the “la síntesis de toda actividad de resistencia comunaria en torno a la 
escuela campesina. [the synthesis of all activity of comunal resistance with regard to the 
peasant school].” Karen Claure, Las escuelas indigenales: otra forma de resistencia 
comunaria. La Paz: HISBOL, 1989, p. 96.
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much so that it has thus easily eclipsed the reforms that follow almost immediately 

after it. Since Warisata itself has been viewed as an institution that can be regarded as

a reaction to the state of indigenous education as it existed in the decades prior to its 

creation, the bulk of scholarly attention has gone to this institution and to the 

development of the indigenous educational system in the very first decades of the 

twentieth century.

This work, then, intends to address this conspicuous deficiency in our 

knowledge about the development of indigenous education in the Bolivian Republic. 

Given that it is clear that this period saw an unprecedented transformation of the 

indigenous educational system, it is high time that such a study be undertaken. On the 

surface, this project appears to be a relatively straightforward and uncomplicated 

undertaking. It turns out not to be so simple. In the following pages, I will attempt to 

indicate why this work is not as straightforward as first might seem, in part by 

identifying what I believe are the main problems with the analytical framework 

traditionally applied to the history of the indigenous school. An exploration of the 

predominant positions on the significance of indigenous education will allow me to 

demonstrate the need for a long-term view of these reforms. 

Prejudice	Made	Brick	and	Mortar

Indigenous education as it developed in the Bolivian Republic is rather a peculiar 

beast. Invented at the beginning of the twentieth century, indigenous education was 

conceived of and implemented as a separate branch of the state educational system. It 

was created exclusively to serve the indigenous communities inhabiting the national 

territory—whether in bondage on existing haciendas or in the ayllus,25 the latter at 

that point officially known only as the hideously inappropriately named ex-

comunidades following the official abolition of the ayllu as a lawfully recognized 

structure26—thereby implementing an official separation between those schools 

25. The ayllu is now commonly translated as ‘kinship group.’ It is characterized by communal 
landholding and strong communal ties of shared labor and shared property. In this text, foreign 
language terms will be introduced with a translation or explanation when they are first 
introduced.

26. Brooke Larson, Trials of Nation Making: Liberalism, Race, and Ethnicity in the Andes, 1810–
1910. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004, p. 219; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, 
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serving indigenous communities and those serving the rest of society. While there had 

been schools throughout the nineteenth century that had exclusively or primarily 

served the minor members of indigenous communities, those had been part of the 

same anarchical state educational system as any of the other schools.27 By creating an 

indigenous education system, we thus see a transition from an organization in which 

some regular schools existed that merely happened to serve indigenous communities 

to one in which an entire bureaucratic structure was formed to create, maintain, and 

supervise schools specifically designed to exclusively serve indigenous communities; 

they were subject to a separate set of curricular and legal requirements and intended to 

implement an educational program altogether different from that found in the regular 

schools.28

The invention of indigenous education—understood here as a specialized 

branch of the educational system—constitutes in essence recognition of cultural and 

ethnic division in society. It is for precisely this reason that the subject has become 

something of a magnet for historians and anthropologists seeking to delve into the 

construction of Bolivian identities and of Bolivian society itself. Since the premise is 

built on the idea that society is split between an indigenous and non-indigenous 

component, and that the difference between them is sufficiently large to warrant the 

separation of one of the main branches of government, it is clear that a firmer 

understanding of the manner in which the resultant system was envisioned and 

implemented is fundamental for understanding the manner in which those responsible 

conceived of the differences that shaped the society they inhabited.

The particular fashion in which this branch of education was envisioned by its 

leading architects can help us understand how they viewed social and ethnic realities. 

Educational differentiation exclusively targeted Indians and thus resulted in a system 

that strictly separated indigenous education from what was considered “regular” 

education. This simple fact speaks volumes as to how the creators of this system 

viewed the society they inhabited as divided between the indigenous and the non-

“Las paradojas de la tributación. Ciudadanía y política estatal indígena en Bolivia, 1825–
1900.” In Revista de Indias 59:217 (1999), pp. 705–740: pp. 731–733.

27. The relative anarchy that reigned in the educational system will be the subject of later 
chapters.

28. I use the word ‘regular’ with some trepidation, due to the fact that it must be recognized that 
the indigenous communities formed the bulk of the population and that logically, then, theirs 
was the ‘regular’ and the others the ‘specialized.’
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indigenous. In this respect, it is significant that there was no accompanying mestizo or 

cholo education.29 The efforts to specialize the educational system in recognition of 

existing social and cultural differences did not extend beyond the perceived split 

between the indigenous and the non-indigenous, nor indeed did they initially 

acknowledge or nuance the cultural differences within the indigenous population: 

there would be no Aymara or Quechua educational programs.30 It is interesting 

furthermore to note that the differentiation between simple “education” and an 

ethnically targeted “indigenous education” presumed the non-indigenous as the norm 

and relegated the indigenous to the realm of the aberrant, even though the indigenous 

share of the population throughout the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth

centuries far outnumbered the rest of the population; demographically, at least, it was 

the indigenous that was the norm, even if political elites failed to embrace this simple 

mathematical given.

The creation of a system of indigenous education as a branch of general 

education, then, reveals some of the most obvious—and well documented—biases of 

those in political control. In that sense, examining indigenous education on a purely 

conceptual level affords us a very specific view onto the manner in which Bolivian 

political elites conceived of the society they themselves inhabited: they deemed the 

differences between themselves and the popular majority to be significant enough to 

warrant the construction of a wholly separate type of school with its own curriculum 

and mission.

Naturally, the realization that the creation of indigenous education was linked 

to the existence of prejudice among those who most strongly advocated it, presided 

over the policies that governed it, and maintained the resultant system of schools is 

29. The term ‘mestizo’ translates to ‘someone of mixed Indian and European ancestry.’ In the 
Bolivian context, its meaning is more imbued with cultural self-identification than necessarily 
with race in the European sense. That is to say that in Bolivia, mobility between such racial
groups is possible within one’s lifetime. ‘cholo’ is a likewise complicated terms, in that it 
refers primarily to a group of people who are generally of indigenous descent but inhabit cities 
and towns, rather than engaging in subsistence farming. See: Olivia Harris, “Ethnic Identity 
and Market Relations: Indians and Mestizos in the Andes.” In Brooke Larson and Olivia 
Harris (eds), Ethnicity, Markets, and Migration in the Andes. Durham: Duke University Press, 
1995, pp. 351–390 and Marisol De la Cadena, “‘Women are more Indian:’ Ethnicity and 
Gender in a Community near Cuzco.” In Brooke Larson and Olivia Harris (eds), Ethnicity, 
Markets, and Migration in the Andes. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995, pp. 329–348.

30. In later years, however, efforts were undertaken to tailor existing nucleated schools—of which 
we shall learn more in chapters IV, V, and VI—to the three main ethnic groups, resulting in 
schools that specialized in Aymara, Quechua, and Guaraní speaking ethnic groups.
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not a particularly revolutionary one. We have long been aware of the fact that racism 

and a general rejection of indigenous cultures as valuable were rampant throughout 

Latin America as well as in other parts of the world in the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries, and that such prejudice often informed policies at the very heart of

government sponsored projects of national construction and social transformation. 

The nineteenth century in Bolivia was, as has clearly been shown by a plethora of 

studies dealing with tributary, cultural, and agrarian questions on the forefront of 

public debate during that period, rife with political debate and discussion revolving 

around the so-named “Indian Question” and the obstacles it apparently posed to the 

project of national construction.31 The creation of the nation-state was consistently 

linked with the ethnic and racial heterogeneity that characterized—and characterizes 

still—the population of this recently invented republic, and public policy throughout 

the century was almost invariably marked by a nearly compulsive tendency to address 

this supposedly fundamental problem of nationhood.

What makes the case of indigenous education and its development in Bolivia 

unique is the degree to which a link can be established between prevailing cultural 

and racial attitudes and official policy. Although racism and cultural bias were 

reflected in many areas of public policy—even when racism was officially rejected as 

a basis for it—indigenous educational policy stands out as an unambiguous 

expression of cultural bias and racial prejudice in government. Rather than merely 

reflecting prevailing attitudes with regard to the indigenous population and its place in 

Bolivian society in both the present and the future, it is precisely in educational 

policies geared towards the indigenous population that such prejudice must inevitably, 

by virtue of the nature of a differentiated indigenous education, be made entirely 

explicit. Indigenous educational policy does not merely rest upon a foundation of 

cultural bias, prejudice, and racial theory but it fundamentally and inescapably 

embodies them; the indigenous school, its curriculum, and the official policy 

supporting them are a tangible manifestation of the ideas held by the architects of the 

system and those whom they served. In the discourse of indigenous education and the 

policies it engendered, prevailing attitudes are no longer hidden.

31. Especially those studies by Marta Irurozqui, Tristan Platt, Brooke Larson, and Marie-Danièle 
Demélas.
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As they hammered out an increasingly complex definition of whom, precisely, 

the indigenous school should serve, state officials in charge of education were forced 

to come to terms with the complexities of race and ethnicity in Bolivian society.

Although the existence of an indigenous majority had always been regarded as a 

simple, though frustrating, fact of life in the high Andes, the creation of a system of 

indigenous schools obliged officials to attempt to concoct an explicit definition 

regarding whom should and should not be the beneficiary of the indigenous school.

This needed to be done, if only for purely economic reasons, since the majority of 

non-indigenous public schools were the financial responsibility of the municipalities 

rather than of the central state.32

The exceptionally difficult nature of the concept of race and ethnicity in 

Bolivian society would consistently prove an obstacle to this endeavor, as illustrated 

by the fact that even when emphasizing the difference between the escuela rural

(rural school) and the escuela indigenal (indigenous school),33 officials themselves 

repeatedly failed to disambiguate the two in their own documents while at the same 

time underscoring the importance of the difference itself. In some cases, we find that 

this leads to disagreement between the inspectors and the communities as to whether 

or not the latter are, in fact, indigenous enough to attend the local indigenous school. 

Even public officials were at times challenged to qualify exactly what the difference 

between the escuela rural and escuela indigenal was, and we can subsequently note 

that the terminology was often confused even in public documents that were 

specifically intended to indicate why these two should be considered separate 

elements of the educational system as whole. Reflected in this basic difficulty to 

precisely define the place and mission of the indigenous school in Bolivian society is, 

of course, the fundamental problem inherent to the variable nature of indigeneity

itself, even though this essential fact was not generally recognized by those involved. 

32. See Chapters I and II.
33. The latter was, interestingly, never an official designation, even though the term is dominant 

in ministerial records pertaining to the educational system. The escuela rural, however, was 
an official designation, although its meaning changed over time until in the 1940s it just 
denoted cantonal schools, i.e. schools in the cantonal capitals. Since there is, as I will show, a 
very high degree of complexity and a level of confusion to the classification schemes used and 
ill-used by ministerial officials, I have chosen in this work not to add a further layer of 
complexity by attempting to use translated terms. That is to say that for terms denoting 
specific types of schools—whether they existed as an official classification or not—I will use 
the original terms, such as escuela rural, escuela indigenal, escuela provincial, escuela 
unitarias, and so on and so forth.
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Thus, while the invention of indigenous education reflects a basic belief in the clear 

separation of Bolivian society into wholly separate ethnic parts, the subsequent 

difficulty to determine exactly where the boundary between them lay reflects the 

difficult and fluid nature of ethnicity in Bolivian society.

In the same vein, the creation of a curriculum designed to overcome the ills 

and shortcomings of the indigenous population demanded that these be defined 

explicitly. At the same time the creation of the indigenous school system can be 

regarded as the official and affirmative answer to the question of whether the Indian 

was at all capable of learning. The creation of indigenous education forced 

intellectuals and politicians, who had debated the so-called “Indian Question” since 

the birth of the republic, to decide what the role of the indigenous population should 

and could be in the thitherto largely failed construction of the nation-state, so that they 

could devise a system that would successfully bring about the final integration of the 

indigenous population. It would no longer be sufficient to debate the ability of the 

indigenous segment of the population to participate in the nation-state; it became 

necessary to define just exactly how this participation should be given shape and 

form. What we can observe in the discourse surrounding the indigenous school and its 

function, then, goes beyond the perception of the indigenous condition to specify 

explicitly what should become of the indigenous population itself, thus illustrating not 

only that there existed a desire for the assimilation of the “Indian Masses” but also 

just what exactly this should entail.

It is easy to see how indigenous education has come to be regarded as a 

particularly useful lens through which the dynamics of ethnicity and ethnic relations 

in Bolivian society may be understood, given that its very existence is at the most 

basic level an acknowledgement of cultural difference as a reality that necessitates a 

deliberate and well thought-out response. Due to its definition as a specialized form of 

education devoted to a mass of people on the basis of their presupposed indigeneity, it 

provides us with a window onto conceptualizations of indigeneity in Bolivian society 

not only as held by those in charge of educational policy but also, more generally 

speaking, as understood by political and intellectual elites. Since it was designed to 

address specific cultural needs and differences, it allows us to delve into the cultural 

and racial theories, concepts, and ideologies of those who wished to construct such a 
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system, bringing into plain view what such policy-makers and the theoreticians upon 

whose ideas policy was based imagined these cultural differences to be and how they 

were thought to affect Bolivian society and development.34 At the same time, it was in 

the form of educational policy that politicians expressed their hopes for the future of 

the Bolivian nation-state, the indigenous branch of education being viewed as the 

solution to what creoles considered the “Indian Question.”

In this manner, we can consider the reforms regarded by the Military 

Socialists as the core of an Indian Policy, which was designed to alleviate the 

problems associated with the “Indian Question,” as it was then understood. 

Indigenous education was not viewed as one aspect of an overall solution, but as the 

most important element of it; to the Military Socialists, as indeed to a good many of 

their predecessors, indigenous education was Indian Policy, a reality further illustrated 

by the fact that the very first Bureau of Indian Affairs (the Oficialía de Asuntos 

Indígenas) to exist as an entity within Bolivian government was created as a 

department within the Ministry of Education.

As the area of public policy par excellence that gives full expression to the 

negative cultural bias of leading intellectuals and public officials with regard to the 

indigenous population, long held to be inferior both racially and culturally, it is 

tempting to draw a comparison between the institution of indigenous education in 

Bolivia—or indeed elsewhere in Latin America—and segregation in education as it 

was instituted in the United States. Such a comparison would, however, be 

misleading. It is instead in the fundamental differences between them that we can 

demonstrate some of the most distinctive aspects of the efforts surrounding the 

institutionalization of indigenous education in Bolivia. Whereas segregation served 

specifically to maintain distance—the myth of equality between parallel systems—

between African-Americans and the rest of the population in the United States, 

indigenous education in Bolivia was never designed or intended to be a mechanism of 

exclusion from the regular educational system. No child could be lawfully denied 

34. This has, among others, been done explicitly by Marcia Stephenson, who has used the texts 
produced by the Ministry of Education to highlight and expose the prejudice of state officials, 
while also showing what they hoped the indigenous communities would ultimately become; as 
such, these texts provide a remarkable insight into the conceptualization of modernity in the 
context of an overwhelmingly indigenous—and hence thought to be traditional—society. See: 
Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 120–128.
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entry to any of the existing primary schools on the basis of his or her racial or ethnic 

identity.35 Moreover, when we consider what the intended purpose of this 

differentiation was, it becomes clear that while segregation was intended to be a 

permanent fixture of the educational system, serving a perceived need to maintain a 

strict separation between the races, indigenous education was constructed specifically 

to ultimately render itself obsolete. The indigenous school was conceived of as a 

means to overcome and nullify the cultural differences between the communities it 

targeted and the rest of society. Thus while both educational systems in the United 

States and Bolivia were created as part of a social reality that presumed racial and 

cultural difference, in the United States segregation served specifically to maintain an 

existing separation in society. In contrast, differentiation in the Bolivian system was 

created as an acknowledgement of the significance of existing heterogeneity, with the 

desired result being its effacement and not its reinforcement.

The cultural and political context of indigenous education, then, is a 

profoundly complicated one. On the one hand, we are confronted with a system of 

education that singles out an entire segment—the majority, no less—of the population 

for special treatment, and thus constitutes an enormously essentializing proposition in 

and of itself, especially when we consider that not even the school inspectors could 

clearly define exactly who belonged in this system and who did not. It is a proposition 

that works from the fundamentally flawed premise that there is a clear division in 

Bolivian society that is cultural or racial in nature, and that the boundaries between 

the groups are clear enough to design an educational system around them. It is, as 

such, not an uncomplicated proposition. Nevertheless, there is also the belief among 

many historians and anthropologists that the recognition of cultural difference was 

beneficial. In this context we can point to the fact that the absence of a differentiated 

branch of indigenous education throughout the nineteenth century has been regarded

35. Something that, interestingly enough, is also reflected in American Indian Education, which 
likewise was intended to efface difference rather than to reinforce it. See: David Wallace 
Adams, Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding School Experience. 
1875–1928, Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1997; see also: Frederick E. Hoxie, A 
Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880–1920. Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1991, pp. 189–210; Jon Allan Reynher and Jeanne M Oyawin Eder, American 
Indian Education: A History. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006; Michael C. 
Coleman, American Indian Children at School, 1850–1930. Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2007.
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by most historians as evidence of a purely malicious neglect of the indigenous 

population on the part of the state.36

The indigenous school was nonetheless intended to serve the needs of the 

criollos and mestizos who dominated the political and economic structures of Bolivian 

society, rather than those of the indigenous communities, who constituted the bulk of 

the population. The creation of this peculiar system, which expressly institutionalized 

the distinction between the indigenous and the non-indigenous, was imagined by its 

architects as a means of de-Indianizing society in the name of the nation-state, in 

order to create the equality and uniformity required by the national project by 

obliterating cultural and ethnic difference in society. These men, politicians and 

intellectuals, envisioned indigenous education very much as a weapon against the 

cultural integrity of the indigenous communities, as a hammer that would smash 

cultural variety. In their hands, the indigenous school served the needs of the 

indigenous community only in so far as they themselves had determined these needs 

to be aligned with those of the nation-state. It would serve the Indian only in the sense 

that it would “kill the Indian to save the man.”37

Framing	Indigenous	Education

Given that we can view educational policy as an indicator of prevailing cultural and 

racial attitudes among those responsible for the creation of the indigenous school and 

thus for the formulation of its purpose, it is not difficult to see how the theme of 

indigenous education has evolved into an analytical tool that has been wielded by 

historians and anthropologists to gain insight into the development of racial ideas and 

cultural biases among Bolivian political elites. Nevertheless, it is not one that has 

remained free from its own set of problems. In fact, it can be argued—as I will do in 

the following paragraphs—that the ambiguity inherent to the very concept of an 

indigenous education itself has filtered into historical and anthropological analyses to 

produce a very particular and often one-sided view of the role and function of 

indigenous education, not only in the development of Bolivian society, but indeed 

36. See Chapter I.
37. This was Richard Henry Pratt’s slogan for his Indian Boarding Schools. On Pratt’s Carlisle 

Boarding School, see Hoxie, A Final Promise, pp. 53–70.
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also as an analytical approach taken by historians in particular to view Bolivian 

society and the historical processes that shaped it.

One of the main complicating factors when one takes indigenous education as 

a window onto prevailing cultural attitudes and racial biases is the fact that the state 

was not the only party with a strongly developed interest in the project of indigenous 

education. As several leading scholars in the field have shown, indigenous 

communities and their leaders responded with great enthusiasm to the promise of 

education for their children.38 It was an enthusiasm that sparked an active effort on the 

part of community leaders to foster the expansion of the educational system into the 

rural areas, resulting among other things in the creation of two established indigenous 

movements in support of this development, which can be considered among the 

earliest institutionalized efforts in the creation of the indigenous rights’ movement 

overall.

The overall positive reception of the indigenous school has presented 

researchers with both an apparent problem and an opportunity to place the concept of 

indigenous education within an analytical framework that on the surface seems to 

neatly resolve some of the ambiguities that arise from the way in which both the state 

and the communities viewed the indigenous school and its function. The problem is, 

as one might deduce from the foregoing paragraphs, that if we regard educational 

policies developed at the level of the central state as expressions—or veritable 

incarnations—of prevailing cultural and racial attitudes among intellectuals and 

politicians, and we can establish easily that such attitudes were predominantly 

informed by a shocking degree of racism and anti-indigenous prejudice, then we can 

also establish that the educational policies resulting from these attitudes were by and 

large quite hostile to indigenous communities and their cultural heritage. It is not a 

secret that what statesmen of the early twentieth century hoped to accomplish by 

creating a system of indigenous schools was nothing other than the eradication of 

indigenous cultural difference and the incorporation of the indigenous masses

themselves into a western cultural sphere that would serve as the basis for the 

38. Especially Françoise Martinez, Marta Irurozqui, Roberto Choque Canqui, Vitaliano Soria, 
Ramón Conde Mamani, Raúl Calderón Jemio, and Humberto Mamani Capchiri.
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construction of a homogenized nation-state.39 How then, when faced with the 

realization that educational policy was fundamentally hostile to the indigenous 

communities, do we make sense of the enthusiasm of the latter for the indigenous 

school? There appears to be a paradox present in the notion that indigenous leaders 

would advocate the expansion of a system that was originally designed to annihilate 

both their communities and the cultures represented by them.

It is interesting to note that the manner in which scholars have chosen to view 

this apparent paradox has had far-reaching implications for how the purpose and role 

of the indigenous school have been studied, rendering the study of the indigenous 

school itself an analytical and conceptual tool that seems to reach far beyond the 

narrow confines of the indigenous school and its place in Bolivian society. In essence, 

the argument that has emerged from the above paradox has been that even though 

educational policy is often viewed as particularly hostile to the indigenous 

communities, education itself was still viewed by leaders and members of those 

communities as essentially beneficial to them and beneficial in particular to their 

struggle for cultural survival. Thus, it is argued that the basic skills imparted by the 

schools were of strategic importance to indigenous resistance against the cultural 

expansion of the central state. For example, the successful territorial defense of the 

ayllu—a core element of highland indigenous cultures and often regarded as 

constituting the essence of indigenous cultural survival in the Andes—relied on the 

ability of the comunarios (members of an ayllu) to access documents relating to the 

territorial expanse of the ayllu, and was thus predicated upon the ability to both read 

and speak Spanish.40 Likewise, such a defense depended on access to the court 

system, which in turn required either the intervention of the much-maligned tinterillos

(lit. pen-pushers) or on the ability of comunarios to write the necessary petitions and 

39. It should be noted here that even though I would affirm, based on my own research, that early 
twentieth century policy was directed at the obliteration of indigenous culture as an entity in 
Bolivian society, I will argue in later chapters that this is no longer the case in the second 
quarter of that century. This stands in contrast to the opinion of many authors, who have 
indicated that the fundamental hostility to the survival of indigenous cultures in Bolivian 
society still marked official policy during this later period as well.

40. A point made, among others, by Roberto Choque in his description of the reasons for the 
emergence of some of the earliest indigenous movements, which not coincidentally revolved 
around the issue of access to education. Roberto Choque Canqui, “De la defensa del ayllu a la 
creación de la República del Qullasuyu. Historia del movimiento indígena en Bolivia (1912–
1955).” In Luís Antezana (ed.), Historia y evolución del movimiento popular. Encuentro de 
Estudios Bolivianos. Cochabamba: CERES, 1986, pp. 465–504.
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court documents.41 Thus, a serious effort has been made to reconfigure indigenous 

activism on behalf of the indigenous school, an institution often criticized in the 

literature for its emphasis on imposing western cultural and moral values on a 

population that was deeply invested in the preservation of its own culture, in terms of 

resistance against precisely the same cultural impositions of which the indigenous 

school stands accused.42

Viewed in this manner, the study of indigenous education becomes something 

much more than a mere avenue into prevailing cultural attitudes, positioning—as it 

clearly does—the school itself on the very cusp between the expansionist policies of 

the state and the strategies of resistance embraced by the indigenous communities. 

Indeed, it is precisely the paradoxical nature of the indigenous embrace of indigenous 

schooling when the latter was designed as an instrument to combat indigenous 

cultures themselves, that highlights the ambiguous nature of the very concept of the 

indigenous school and begs the question whose interests the indigenous school served. 

Should we view the indigenous school as primarily an instrument of indigenous 

resistance or, above all, for its general hostility to the indigenous? Clearly, the same 

institution cannot simultaneously serve two such conflicting goals as the preservation 

and destruction of indigenous cultures in Bolivian society.

This approach to the indigenous school and its function in society very neatly 

encapsulates the essence of what has been regarded as the very root of cultural 

conflict in Bolivian society, locating the school itself in the very midst of a conflict 

pitting the forces of westernization and homogenization against those of indigenous 

resistance. In effect, here we see the conflict between what Tristan Platt described as 

“alien realities” come to a head in the indigenous school, which thus becomes the 

focal point of inter-ethnic conflict as expressed in altogether discordant educational 

41. See Roberto Choque Canqui, “La problemática de la educación indigenal.” In Data: revista
del instituto de estudios andinos y amazónicos, vol. 5 (1994), pp. 9–34.

42. Nowhere is this more plainly expressed than in the assessment of Vitaliano Soria, who argues 
explicitly for the existence of these two wholly incompatible goals as he describes the efforts 
of the state as rooted in the desire to “liquidar la cultura nativa [liquidate native culture]” and 
those of the indigenous communities as serving “su [de las comunidades] propio proyecto de 
sociedad” [their own social project]. Vitaliano Soria Choque, “Los caciques-apoderados y la 
lucha por la escuela (1900–1952).” In Roberto Choque, Vitaliano Soria, et al. (eds), 
Educación indígena: ¿ciudadanía o colonización? La Paz: Aruwiyiri, 1992, pp.48–94: p.76. 
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strategies.43 Given the ambiguity of indigenous education as seen in this manner, the 

school itself has in essence become a battleground upon which the struggle over the 

place and role of the indigenous communities was fought. 

Indigenous education has consequently been imagined as a conceptual tool 

that neatly reproduces what Michael Painter described as a melodrama, in which 

insensitive agents of change seek to impose their cultural heritage and values on a 

heroic peasantry that seeks to resist this imposition.44 Indigenous traditionalism is 

pitted against the relentless onslaught of the creole (criollo) modernizing impulse, in 

what can only be described as an unfair struggle between the powerful and the 

powerless. Since the indigenous school occupies such a unique place in this battle, 

due to the fact that strategies of each faction are so clearly expressed in the policies 

they pursue and the objectives they claim as their own, it has been interpreted largely 

as a veritable microcosm of inter-ethnic conflict in which, for our convenience, the 

positions and underlying ideologies are made explicit as core elements of curricular 

goals and the role assigned to the school itself. If indigenous strategy is expressed in 

the indigenous embrace of education as a weapon in their struggle for cultural 

survival, and official educational policy represents creole modernizing ideologies and 

nationalizing projects incarnate, then the school itself has become the locus of inter-

ethnic conflict and therewith particularly useful in our endeavors to make sense of 

these opposing positions and the logic behind them from an analytical point of view. 

This notion of the indigenous school as an epicenter for ongoing inter-ethnic 

conflict is especially clear in analyses of the famous escuela-ayllu (ayllu school) of 

Warisata founded in 1931.45 Given that the schools implemented by the state have 

been seen by scholars primarily as vehicles for the state’s homogenizing project—

even when the same schools have also been viewed as strategic tools in the hands of 

the indigenous communities—the role of Warisata has been interpreted quite 

specifically as having been designed to function as an antidote to the cultural 

43. Tristan Platt, “The Andean Experience of Bolivian Liberalism: Roots of Rebellion in 19th 
Century Chayanta (Potosí).” In Steve Stern (ed.), Resistance, Rebellion, and Consciousness in 
the Andean Peasant World: 18th to 20th Centuries. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1987: p. 317.

44. Michael Painter, “Re-creating the Andean Peasant Economy in Southern Peru.” In Jay 
O’Brien and William Roseberry, Golden Ages, Dark Ages: Imagining the Past in 
Anthropology and History, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991, pp. 81-106: p. 97.

45. See especially: Pérez, Warisata. The ayllu is generall translated as ‘kinship group’and refers 
to traditional indigenous communities in the Andean highlands.
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assimilationism wrought upon communities by what has become known as the 

‘official school.’ Ostensibly, Warisata was created in 1931 as an experimental school 

that would integrate itself into existing socio-cultural structures and whose curriculum 

was designed to meet the needs of the indigenous communities, in part by 

incorporating a heightened sense of appreciation for the existing indigenous cultural 

heritage.

Warisata itself, then, has become the focal point of this particular approach to 

the question of indigenous education and its function in Bolivian society. Analyses of 

the indigenous school as it existed prior to the founding of Warisata are complicated 

by the application of this model of conflict, because it essentially posits the 

indigenous school as serving two masters in terms of the objectives of the state in 

constructing them and of the communities in supporting them. At the same time, the 

general consensus has been that the schools should be seen as a fundamentally hostile 

presence in the communities. No such ambiguity has plagued interpretations of 

Warisata, given that this institution is regarded as the indigenous answer to the 

hostility of the indigenous school of the preceding era. Warisata expressly 

incorporated elements of indigenous culture into its organizational structure and 

curriculum; according to its founders its program was designed specifically to 

strengthen indigenous culture by introducing a curriculum that celebrated it and by 

emphasizing traditional economic activities as the core of its educational program.46

The significance of this school, consequently, is that it is supposed to have 

reversed the direction of indigenous education itself. Whereas the schools that 

operated in the rural areas prior to 1931 were erected to destroy indigenous culture, 

this institution was created to strengthen it and thus has become a pivotal element in 

the overall analysis of indigenous education in the context of cultural conflict. It was 

at Warisata that the use of the indigenous school as a strategic component of 

indigenous resistance finally was reflected in the structure and curriculum of the 

school itself. If the state’s indigenous school was a core element in its program of 

modernization and transculturation, then Warisata is “la síntesis de toda actividad de 

resistencia comunaria en torno a la escuela campesina.”47

46. See Chapter V.
47. “The synthesis of all activities of communal resistance concerning the peasant school.” 

Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, p. 96.
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In essence, this means a further complication to an already profoundly 

complicated model of indigenous education. The interpretive ambiguity of the 

indigenous school as an institution that both served the cultural needs of indigenous 

communities and sought to destroy their heritage is compounded by the addition of a 

particular school that supposedly was created specifically to counter the 

assimilationist project favored by the state. Therewith, we find that in the existing 

analytical models a sharp contrast is created between the “official indigenous school” 

of the early twentieth century and the escuela-ayllu of Warisata, which naturally 

depends on the notion that the “official indigenous school” indeed served the 

assimilationist needs of the state rather than the conservationist effort of the 

communities. This in turn has been disputed on the basis of the existence of a conflict 

over the function of the school that precisely mirrors the contrast between this early 

indigenous school and Warisata. Both allude to the indigenous school as a locus of 

inter-ethnic conflict related to the role and place of the indigenous population in an 

emerging Bolivian nation-state, but one does so by generating contrast between the 

early indigenous school and the escuela-ayllu, while the other does so by re-creating 

this very same conflict within the individual early indigenous school itself, which on 

the surface seems to negate at least in part the role assigned to Warisata as the focal 

point of the school-as-resistance since it depends on an interpretation that casts the 

preceding schools as purely assimilationist.

When we step back and look at the way in which indigenous educational development 

has been interpreted, we find that it has been very neatly placed within the context of 

an inter-ethnic conflict that drives the positions and strategies of both of the parties 

involved. At the same time, there is a recognition that our analysis of the strategies 

and policies relating to the creation of the indigenous school and its mission in society 

allows us to examine what amounts to a crystallization of the racial ideologies, 

prejudices, and cultural positions of both of the main parties involved, affording us a 

rather unique opportunity to observe a process whereby those participating in the 

process of education and educational policy-making were forced to expressly qualify 

and quantify their positions and cultural notions with regard to the indigenous Other.
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As a result, the history of indigenous education has largely been regarded as a 

golden opportunity to peer into the nature of inter-ethnic conflict in Bolivian society

and to take stock of the positions taken by both sides in it. It is no wonder that in such 

a framework, the bulk of analytical efforts has gone to the early stages of educational 

development and the subsequent founding of Warisata, since this is where many 

researchers have located the core of indigenous education as cultural resistance; the 

essence of inter-ethnic conflict is found in the opposition between the escuela-ayllu

and its assimilationist predecessors, which means that it is this transition from official 

indigenous education to the model developed at Warisata that the clearest 

embodiment of that conflict has been located. The opposition between the indigenous 

worldview and that of the creole upper classes who presided over the formulation of 

official policy has been sought and found in the opposition between this early 

indigenous school and the escuela-ayllu of Warisata, both reflecting in their own 

ways the “alien realities” to which they appertained. 

It is no great wonder, then, that analyses of indigenous education in so far as 

they relate to the development of the system of indigenous education prior to the 

National Revolution—which has its own logic that has been studied extensively in 

efforts to make sense of the revolutionary position of the place and role of the 

indigenous communities in Bolivian society—have focused preeminently on the 

period between what has been recognized as the first concerted efforts by the state to 

construct schools in the rural areas and the founding of the escuela-ayllu in the early 

1930s. In the context of a model of educational development that is centered around 

Warisata as the embodiment of indigenous resistance in education, it is this period and 

its inherent oppositions between the schools promoted by the state and those created 

by the communities that historians have located the essence of indigenous education 

as an expression of the inter-ethnic conflict that is thought to have shaped Bolivian 

society and its evolution.

Regarding	Indigenous	Education

As indicated in the above paragraphs, the history of indigenous education has been 

viewed by historians largely as a mirror of ongoing conflict between the indigenous 
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communities and the state, with each of these parties seeking to employ the 

indigenous school to their best advantage in the continuing debate over the worth and 

place of indigenous cultures in Bolivian society. In essence, we are faced with a 

model that neatly reproduces preexisting notions of inter-ethnic conflict and cultural 

warfare, while allowing a more specific overview of the positions taken by each side. 

The roles assigned to these parties are both fixed and largely predictable: the 

indigenous communities and their leaders use the school—and especially Warisata—

to resist the cultural and social impositions of an oppressor represented by the state, 

which in turn seeks to eliminate indigenous cultures from the Bolivian landscape and 

to supplant them with a homogenized citizenry based on European models of the 

nation-state. There is little ambiguity regarding the manner in which these positions 

are defined, nor is there much nuance in the way researchers have attempted to link 

these positions in ongoing cultural conflict to the development of the school. This is 

best illustrated by the experience of Warisata, which is widely understood to embody 

indigenous resistance in education and is thus contrasted to the ‘official schools’

which are—for all the ambiguity that exists with regard to their function—largely 

regarded as instruments of the state to serve its nefarious objectives.

As such, the lines are very clearly drawn between a resistant peasantry and the 

colonizing elite, each seeking to use the school for its specific purposes, while the 

objectives behind the joint drive for expanded access to education are largely 

incompatible. It is hard not to root for the oppressed and exploited natives in this 

remaking—or continuation—of the history of colonization itself, as we are expected 

to embrace the heroism of the indigenous communities in their almost futile struggle

against the inexorable march of progress. As Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui put it, they are 

“oppressed, but not defeated,” and they inspire us to believe in the resilience of the 

human spirit in the face of injustice.48

What this means, however, is that the study of indigenous education has 

tended to regard the development thereof merely in terms of resistant indigenous 

communities and the ever-encroaching state. When we look at the manner in which 

the role of the indigenous school has been interpreted, scholars have regarded it very 

neatly as a function of the stated or presumed objectives of each of the parties 

48. Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, Oprimidos pero no vencidos: luchas del campesinado Aymara y 
Quechua 1900–1980. La Paz: HISBOL/CSUTB, 1984.
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involved. In current analyses, the desire for modernization and nationalization of the 

indigenous populace is reflected in the assimilationist tendencies of the school, while 

the desire to resist self-same is reflected in the intended usage of the schools by the 

indigenous communities as part and parcel of their strategies for cultural preservation, 

creating an image of perfectly opposed goals best embodied by the opposition 

between the maligned ‘official school’ and the pro-indigenous escuela-ayllu.

In viewing the indigenous school as an extension of such positions, the study 

of the indigenous school serves largely as an illustration of the racial prejudice that 

prevailed among political elites and a resultant general hostility to the continued 

existence of indigenous cultures. Likewise, the focus on indigenous resistance in the 

schools and in particular in the escuela-ayllu of Warisata complements this image as a 

demonstration of indigenous cultural resistance to the modernizing project of the 

expansionist state. Both the indigenous and creole position on the usefulness of 

education to their respective strategies exemplify this notion of inter-ethnic conflict. 

As such, current analyses of the role and place of the indigenous school in Bolivian 

history have used the theme of education to highlight already prevailing notions with 

regard to the stance of both of these parties, in essence adding very little that we did 

not already know about prevailing racial and cultural attitudes in Bolivian society. 

Given that the study of indigenous education has been regarded as useful 

especially as a means to highlight the nature of cultural struggle and racial attitudes in 

Bolivian society, it is not surprising that the primary focus of researchers has been 

placed on these aspects of educational development. Since current analytical models 

construct education as neatly reflecting the struggle over culture and ethnic identity in 

Bolivian society, researchers have homed in on the rhetoric surrounding the theme of 

indigenous education, looking especially at the discourse employed by state officials, 

intellectuals, and indigenous leaders to distill from it the attitudes, ideas, and 

ideologies that determined the direction of the indigenous school itself. Historians and 

anthropologists have consequently concentrated their efforts more exactly on the 

discourse of education, looking especially to understand educational policy and its 

value as an indicator of predominant attitudes with regard to the place and role of the 

indigenous population, while viewing indigenous discourse on the need for schools as 

an avenue into the indigenous concept of resistance and cultural preservation. Most of 
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the currently available interpretations of indigenous education and its development, 

then, have been focused mainly on official policy as an expression of the cultural 

attitudes of the political and intellectual elites, and on the indigenous embrace of 

education as an expression of their desire for cultural preservation and the potential 

role of the school in such preservationist efforts. 

When we examine how the school proper is viewed, we find that our 

understanding of the institution itself has been shaped overwhelmingly by this 

approach, which privileges indigenous education as an avenue into cultural politics 

and attitudes on either side of the ethnic divide. The indigenous school of the early 

twentieth century is invariably described as an institution that was created by the state 

to further its program of modernization at the expense of indigenous cultural integrity, 

and thus as an institution that was essentially hostile to indigenous culture, even when 

some communities were allegedly able to turn the schools to their cultural advantage. 

The indigenous school of the period prior to the founding of Warisata is described 

without fail as one that was “formal and academic,” built upon European educational 

traditions and lacking any consideration for the cultural environment in which they 

were intended to operate.49

They were created as a weapon to further the liquidation of indigenous 

culture50 and to highlight and promote the superior moral and cultural values of 

western civilization. Indeed, their function is understood in precisely this way; the 

simple rejection of these institutions is complicated only by attempts by the affected 

communities themselves to incorporate the modern skills imparted by the schools into 

their strategic resistance, with the resulting paradox resolved only by indicating that 

even though the schools were essentially a hostile presence in the communities, the 

basic skills—especially literacy—were nonetheless useful to the communities in their 

49. This follows a very long tradition, as can be demonstrated by indicating that the 1948 report 
by Nelson already describes the pre-Warisata school as such. In part, this is attributable to the 
manner in which Pérez, one of the co-founders of the famous institution, justified and 
rationalized the need for the creation of the school precisely as an answer to the supposedly 
academic nature of the official school that preceded his brainchild. In later chapters, I will 
make evident the fact that this description is essentially unfounded, while also indicating that 
the differentiation between an ‘official school’ and Warisata is disingenuous in and of itself, 
given that Warisata was, in fact, an ‘official school’ in the same sense as has been applied to
the much maligned institutions that came before it. Raymond H. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, 
vol. 1949/1 of The Bulletin of the U.S. Office of Education. Washington: United States 
Government Printing Office, 1949.

50. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 76.
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resistance to the modernizing project. Thus, much in the same way that educational 

policy is understood as a mirror of intellectual and official positions among 

hegemonic creoles in Bolivian society with regard to their indigenous countrymen, the 

indigenous school is seen as a direct result of the policies that resulted from the ideas 

and ideologies held high by dominating cultural elites.

In applying this straightforward model of inter-ethnic conflict to the 

development of the indigenous educational system, however, there are several aspects 

of education that have not been fully brought to light. The most important of these is, 

in my opinion, the function and role of the schools and the teachers. The focus of 

historians has, as I have indicated, rested squarely on the ideological backgrounds 

underpinning educational policy; the role of the schools in society itself has been seen 

as following logically from this ideological foundation. In assuming that the state is 

the natural head of society and that its policies shape reality, as is assumed in this 

current model of the development of indigenous education, the function and 

functioning of the school has been viewed almost exclusively from the angle of 

policy-making. If the state designed the schools to perform a particular function, then 

it has been assumed that this function is the one it performed in reality.

As a consequence, very little effort has been made to examine the schools 

themselves and to establish how they affected the communities upon which they 

exerted whatever influence it was that they could exert. Since official policy was one 

characterized as one of “liquidation” of the indigenous communities, the effect of the 

establishment of these “formal and academic” schools is understood to have been 

fundamentally destructive, save in those cases where indigenous strategy allowed for 

a modification of the function of the schools, in which case their effect is aligned with 

the intentions of these indigenous movements. Both cases, however, present an 

interpolated view of the role of the indigenous school on society based on a series of 

assumptions which in the end presuppose the ability of those advocating a particular 

policy or strategy to execute it in an efficient and well-organized manner. That 

assumption, as I have argued above, is quite an ambitious one in the context of an 

otherwise profoundly dysfunctional Bolivian state and of indigenous communities 

that have traditionally been depicted as impoverished, downtrodden, and perpetually 
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victimized by national and local authorities seeking to repress every hint of rebellion

and dissent by often violent means.

The situation we are faced with as a result of this approach to the school and 

its role in the formation of Bolivian society, as we are familiar with it today, is one in 

which much has been written about the ideological and political discourses 

surrounding the matter of indigenous education. This has provided us with a great 

deal of insight into the reasoning and motivations of those who at the beginning of the 

century argued in favor of the construction of a broad system of indigenous education 

as well as into the objectives behind that system. We know why politicians and 

intellectuals favored indigenous education, we know what sort of system they hoped 

to implement and how they wanted to implement it and finally, we know what they 

hoped to accomplish with this effort. What we know almost nothing about, however, 

is the degree to which the state was actually capable of implementing such ideas and 

policies or the degree to which it could provide oversight over the resultant 

institutions. We know, in short, quite a bit about the theory of indigenous education 

but exceedingly little about the practice of it. 

This is particularly irksome given the fact that the main idea expressed by 

indigenous activists (both now and in the past) seeking access to education, as well as 

state officials seeking to construct an expansive system of indigenous schools is that 

the school bears the promise of profound social and economic change, and thus was 

and continues to be thought of as one of the few elements of policy that might 

profoundly affect the shape of Bolivian society and the direction of its development. 

When we consider the content of the discourse created by leading advocates of 

indigenous education at the beginning of the century, it is clear that the effect they 

sought was not a minor detail or some small change, but rather a comprehensive 

transformation of the very fabric of Bolivian society. The idea of assimilation and the 

incorporation of the “Indian Masses” into national life would constitute, by any 

measure, a radical adjustment of Bolivian social realities with consequences of 

historic proportions. If such a potential for change can be attributed to the school, then 

it does not do to regard them merely as a function of state policy and/or indigenous 

strategy, all the while not expending much effort in attempting to determine in what 
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way the presence of the school itself may have altered social, ethnic, and economic 

realities. 

In essence, even when all involved appear to agree that there is a potential for 

quite dramatic social change in the implementation of an educational system, no 

broader effort has been made to understand the ways in which the school may have 

impacted on Bolivian society beyond reference to the assimilationist nature of state 

policy and the cultural destruction that has been assumed to follow from it, which 

takes for granted that such policy was perfectly implemented. Indeed, in referring 

only to the schools as a function of policy or strategy, no room is created for the 

consideration of unforeseen effects of the presence of this institution within the 

indigenous communities of the Andes and lowlands. Amid the many voices 

proclaiming the importance of education, decrying the absence of a functional system, 

and abhorring the apparent assimilationist tendencies of the policies behind the 

construction of the system (as it is thought to have existed), we have yet to develop 

any true insight into the functioning of the schools, their effect on the communities 

they served, and the impact they may have had on society at large. 

In the meanwhile, the role of the school in Bolivian development has been 

interpolated from our ideas with regard to the intent of policy-makers and the 

objectives of indigenous strategists, an interpretation which rests on an assumption of 

perfect, or at least adequate, implementation of policies developed at the state level, 

which constitutes a profound stretch of the imagination given the context of the 

Bolivian state. Thus, while it is not an unreasonable starting-point for an analysis of 

the educational system to assume that it may have been rooted in the assimilationist 

ideals of policy-makers at the state level, such a presumption should never be elevated 

to historical fact without an effort of discovery into pertinent facts.

Problematizing	Indigenous	Education

There has not, in short, been sufficient effort to separate out educational policy—

wherein I would include the strategic use of educational resources as envisioned by en 

emerging indigenous leadership—from educational practice, which means, as I have 

stated above, that while we have extracted a great deal of valuable insight from our 
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studies into policies and strategies with regard to the indigenous school and its 

purpose, this insight is largely limited to the ideologies and biases of the parties 

involved, whether it be the assimilationist tendencies of early twentieth century 

political elites or indigenous resistance to modernization in support of the 

preservation of indigenous cultures still extant throughout the Bolivian national 

territory. This singular focus on the intended purpose of the indigenous school and its 

ideological foundations has provided valuable and worthwhile data about the manner 

in which both indigenous communities and political elites conceived of Bolivian 

society and of their own place in it, revealing sometimes conflicting notions of 

nationhood, cultural integrity, and modernity itself. However, when we look at the 

manner in which the resulting assessments have been carried through to our 

understanding of the schools, it becomes apparent that we are faced with a significant 

shortcoming in the analytical value of the approaches that have dominated scholarship 

on the indigenous school to date.

Educational policy has been regarded as such a clear indicator of the intent 

and purpose of the indigenous school as envisioned by those involved, that this 

analysis of stated purpose has been applied almost without an afterthought to the 

schools themselves. We can see this very clearly reflected in the manner in which the 

role of the schools has been interpreted: the indigenous school that emerges in the 

aftermath of the reforms undertaken in the early twentieth century, which established 

indigenous education as a separate branch for the first time, has widely been regarded 

as an institution that was fundamentally hostile to the endurance of the cultures of the 

communities it served—or, rather, disserved. If educational policy has been viewed as 

the embodiment of racial and cultural ideologies, then the schools themselves have 

similarly been viewed as the embodied manifestation of policy. The basic problem 

here is, of course, that otherwise valid assessments of the intent of advocates of 

indigenous education have been taken at face value and used to appraise the function 

and role of the schools themselves, which in essence presumes a direct correlation 

between the intended purpose and the actual function of the schools. 

This is tremendously problematic since there is relatively little reason to 

presume that stated intent and official policy could easily be translated into practice 

by a state that is otherwise known for its general ineptitude. In effect, our 
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understanding of the role that schools played in communities and of the impact they 

may have had on shaping Bolivian society has been based largely on an interpolation 

of the objectives stated by indigenous leaders and politicians, leaving us with very 

little information regarding the operation of the schools and their function in 

indigenous communities. Thus, when the indigenous school of the period preceding 

the founding of Warisata is characterized as a hostile presence defined by its 

assimilationist tendencies, this is due to the fact that on the one hand it has been 

established that this was indeed what political elites envisioned as they set about 

creating the system of indigenous education, while on the other hand the significance 

of Warisata itself has been related to the supposed damaging effects of the school. 

What is lacking, however, is an analysis of the inner workings of the schools as part 

of a comprehensive effort to establish exactly what it was that these schools achieved; 

the mere fact that the indigenous school of this period has been regarded as the result 

of a state-led effort to introduce an education capable of transforming social realities 

in the service of national construction has been enough to condemn the institutions 

themselves as a harmful presence.

We are confronted, as a result, with what constitutes in my mind a rather 

troublesome gap in our understanding of the schools themselves, one that has escaped 

the attention of scholars due to the fact that there has been a general willingness to 

interpolate the meaning of the institution itself from the positions taken by those in 

charge of the educational system. While the opposition between the stated goals of 

state officials and those of an emerging indigenous leadership does suggest an 

obvious conflict over the purpose of the school as a vehicle for social and ethnic 

transformation, it is dangerous to transpose this notion of conflict onto the schools 

themselves without at least some effort to confirm that the conclusions drawn on the 

basis of the rhetoric employed by either side are applicable to the practical reality 

lived in the indigenous schools themselves. 

There are other, significant, problems that arise from the model of inter-ethnic 

struggle that has been applied so readily to the history of indigenous education in the 

Bolivian republic. In the context of a historiography that emphasizes ethnic conflict 

and the tensions that arise when those who pertain to the criollo-mestizo sphere seek 

to influence the indigenous sphere, the complexity and motility that characterizes the 
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Bolivian construction of ethnic and racial identities becomes of much greater 

importance than has been generally awarded to it. 

The complexities and intricacies involved in this system are illustrated by the 

fact that even early twentieth century state officials observed a prevalence of mestizos

as teachers in the indigenous schools, eventually viewing this situation as a problem 

in need of a solution. The answer to this problem was sought in the construction of a 

series of escuelas normales rurales (rural normal schools)51 that were to attract 

indigenous individuals to be trained as rural teachers to serve in the indigenous 

schools. This would seem like a natural solution to the problem in a situation where 

ethnic categories are thought to be fixed; but in the reality of Bolivian society, such an 

approach was doomed to failure, since professionalization itself can be an avenue for 

the ethnic transformation of the individual. In other words, while such an institution 

might successfully attract indigenous aspirants to a career in education, it also had the 

capacity to create mestizos. Indigeneity resides in behavior traditionally associated 

with the indigenous heritage, while literacy as well as modern professionalism of the 

sort created by an institution of higher learning pertain quite specifically to the 

modern and western sphere. 

Education, in short, creates ethnic identities and provides one method for 

ethnic transformation, making it an integral part of the system that regulates the 

construction of ethnic identity in Bolivian society and something that cannot be 

understood as existing separately from matters of ethnicity and the construction 

thereof. An observation of the prevalence of mestizos in the classroom, while 

superficially suggesting the inner workings of an inter-ethnic conflict to those who 

misunderstand the construction of ethnicity in Bolivian society, instead demonstrates 

the operation of the system of identity construction itself, thereby disallowing any 

foregone conclusions with regard to the relationship between individuals belonging to 

one sphere and those belonging to another. It describes how ethnicity is made, rather 

than what sort of relationship exists between members of separate ethnic categories.

51. Rural teacher training schools.
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Making	the	Case	for	Education

The concerns expressed in this admittedly lengthy introduction are not restricted 

merely to the realm of the theoretical, or they would not have been featured so 

prominently here. Many of the key objections I have attempted to voice in the 

discussion above have been the result of my own investigations and have become 

central to my approach to the theme of educational reform primarily because they are 

directly pertinent to the subject matter at hand. The notion of the early indigenous 

school as an instrument of state power in its struggle to overcome indigenous 

resistance to its nationalizing project depends on the idea that the state was 

responsible for the creation and maintenance of this early indigenous school and that 

it had the capability to preside over the implementation of its curricular models in 

them. In following chapters, I will present evidence to the contrary, thus calling into 

doubt the perception of the indigenous school as a “formal and academic” institution 

that threatened the cultural survival of the indigenous communities it targeted. 

Likewise, the common assessment of the significance of Warisata has been connected 

directly to this first assumption of the prior indigenous school as governed by the 

state’s nationalizing and modernizing impulse, whereas this position is no longer 

tenable if it can be shown—as I intend to do—that the indigenous school was almost 

exclusively an indigenous affair in the hands of indigenous communities themselves. 

If Warisata is not the indigenous answer to a hostile formal and academic indigenous 

school, then how should we reinterpret its meaning and function in relationship to the 

vastly successful and formative educational reforms that were, after all, constructed 

atop the model developed at this celebrated institution?

Perhaps the most important question to be raised in relation to the indigenous 

school and its function in Bolivian society is this: to whom does the school belong? 

The question is relevant because so much of the interpretation of the role of the school 

hinges precisely on questions of ownership and control. The image of the indigenous 

school as an instrument of, as Martinez has put it, de-Indianization is dependent on 

the notion that the state owned and effectively operated the school.52 Likewise, to 

view the indigenous school as a means of resistance against modernization and 

52. Martinez, Françoise, “La peur blanche: un moteur de la politique educative libérale en Bolivie 
(1899–1920).” In Bulletin de l’Institut Français d’Études Andines, vol. 27/2 (1998), pp. 265–
283: p. 276.



MARTEN	BRIENEN

38

assimilation is to ascribe a significant degree of control over the school and its 

function to the indigenous communities themselves. In addition, of course, the 

framework within which these two conflicting visions of the school have been unified 

to reflect ongoing inter-cultural struggle between the indigenous and the non-

indigenous segments of society ultimately depends on relatively fixed interpretations 

of the significance assigned to the concept of indigenous education by the parties 

involved. Even these basic positions hinge on an acceptance of established 

motivations for the parties involved, thus supporting the idea that indigenous embrace 

of education should be seen as resistance whereas the state’s stance on indigenous 

education should be seen as a function of a general desire to assimilate the indigenous 

masses. In short, even in questioning the ownership of the school and the manner in 

which it reflects on its function, we have not yet broached the underlying question of 

fixed motivations within the context of inter-cultural struggle.

One may well question the supposedly fixed nature of the assimilationist 

tendencies of state policy and intellectual debate, especially with the emergence of 

politicized indigenismo in the 1920s and 1930s. Assessments made of the rationale 

behind educational policy in the early twentieth century cannot be carried over into 

our analyses of public policy in later decades without due consideration for the 

indisputable fact that the underlying currents of racism and prejudice themselves were 

profoundly influenced by intellectual and political debates, scientific discovery, and a 

general evolution of the manner in which political and intellectual elites regarded the 

indigenous population. Even when we establish that the indigenous school originated 

in the desire to assimilate the indigenous into a supposed mainstream of modernity, 

this tells us relatively little about the motivations of military reformers of the post-war 

period. Current interpretative models do tend to rely heavily on an anachronistic view 

of the motives of political elites in establishing and reforming the educational system. 

By the same token, viewing indigenous involvement in education as resistance can 

serve at times to typecast the participation of the communities and their leaders in the 

evolution of Bolivian society. There is no room in this model for a more cooperative 

mode, nor for the idea that indigenous communities may have welcomed the school 

out of a desire for modernization rather than a distaste for it, the latter requiring a 
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significant effort to reinterpret actions and utterances that on the surface seem to 

conflict with the presupposed mission of cultural preservation.

It has been the predominance of fixed presumptions with regard to both 

ownership and motivation that, I believe, has been the quintessential problem with 

current interpretations of the indigenous educational system and its history, driving 

scholars to be concerned primarily with what the indigenous school was supposed to 

do as opposed to what it actually did do. In fact, this focus on the purpose of the 

school has been so overwhelming that there has been little recognition of the fact that 

these are quite different matters. The development of indigenous education has been 

viewed largely as a reflection upon existing divisions and struggles between the 

indigenous and non-indigenous segments of society, and has not been approached as 

particularly interesting in its own right. To put it bluntly, I would argue that the 

current body of literature has so strongly cast indigenous education as an avenue for 

exploring cultural conflict that it has failed to consider the effect that the schools 

themselves may have had on societal developments and in particular on the 

relationship between the state and the indigenous communities. The idea that the 

schools functioned in a particular way because they were owned by the state and 

therefore reflected the opinions and motives of that state in creating them has thus 

effectively drowned out any effort to determine exactly what effects the schools may 

have had in reality, as these effects are too often still regarded as the predictable 

outcome of this complex relationship between ownership and motivation: the use of 

the school as an avenue for exploring the dynamics of Bolivian society and ethnic 

relations has come at the expense of the study of the school as a participatory element 

in them, something that had the ability to alter relationships and to directly affect 

society. 

I have attempted to show in the discussion above why the common 

assumptions with regard to the purpose and role of the schools are problematic and 

how they have predetermined particular considerations with regard to the role and 

function of the schools without really providing much insight into the schools 

themselves. The fact that the indigenous school existed on the cusp of indigenous and 

non-indigenous societies and projects—whether of assimilation or resistance to it—

has been seen as interesting because it then illustrates the dynamics of a presupposed 
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cultural conflict between these, but strangely not as an institution that may have 

affected this dynamic. It has been regarded, then, as a window that is somehow not 

part of the structure to be viewed itself. When it comes to education, however, a 

convincing case can be made that it actually alters the dynamics rather than merely 

reproducing them, and thus it should be important to determine not only what the 

intended purpose of the school was but also to examine how it developed.

This work will place educational reformism within a framework that aims to 

redress this shortcoming in our understanding of the indigenous school and its 

importance, not only as an expression of cultural bias and indigenous resistance but as 

an institution that straddled both worlds in a manner quite unlike any other and as 

such it is reasonable to assume that it may have affected the dynamics of cultural 

exchange and inter-cultural conflict. It makes sense, in this context, to look upon the 

reforms introduced in the late 1930s as being of particular interest, given their scope 

and the undeniable fact that it was with these reforms that the state-run system of 

indigenous schools would finally penetrate a rapidly expanding number of 

communities. 

This analysis, however, would not be possible, given the seriousness of the 

shortcomings I have attempted to outline above, without making a concerted effort to 

reconsider some of the long-held tenets of current interpretative models applied 

generally to the theme of indigenous education. I cannot reproduce the analytical 

framework within which indigenous education has traditionally been placed, because 

I believe it to be fatally flawed, and I must recognize that the place that has been 

given to the reforms is dependent upon this prehistory of educational reformism. The 

núcleo escolar campesino (peasant school center), which as we shall see formed the 

backbone of educational restructuring, was modeled after Warisata and cannot be 

regarded wholly separate from it. The function of the school itself has been made 

subject to an interpretation that places it within a context of inter-ethnic struggle, and 

I cannot interpret the núcleo and its function without understanding the function of 

indigenous schools that came before it. Moreover, and this may be the pivotal point, it 

must be recognized that reform in itself is a recognition of particular problems with 

the existing situation, and the reasons outlined above should serve as clarification for 
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the fact that I do not believe that our current understanding of the indigenous school 

in the period preceding military reformism can provide us with the tools and insight 

needed to appreciate exactly what problems leading reformists were hoping to 

resolve. We know too little about the functionality of the schools to properly 

contextualize the perceived need for a reform of them.

In essence, then, it is important also to further problematize the subject of 

indigenous education by asking: what can we learn from it? The insistence on the 

indigenous school as nothing more than an expression of cultural attitudes and 

strategies has severely restricted our ability to learn from the experience of the 

schools, because their role in societal development has been made almost entirely 

secondary to their role as political and cultural statements by those who are presumed 

to have fought over their ultimate purpose. Many otherwise relevant questions have 

simply not been asked, which has meant that we have a very limited understanding of 

the subject as a whole. Historiography has been so singularly focused on the discourse 

of education, that it has tended to overlook the practice of it, and in the context of 

wildly unsuccessful states such as the Bolivian one, that represents a problem in that it 

is reasonable to assume that there is some distance between the theory of educational 

policy and the practice of the school.

Here, then, I am presenting a long-term view of the educational reforms that 

shaped the indigenous educational system and its schools throughout what might be 

considered the most eventful period in Bolivian history, culminating famously in the 

National Revolution of 1952. The view is long out of necessity, but I hope it will also 

be clearer and more rewarding as a result.

Organization

To accomplish the goals set forth above, this work has been divided into chapters 

dealing with particular stages in the development of indigenous education. The first 

chapters are dedicated to the prehistory of the reformism with which I am herein 

concerned. The organization of these chapters has allowed me not only to sketch the 

developments leading up to and after the start of military reformism, but indeed to 

address some of the issues outlined above, and they should therefore be considered 
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not only as chronological in their structure, but also as thematic. My study of the 

indigenous school explores a variety of topics related to the interaction between the 

state and the indigenous communities.

Chapter One (1825–1899) addresses the earliest stages of educational development 

in the Bolivian Republic. Starting in the earliest days following independence, I trace 

the development of policy and the emergence of ever-increasing chaos in the 

educational system. This allows me to establish clearly that educational development, 

while traditionally viewed as an essential function of the state, could not be controlled 

by the state, nor could the resulting schools effectively be overseen by it. In this sense, 

we can view the field of education as indicative of the relative strengths and 

weaknesses of the Bolivian state, while also demonstrating that even prior to the 

twentieth century, a pattern of state intervention was established whereby the state 

was willing to relinquish control over such essential state functions such as education 

to third parties as a temporary solution to its own incapacity to provide adequate 

services. In effect, this chapter will allow me to establish the fact that we must 

approach the relationship between educational policy and educational practice as 

rooted in separate issues, thus creating a new framework within which we can place 

later developments, countering the strong notion that we should look to state 

intervention as the origin of developments in the field of education in Bolivian 

society.

Chapter Two (1899–1920) is focused on the early twentieth century, which has been 

widely recognized as the point of departure for the development of the system of 

indigenous education that emerges in the period leading up to the reforms of the 

1930s. Having established that many of the most important developments did not 

originate within the structures of the state in the preceding chapter, we have created 

the necessary space to consider the efforts undertaken in the early decades of the 

twentieth century by indigenous communities themselves—including both ayllu and 

hacienda based populations—to construct for themselves what the state could not 

deliver, and thus we may also reconsider the common assumption that we should 

regard the early indigenous school an essentially assimilationist institution based on 

the notion of who built it, and why it was built. Here, we can also recognize a 
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continuation of the modes of state intervention in societal development outlined in the 

first chapter.

Chapter Three (1920–1931) deals with what is one of the least-studied periods in the 

history of indigenous education in Bolivia. I will show that this period was 

characterized above all by increasing anarchy in the administration of indigenous 

education, as indigenous communities, supported by some of the very first indigenous 

activist organizations, continued to actively build and maintain schools for 

themselves. This added a layer of complexity to the administration of the schools that 

the Ministry of Education proved unable to absorb. Indeed, this period can be 

regarded as marked by increasing chaos and repeated attempts to bring some manner 

of control over these schools. 

Chapter Four (1931–1935) examines the creation of Warisata and its role in the 

formation of the núcleo escolar campesino, which would in time transform the chaos 

of the preceding era into a semblance of a system of indigenous education under state 

control. Warisata has been regarded widely as a turning point in indigenous education, 

having been construed as the specific moment in which the indigenous made 

themselves masters of their education and therewith embarked on a project to 

transform the school into an institution that would serve their specific social, 

economic, and cultural needs in the face of an ‘official school’ that had been created 

to modernize indigenous culture to certain extinction. In this chapter, I will offer an 

alternative vision of the significance of Warisata, which depends heavily on my 

reinterpretation of the role of indigenous communities in the construction of 

indigenous education in the preceding decades, to argue that given the heavy 

involvement of the communities in the construction of schools, it makes little sense to 

regard Warisata as an indigenous reaction to the destructive influence of the 

indigenous school of the preceding period. Indeed, when we consider that Warisata 

was, for all intents and purposes, an ‘official school’ itself, promoted and supported 

by the state in its quest for a more effective education, it becomes apparent that our 

interpretation of Warisata and its significance is due for reconsideration. The question 

thus becomes: what specific problems with the existing system did this iconic school 

resolve? The answer to that question should be sought in the anarchical state of the 
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educational system as it was encountered by the pre-War administrations, and in the 

organizational innovation offered by Warisata’s architects.

Chapter Five (1935–1939) examines the reforms initiated during the Era of Military 

Socialism, a period recognized widely as a precursor to the Bolivian National 

Revolution of 1952. It was during this time frame that the núcleo escolar campesino

became the basis for an ongoing reform of indigenous education, ultimately bringing 

hundreds of indigenous schools that had operated in isolation until then into the 

burgeoning nuclear system. The period of Military Socialism itself has been ill-

understood, and I will provide the historical context for a reinterpretation of it, 

focusing especially on attempts to rationalize the educational system.

Chapter Six (1939–1952) is dedicated to the period leading up the Bolivian National 

Revolution of 1952 and examines two significant developments. First, the takeover of 

indigenous education by the Consejo Nacional de Educación (National Educational 

Council or CNE) in 1940 and then the involvement of the United States Cooperative 

Educational Program (CEP), which came to Bolivia in 1944 and would remain until 

1956. I will argue that contrary to the decidedly negative depictions of the CNE, this 

institution largely continued on the path set forward by Elizardo Pérez, the famous 

founder of Warisata, during the Era of Military Socialism, though with a greater 

understanding of the limitations of the state’s capacity to enact significant reform. I 

will also detail how the CEP embarked on perhaps the most complete reform of the 

indigenous educational system, taking the groundwork laid by Pérez and the CNE and 

then actively spreading the nuclear system around the rural areas in a successful effort 

to create out of the pre-existing indigenous school an actual comprehensive system of 

indigenous education.
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Chapter	I:
The	Prehistory	of	Bolivian	Indigenous	Education

Neither	Real	nor	Serious

When we look at prevailing interpretations of the development of indigenous 

education1 in the Bolivian highlands, it is clear that many historians have identified 

the early twentieth century as the point of departure for the emergence of the 

indigenous educational system.2 The first decades of the twentieth century were 

marked by a fairly rapid expansion of the indigenous school in the rural areas, home 

to a preponderance of the indigenous popular majority,3 and this rapid growth stands 

in shrill contrast to the state of indigenous education at the very end of the nineteenth

century.4 Where in 1899 there were at most a handful of schools that served 

indigenous communities,5 within three decades hundreds of such schools dotted the 

highlands and valleys.6 There can be little doubt that between the late nineteenth and 

the early twentieth centuries, a shift occurred that allowed the indigenous school to 

blossom.

1. Due to limitations of space and scope, I shall not emphasize the distinction between early 
twentieth century Bolivian conceptualizations of ‘education’ as opposed to ‘instruction,’ and 
limit myself to the use of the word ‘education.’

2. See, for example, Françoise Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pas nos égaux: l’école 
bolivienne dans la politique libérale de «régénération nationale» (1898–1920). Tours: Presses 
Universitaires du Septentrion, 2000; Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados”; Raúl Calderón Jemio, “La ‘deuda social’ de los liberales de principios de siglo: 
una aproximación a la educación elemental entre 1900–1910.” In Data: revista del instituto de 
estudios andinos y amazónicos, vol. 5 (1994), pp. 53–83.

3. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools;” Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables; Soria, “Los 
caciques apoderados;” and Choque, “La problemática.”

4. Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 88–118 and Rafael Reyeros, Historia de la 
educación boliviana. La Paz: Empresa Editora Universo, 1952, pp. 413–473.

5. There are known cases of indigenous schools prior to 1899, as described by Edgar Valda 
Martínez. See Edgar Armando Valda Martínez, “Sobre la instrucción primaria en Tahua, Nor 
Lípez. 1897–1899”. In Data: revista del instituto de estudios andinos y amazónicos vol. 5
(1994), pp. 35–52. It is important to make note of the fact that in this work, the phrase 
‘indigenous community’ refers to communities of indígenas (indigenous people), and is 
intended as inclusive of both comunarios and colonos. 

6. Here again, exact numbers are not available as estimates vary rather wildly. See Brienen, “The 
Clamor,” pp. 625–627.
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It has not escaped the attention of scholars that the moment of this transition 

coincided with the political takeover by the Liberal Party, an event that has 

traditionally been regarded as one of the key moments in Bolivian political and social 

history. The Liberals7 came to power as a result of the inaccurately named Federal 

War, during which the sitting Conservative administration was ousted.8 Their ascent 

has been associated with a professionalization of the Bolivian bureaucratic and 

economic institutions, coincident with the shift from silver to tin as the country’s 

leading export.9 The victory of the Liberals over the Conservatives has been described 

by Herbert Klein among others as the victory of the sophisticated tin-mining elites 

over the traditional and entrenched silver magnates.10

The contemporaneousness of these historically important changes has not been 

regarded as coincidental. The theme of education, and of the need for the 

establishment of a system of indigenous education in particular, featured prominently 

in the official rhetoric of the Liberal Party even before it was in a position to take over 

the reins of power.11 During its two decades of political dominance, the party saw the 

rise of influential individuals,12 whose commitment to education resulted in a slew of 

reforms aimed at an almost complete restructuring of the existing educational system

and included efforts to extend the reach of education into the rural areas.13

It comes as no great shock that the Liberal Party has been credited with the 

rapid expansion of indigenous education that occurred after its rise to power.14 Indeed, 

7. To draw a consistent distinction between liberal ideologies common to almost all political 
parties in late nineteenth century Bolivia and the Liberal Party itself, I have chosen here to 
indicate the political party of that name by capitalization of the word ‘Liberal,’ leaving the 
word ‘liberal’ to refer to the collection of political ideologies known also by that name.

8. The veil of Federalism under which the conflict had been fought was quickly shed by the 
Liberals, once their victory had been assured. For the best overview of the Federal War, see 
Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, La armonía de las desigualdades: elites y conflictos de poder en 
Bolivia 1880–1920. Madrid: CSIC, 1992. 

9. This is a position taken especially by Herbert Klein. See Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–169.
10. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 163–166.
11. Françoise Martinez, “Los primeros pasos liberales hacia la unificación escolar en Bolivia.” In 

Roberto R. Hernández Oscaris y Elsa Vega Jiménez (eds), Historia de la educación 
latinoamericana. La Habana: Editorial Pueblo y Educación, 1995, pp. 63–94: pp. 64–65.

12. In particular, Daniel Sánchez Bustamante, Samuel Oropeza, Modesto Omiste, and Juan Misael 
Saracho have been identified as the principal ideologists behind the development of Liberal 
policy with regard to education.

13. The best overall analysies of the educational reforms initiated—or continued—by the Liberals, 
see Elena Getino Canseco, Bolivia: Influencia de las transformaciones socio-políticas en la 
educación. Doctoral Thesis. Barcelona: 1989 and Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables.

14. See Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados; Calderón, “La deuda 
social”; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones.
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while the almost complete and utter lack of indigenous schools prior to the era of 

Liberalism has been cited as evidence of the indifference of their predecessors, the 

materialization of literally hundreds of schools in the decades following the Liberal 

takeover has served as virtually incontrovertible evidence of the importance of Liberal 

intervention in the development of indigenous education.15 In current analyses, 

decades of neglect ended only when the Liberal Party took responsibility for the 

educational needs of the indigenous population. Roberto Choque powerfully 

expressed this position in stating that “[…] los gobiernos anteriores a los liberales de 

principios del siglo XX no se interesaron por la educación de las masas indígenas

[…],”16 but he is certainly not alone in his assessment. Vitaliano Soria expresses his 

clear agreement in writing that “[en el siglo XIX] no existieron intentos serios para 

instruír [sic] al indígena […],”17 while Françoise Martinez states that between 1825 

and 1899, “[…] l’état bolivien ne chercha pas vraiment à s’impliquer dans l’action 

éducative en milieu rural.”18 Clearly, the root cause of the dramatic development of 

indigenous education in the early part of the twentieth century has been sought in the 

active intervention of the Liberal state.

Indeed, it is true that at the end of the nineteenth century there was no system 

of indigenous education that was intended specifically to cater to this segment of the 

population. Indigenous education, when we consider it to constitute a system of 

education dedicated solely to the education of the indigenous population and thus 

representing a differentiation of the general educational system on the basis of 

presumed ethnic or racial difference, did not come into being until the first decade of 

the twentieth century, under the auspices of the progressive Ministers of Education 

installed by the Liberal Party upon its ascent to power.19 Furthermore, and this may be 

15. All available sources seem to indicate that the few schools in existence must be considered 
exceptional. There is good evidence to suggest the existence of between 500 and 1,000 
schools by the early 1930s. See Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 618–621.

16. “The administrations preceding that of the Liberals of the early twentieth century were not 
interested in the education of the indigenous masses.” Roberto Choque Canqui, “La educación 
indigenal boliviana: el proceso educativo indígena-rural.” In Estudios Bolivianos 2, 1996, p. 
134.

17. “[In the nineteenth century] there were no serious attempts to educate the Indian.” Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.

18. “The Bolivian state did not truly seek to involve itself in educational activity in the rural 
areas.” Françoise Martinez, “La création des «escuelas ambulantes» en Bolivie (1905): 
instruction, éducation ou déculturation des masses indigènes?” In cahiers de l’UFR d’études 
Ibériques et Latino-Américains 11, 1997, pp. 161–171: p. 162.

19. This has been the focus of Martinez’s Qu’ils soient nos semblables.
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even more to the point, it is true also that the educational system encountered by the 

Liberals in 1899 was in a state of absolute chaos by any measure, highly exclusive in 

its offerings, benefiting only a small segment of the population and lacking any 

centralized control or regulation.20

The objection, then, against nineteenth-century efforts has been that, in the 

combined words of Soria and Martinez, and in the context of clearly documented 

legal measures on behalf of educational advancement in the nineteenth century, such 

efforts were neither “real” nor “serious.”21 This means, in effect, that the problem of 

educational development during this early stage has been attributed directly to a lack 

of will on the part of those charged with the construction of the nation-state. Indeed, 

Soria goes further than merely deriding the legal measures of that century as not 

sufficiently supported and ultimately draws the conclusion that the absence of a 

popularized system of education at the end of the century was in fact by design.22 In 

his opinion, the frequent rhetoric of intellectuals and politicians on behalf of 

educational development constituted nothing more than a disingenuous deception: “su 

instrucción [del indígena] significaba convertirlo en mestizo y por lo tanto, liberarlo 

de las obligaciones tributarias.”23 In this view, to deny the indigenous population 

access to education would serve the purposes of the ruling elites in that it afforded

them the ability to maintain the state of ignorance upon which the exploitation of the 

indigenous population depended.

Nevertheless, it is of particular interest to highlight the manner in which the 

historians cited above have voiced their assertions of the importance of the advent of 

Liberalism to the rise of indigenous education, noting particularly the modifiers “real” 

(vraiment) and “serious” (serios) used by Martinez and Soria, respectively.24 Such 

modifiers are necessitated by the fact that historians have been aware of nineteenth-

century efforts on behalf of education, and indeed on behalf of an education for the 

indigenous majority. Rafael Reyeros’s Historia de la educación boliviana still counts 

as the most impressive survey of such efforts undertaken throughout the nineteenth 

20. Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 88–118.
21. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49 and Martinez, “La création,” p. 162.
22. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
23. “To educate him [the Indian] meant to convert him into a mestizo and thereby, to liberate him 

from his tributary obligations.” Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
24. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49 and Martinez, “La création,” p. 162.
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century;25 even though the work is now thoroughly dated, Reyeros presents 

undeniable evidence that the topic of education was on the minds of nineteenth-

century politicians and intellectuals. Indeed, even Martinez herself has published on 

the efforts undertaken to reform the educational system in the late 1880s, indicating 

her clear awareness of this interest.26

The question thus arises of just how serious nineteenth-century efforts on 

behalf of education had been, and whether in light of known projects undertaken prior 

to the ascent of the Liberal Party to power in 1899 it can be maintained that the 

abysmal state of education should be regarded as the result of neglect or indeed even 

of an active policy to deny the indigenous population access to education to guarantee 

the continued dominance of ruling criollos and mestizos over their hapless indigenous 

countrymen.

In this chapter, I will explore the nineteenth-century origins of education and 

educational policy in the Bolivian Republic, establishing that this ‘prehistory’ of 

indigenous education—‘prehistoric’ in the sense that the history proper of indigenous 

education is generally thought by historians to originate in the early twentieth

century—is more complex than has often been assumed. Indeed, I will show that 

nineteenth-century efforts should be regarded as quite serious, indicating that this 

absence of a viable system of education that has been taken as evidence of the 

proactive stance of the Liberal Party can be attributed to factors other than neglect and 

criollo malevolence. In doing so, I will establish that the nineteenth century saw the 

emergence of particular patterns of development in education, and arguably in other 

key areas of policy as well, that would set the tone for the further development of 

indigenous education. 

25. The best (and effectively only) general overview of educational politics in nineteenth century 
Bolivia remains Rafael Reyeros’s Historia de la educación boliviana. 

26. Françoise Martinez, “Un proyecto educativo local contra un proyecto educativo nacional: el 
caso de Potosí en 1886.” In John R. Fisher, Actas del XI Congreso Internacional de AHILA 
(Liverpool 17–22 de Septiembre de 1966). Liverpool: Instituto de Estudios Latinoamericanos 
Universidad de Liverpool, 1998, pp. 73–86. There are indeed others as well who have clearly 
established that there had been attempts at educational reform during the nineteenth century: 
Edgar Armando Valda Martínez, “Sobre la instrucción primaria en Tahua.” En Data: revista 
del instituto de estudios andinos y amazónicos 5 (1994), pp. 35–52.
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A	Grand	Design

In contrast to the statements by Martinez, Soria, and Choque cited above, from the 

earliest days of independence to the very end of the century, aspiring nation-builders

had in fact concerned themselves very deeply with the educational system and its 

development. It was argued that without such a system, the state could not force the 

formation of true nationhood in a territory characterized above all else by staggering 

cultural and ethnic diversity.27 To take charge of the education of the popular masses 

was to embark on a mission of civilization, and thus to bring barbarous masses that 

still clung to their ancient socio-economic structures and pagan traditions into the 

modern fold of individualism that marked criollo ideologies of the post-colonial 

period.28 Moreover, in the context of a developing political system in which 

participation was made contingent upon literacy—as of 182529—the construction of 

an active citizenry would necessarily require access to education, lest the vast 

majority of citizens be excluded from participation and thus remain unable to 

contribute positively to national development.30 According to Daniel Calvo in 1880, 

“un gobierno de todos, para todos, necesita el concurso de todos.”31

It is in the larger context of national construction that we must consider the 

role of education envisioned by criollo nation-builders, in particular with regard to the 

Problema Indígena (Indian Question), thought to obstruct Bolivian modernization and 

27. This is evidenced among other things by the sweeping reforms proposed by Simón Bolívar in 
1825. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 17–62. See Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 56–60; 
Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “La ciudadanía clandestina: democracia y educación indígena en 
Bolivia, 1826–1952.” In Estudios Interdisciplinarios de América Latina y el Caribe (EIAL) 
10:1 (1999), pp. 61–87: pp. 62–65.

28. Marta Irurozqui Victoriano y Víctor Peralta Ruiz, Por la Concordia, la fusion y el unitarismo: 
estado y caudillismo en Bolivia, 1825–1880. Madrid: CSIC, 2000, pp. 176–177; Narciso 
Campero, “Proyecto de revolución.” In Mariano Baptista Gumucio, Antología pedagógica de 
Bolivia. La Paz: Editorial ‘Los Amigos del Libro’, 1979, pp. 29–48; Françoise Martinez, “Una 
obra liberal impostergable: hace 90 años, la primera escuela normal …” In Anuario 1999, pp. 
169–196, pp. 171–172; Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” pp. 64–70.

29. While literacy as a precondition for suffrage was included in the 1825 constitution, it was not 
required by law until 1839 and later dispositions in 1861. According to Irurozqui, the 
requirement was not consistently made of tributary members of indigenous communities until 
the 1880s. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina”, pp. 66–67; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, ‘A 
bala, piedra y palo’. La construcción de la ciudadanía política en Bolivia, 1826–1952. 
Sevilla: Diputación de Sevilla, 2000, p. 58.

30. On the projected participation of the indigenous population in the emerging nation-state, also 
see Marie-Danielle Demélas, L’invention politique: Bolivie, Équateur, Pérou au XIX siècle. 
Paris: Éditions Recherches sur les Civilizations, 1992, pp. 343–399. 

31. “A government of all, and for all, requires the participation of all.” Reyeros, Historia, p. 293.
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progress.32 It has been well documented that among the foremost preoccupations of 

statesmen and intellectuals was the role of the indigenous popular majority, which far 

outnumbered the criollos and mestizos. Also central to their concern was the fact that 

a large proportion of the indigenous majority maintained ways of life dating back to 

the colonial and even pre-colonial period.33 The continued existence of the ancient 

ayllu and the colonial tribute in particular roused the suspicions of aspiring nation-

builders, given the communal structure of the former and the ethnically determined 

administrative inequality perpetuated by the latter.34 Neither communality nor class-

based privilege—or obligation—was thought to be compatible with the tenets of 

French Revolutionary idealism, as these institutions clashed directly with the 

principles of individualism, private property, and equality under the law.35

To construct the modern nation-state, then, implied ridding society of these 

structures and thereby liberating the masas indígenas (Indian masses) from the 

shackles of their colonial existence, just as the criollos had found freedom in the 

shedding of Spanish colonial oppression. The communal nature of the ayllu inhibited 

progress and individualism, maintaining a separation between the indigenous 

population and the civilization of criollo society, and was thus held responsible for the 

supposed ignorance and backwardness of the indigenous communities.36 Given that it 

was thought quite impossible to construct the nation-state so long as the majority of 

the population remained forcibly excluded from it, the destruction of social 

organization and economic production perpetuated by the ayllu, which was rooted in 

subsistence rather than the production of surplus for the markets, was considered an 

absolute necessity. Only its disappearance would enable this vast proportion of the 

32. Brooke Larson, Trials of Nation Making: Liberalism, Race, and Ethnicity in the Andes, 1810–
1910. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004. For a broader perspective on the 
construction of the nation-state, see: Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections 
on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised Edition. London: Verso, 2006.

33. On the topic of nineteenth-century approaches to the Problema Indígena and the participation 
of the indigenous population in the nation-state, see Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 343–
399; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “The Sound of the Patutos: Politicisation and Indigenous 
Rebellions in Bolivia, 1826–1921.” In Journal of Latin American Studies 32:1 (2000), pp. 85–
114, pp. 88–96; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “Las paradojas de la tributación. Ciudadanía y 
política estatal indígena en Bolivia, 1825–1900.” In Revista de Indias 59:217 (1999), pp. 705–
740, pp. 709–724; Larson, Trials, pp. 33–52, 204–213.

34. On the issue of the tribute, see Larson, Trials of Nation-Making, pp. 40–45; Demélas, 
L’invention politique, pp. 344–352; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 709–724.

35. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, pp. 56–80.
36. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, pp. 64–65.
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population to participate actively in economic and political life.37 Thus, the abolition 

of the ayllu and the tribute—considered the colonial tools of subjugation and 

perpetual administrative inequality—would result in the bulk of the citizenry of the 

future nation.

Even though this would ‘free’ the masas indígenas from their social and 

economic shackles, it would not magically undo the damage done by centuries of 

supposed ignorance and obvious oppression. It was understood that while the 

abolition of the ayllu and subsequent redistribution of its territorial holdings among its

soon-to-be ex-comunarios should create individuals in the economic sense, it would 

leave them desperately ill-prepared for their new role as active and productive 

citizens.38 The completion of the national project thus necessitated some active 

intervention to “divorciar al indio con sus tradiciones, su fanatismo, su abyección e 

ignorancia, rompiendo los diques que lo tienen alejado de nosotros y que detienen su 

progreso y civilización […]”39

This cultural transformation could be accomplished only through education, 

thereby making the school an essential part of criollo strategies for the creation of the 

nation-state, and it is for this reason that we must consider both the continual assault 

on the ayllu and tribute and the strong emphasis on education evident throughout the 

century as integral, organic, and above all complementary parts of a single solution to 

the perceived problem of national construction.40 The nation-state could not 

materialize so long as the ayllu survived either in its physical form or in its lasting 

37. Larson, Trials of Nation-Making, pp. 75–87; Irurozqui, Por la concordia, pp. 174–180.
38. Marta Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos y analfabetos. El sufragio restringido en Bolivia, 1826–1952.” 

In Revista de Indias, LVIII/208 (1996), pp. 696–742: pp. 702–704; Martinez, Qu’ils soient, 
pp. 56–57. Reyeros, Historia, p. 271. The idea that communal lands should be redistributed 
among comunarios in order to create a class of indios propietarios (landowning Indians) 
would eventually win out over alternative proposals in the 1880s, after lengthy debates 
beginning around the time of independence.

39. “To divorce the Indian from his traditions, his fanaticism, his turpitude and ignorance, 
breaking the dams that keep him removed from us and that hold back his progress and 
civilization […]” As argued by Casimiro Corral. Casimiro Corral, La doctrina del pueblo. La 
Paz: Imprenta Paceña, 1871, pp. 91–92 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, Por la concordia, 
p. 179.

40. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, p. 59. Irurozqui has also suggested that agrarian reforms and 
education must be regarded as inextricably linked in the quest for the nation-state: “[…] es 
imprescindible vincular las peticiones de ciudadanía expresadas por la población indígena a lo 
largo de los siglos XIX y XX con el tema de la educación y de la propiedad de la tierra [It is 
crucial to link petitions for citizenship filed by the indigenous population throughout the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries with the themes of education and landownership].” 
Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
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psychological effects—the supposed indigenous mindset of traditionalism and 

communality preserved by the ayllu—and as such, education would serve to 

transform the savage indígenas into, in the words of Casimiro Corral: “buenos 

ciudadanos, llenos de justificación, de veracidad, de sacrificio, de modestia y de 

actividad.”41 The role of education was as essential to the national project as the 

agrarian and fiscal reforms that have enjoyed the bulk of the attention of historians in 

their attempts to reconstruct nineteenth-century Indian policy in the Bolivian 

Republic.42 In the words of Bernardino Sanjinés in 1872: “enseñándoles a leer y 

escribir [los indígenas] tomarán nuevos hábitos, nuevas costumbres y por 

consiguiente se crearán mayores necesidades; y teniendo mayores necesidades, 

tendrán que consumir más, es decir, se harán más trabajadores, más productores y 

siendo más productores, se aumentará la masa de la riqueza nacional, y Bolivia 

entrará entonces en la verdadera senda del progreso y la civilización.”43 This 

sentiment was echoed in 1880 by constitutional delegate Raña: “La emancipación del 

indígena […] ha de operarse […] por medio de la educación e instrucción, por el 

intermedio de las escuelas rurales […].”44

41. “good citizens, full of responsibility, of truthfulness, of sacrifice, of modesty and of activity.” 
Casimiro Corral, La doctrina, p. 15 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, Por la concordia, p. 
176. These sentiments were echoed by many others, including Simón Rodríguez—also known 
as Simón Robinson—who believed that education would turn “indiecitos [little Indians]” into 
“hombres útiles [useful men]” who “estarían decentemente vestidos, se divertirían con 
moderación y entenderían de sociedad... en una palabra serían ciudadanos [would be decently 
clothed, entertained themselves in moderation, and understood society… in a word, they 
would be citizens].” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, pp. 25–26.

42. On the agrarian reforms, see Tristan Platt, “The Andean Experience of Bolivian Liberalism: 
Roots of Rebellion in 19th Century Chayanta (Potosí).” In Steve Stern (ed.), Resistance, 
Rebellion, and Consciousness in the Andean Peasant World: 18th to 20th Centuries. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1987, pp. 280–323; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas;” Irurozqui, 
“The Sound of the Patutos.” 

43. “Teaching [the Indians] to read and write, they will take on new habits, new customs and thus 
greater needs will be created; and having greater needs, they will have to consume more, that 
is to say, they will become more hardworking, more productive, and being more productive, 
the volume of national wealth will increase, and then Bolivia will embark on the true path of 
progress and civilization.” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, p. 277.

44. “The emancipation of the Indian […] must be attained […] by way of education and 
instruction, through the rural schools […].” Reyeros, Historia, p. 345. 
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An	Incontinence	of	Reformism

The fact that nineteenth-century nation-builders believed in the transformative power 

of education and saw the construction of a comprehensive system of education as a 

pivotal step towards the completion of their national project is borne out by the fact 

that the century was rife with educational reform, intended precisely to create the type 

of popular education that would foster the transformation of savage masses of 

indígenas into the type of productive citizens that Sanjinés and Corral had in mind.45

From the Bolivarian decrees of 1825, which promised to build a system of education 

“que abrace a todos los ramos de la instrucción, haciéndola general en todos los 

pueblos de la República,”46 to the attempts of the late nineteenth century to 

standardize education and enhance the state’s ability to provide a level of oversight 

that had until then eluded the bureaucratic institutions of the Ministry of Education,47

virtually every administration of the century embarked on its very own program of 

education.48

When we look at the reforms undertaken during this period, there are two 

common threads that seem to define the educational projects and programs of the era.

The first of these is that reforms introduced at various stages during this century 

tended very clearly toward the grandiose, incoming administrations not contenting 

themselves with mere incremental changes and adjustments but consistently opting 

instead for sweeping reform. In many cases, enthusiastic reformers sought not to 

improve the educational system so much as to revolutionize it. Vast projects of 

45. Reyeros, Historia, p. 277 and Corral, La doctrina, p. 15 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, 
Por la concordia, p. 176.

46. “[…] that touches every branch of education, making it universal in every town in the 
republic.” As quoted in: Guillermo Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio. La Paz: Ediciones “Las 
Masas”, 1979, pp. 185–186. The plan was further elaborated in the law of 31 December 1827 
passed by the Constitutional Assembly, which created, on paper at least, primary and 
secondary schools as well as colleges of arts and sciences. The law also provided for the 
creation of a separation between schools in the capitals of departments, those of the provinces, 
and those of the cantons, and prescribed the curriculum to be assigned to each of the different 
types of schools. Also see: Reyeros, Historia, p. 18; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, 
pp. 56–61. 

47. The Ministry responsible for education was not always known as the Ministerio de Educación, 
but throughout the nineteenth century was often called the Ministerio de Instrucción Pública. 
See Françoise Martinez, “Le renouveau du souci éducatif en Bolivie au début du XXème 
siècle: la polémique Tamayo/Guzman (1910).” In Cahiers du CRICCAL 20, pp. 255–264.

48. Rafael Reyeros’s extensive study still counts as the most complete overview of the many 
reforms undertaken during the nineteenth century. Reyeros, Historia. Other overviews exist in 
Samuel Achá, Proceso histórico de la educación boliviana: ensayo crítico. Sucre: Librería 
Tupac Amaru, 1959 and Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 56–117.
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staggering ambition dominated the century, starting with the comprehensive system 

envisioned by Simón Rodríguez and Bolívar in 1825, who sought to establish a school 

in each settlement of two hundred souls or more, extending to Belzú’s escuelas de 

artes y oficios (trade and vocational schools), Melgarejo’s vision of escuelas centrales

(central schools), and culminating in the almost complete privatization of education 

under Morales in 1872 and the subsequent attempts to renationalize it.49

The second defining characteristic of these programs of comprehensive 

reorganization was, unfortunately, their astonishing lack of success. The educational 

system consistently remained the almost exclusive province of largely urban criollo

elites. The growing frustration of aspiring nation-builders gradually became so thick 

as to become tangible, with officials and intellectuals bitterly lamenting the 

continually deplorable state of education and the way it undermined the development 

of the Bolivian nation-state. Although Rodríguez had argued energetically for the 

importance of popular education already in 1825, in 1853 education remained, 

according to Belzú himself, “una especie de privilegio social.”50 By 1864, Diego 

Monroy observed that “muchos cantones y provincias enteras carecen de escuelas 

[,]”51 while Daniel Calvo in 1880 still complained that “es deplorable […] el número 

de escuelas existentes en Bolivia […].”52 By the end of the century, in spite of over 

seven decades of reforms intended to popularize education, schools still served but a 

small minority made up of the largely upper and middle class inhabitants of the cities 

and towns.53

The propensity for indiscriminate reforms and the complete and utter lack of 

success of any of them are inseparably linked. The perceived urgency of the matter of 

education—in light of the role it had been assigned in the Grand Design of national 

construction—combined rather unfortunately with the continued absence of schools to 

create a vicious cycle of continual reform that essentially fed upon itself. Each new 

49. Achá, Proceso histórico, pp. 93–151; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 56–87; 
Reyeros, Historia; José Antonio Arze, Proceso de la educación boliviana. La Paz: Empresa 
Editora Universo, 1947, pp. 8–14; Heather Thiessen-Reily, “«Las bellas y la bestia»: la 
educación de mujeres durante la era de Belzú, 1848–1855.” In Josefa Salmón y Guillermo 
Delgado (eds.), Identidad, ciudadanía y participación popular desde la colonia al siglo XX. 
La Paz: Plural Editores, 2003, pp. 77–94.

50. “A type of social privilege.” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 718.
51. “Many cantons and entire provinces lack schools.” Reyeros, Historia, p. 222.
52. “The number of schools extant in Bolivia […] is deplorable […]” Reyeros, Historia, p. 293.
53. An overview of the state of education during the early years of the twentieth century can be 

found in Conde, “la deuda social” and Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 221–230.
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set of advocates of education faced the bitter reality of failed reforms introduced by 

their predecessors, and consequently set about remedying this with their own.54

Commenting on previous reforms, Diego Monroy remarked bitterly in 1864 that “ni 

una sola de ellas [ha] conseguido difundir [la educación] por todo el territorio de la 

Nación,”55 continuing on to say that unlike his predecessors, he was going to get it 

right. Ironically, the grandiose nature of the reforms that dominated the century did 

nothing but preclude the kind of incremental change that might actually have resulted 

in gradual progress; the perceived immediacy of the problem thus cruelly obstructed 

any viable long term policy. Indeed, amid the grand ambition of sweeping reform, 

their subsequent failure stood out all the more, as the dearth of schools was especially 

conspicuous against the backdrop of a rhetoric that stressed the unquestionable

importance of implanting a school in each and every city, town, village, and 

community.56

The tendency towards disruptive reformism was, of course, not the only thing 

that stood in the way of the realization of the comprehensive and inclusive system of 

education that reformers had pined after since the era of Bolívar. Simply put, the 

Bolivian state chronically suffered from dire financial shortfalls and crippling 

institutional incapacity that prevented it from implementing the various grandiose 

schemes hatched by enthusiastic—but terribly naive—reformers.57 Financial 

limitations ultimately doomed the vast majority of these overly ambitious projects to 

almost immediate failure, as even the most basic of reforms were left without the 

necessary resources, material support, and supervision. One of the most notable 

54. “Bolivia,” wrote Arze, “[…] es uno de esos países donde por falta de tradición, siempre se 
está tratando de descubrir la América, [is one of those countries where, due to a lack of 
tradition, they are always trying to discover America],” succinctly paraphrasing the 
counterproductive nature of continual reform borne of “buenas intenciones [good intentions].” 
Arze, Proceso de la educación, p. 9. For an example dealing with the reforms of Belzú in the 
context of failed reforms of the previous decades: Thiessen-Reily, “Las bellas,” pp. 80–81.

55. “Not a single one of them [has] succeeded in spreading [education] throughout the territory of 
the republic.” In the words of Minister of Education Monroy, spoken in 1864, as quoted in 
Reyeros, Historia, p. 222.

56. As required by stipulations in a variety of legislative measures, starting with those of the 
Bolivarian decree of 11 December 1825, reproduced in 1838, and again in later reforms. 
Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 63. Achá, Proceso histórico, pp. 103–104.

57. It is in this respect that Martinez stresses the lack of enforcement behind the many reforms of 
the century throughout her analysis of nineteenth-century reformism, often characterizing the 
measures taken as “papel mojado.” Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables. Also see Arze, El 
proceso, p. 11; Corsino Rodríguez Quiroga, La reforma de la instrucción primaria en Potosí, 
en 1886. La Paz: Editorial López, 1928, pp. 21–25.
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victims of this was the sharply felt absence of teacher-training, considered throughout 

the century to be a major shortcoming and repeatedly addressed by newly ambitious 

administrations.58 Each of the escuelas normales (normal schools) founded during this 

century, however, was sadly predestined to failure as the funding needed to maintain 

them could not be made available, even if it was considered a matter of grave 

importance.59 At the end of the century, Bolivia still had no institutionalized method 

of preparing its teachers, but it had not been for wont of trying.

In an attempt to remedy the obvious shortcomings of the state apparatus, a 

number of governments chose to shift responsibilities to other administrative bodies, 

in particular the church and the municipalities, which appeared more likely to be able 

to support schools and thus foster a system of popular education. As of 1839, the 

latter gained the constitutional right to construct, administer, and maintain its own 

primary schools, which were to function separately from the state-run schools, 

thereby creating two levels of public primary education: state-run escuelas fiscales

(state schools) and municipally governed escuelas municipales (municipal schools).60

The schools of the curatos (parishes)—the escuelas parroquiales (parish schools)—

became the state’s vehicle of choice for the creation of schools where neither escuelas 

fiscales nor escuelas municipales existed, ordering the church on several different 

occasions to provide schools primarily for the indigenous communities, which would 

otherwise remain deprived of the benefits of education and thus remain on the 

sidelines of nationhood.61

However, the same financial and administrative incapacity that necessitated 

the involvement of third parties to help construct a system of popular education also 

kept the state from exercising any real control over these institutions and thus also 

over the schools they administered. While the will to force the cooperation of the 

church and the municipalities in this all-important project was evidently there, the 

58. Attempts to create escuelas normales were undertaken in 1835, 1838, 1845, 1851, 1874, 1877, 
1882, and 1892. Cristóbal Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación boliviana (historia). La 
Paz: Empresa Editora Universo, 1970, p. 200.

59. According to C. Suárez, the 1838 creation failed largely due to lack of funding and, ironically, 
lack of qualified teachers for the teacher-training program. Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 200.

60. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 99–100, 192. This was interrupted during the tenure of Belzú, as he 
abolished the municipalities. They were reinstated in 1858, and their attributions once again 
included responsibility for primary education.

61. As per Supreme Resolution of 16 September 1843, reintroduced and expanded per the Law of 
17 June 1861, reiterated in 1880 by Daniel Calvo, and by José Pol in his estatuto (statute) of 
1886. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 121, 208, 293, 350, 380.
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ability to enforce their compliance was not.62 In the case of the escuelas parroquiales

that should have provided the bulk of indigenous education, the result was that 

virtually none were ever built. Diego Monroy complained in 1864 that “no existe 

ninguna escuela parroquial en la República,”63 while Martinez has noted that in 1898 

they were still “pratiquement inexistantes.”64 Even though elaborate systems of 

inspection were created by law, the infrastructure was never available to impose the 

state’s vision and guidelines on the various levels of education it had spawned over 

the years, leaving the escuelas municipales to function in a virtual vacuum of 

autonomy and the church to safely ignore the demands made of it by the state. Left to 

their own devices, it was in the municipalities where education enjoyed its greatest 

development, the escuelas municipales far outnumbering all other types of schools by 

the turn of the century.65 Indeed, some municipalities undertook their own reforms, 

intending to modernize their educational systems and open up their schools to 

indigenous communities. Having enjoyed such autonomy and having in some cases 

developed their own vision of education and its potential, they would fight long and 

hard to maintain their independence, causing problems especially at the end of the 

century, when the need for standardization and centralization became the foremost 

concern of the state in educational affairs.66

The state had, over the course of many reforms, left education in the hands of 

institutions and organizations it could not control, subject in theory to a complex 

system of supervision and direction it could not provide. The only possible outcome 

was, of course, the rise of utter chaos, as various competing levels of public and 

private education fully eluded the authority of the state in favor of their own projects 

and interests. At issue here, however, was never the willingness of the state to create a 

system of comprehensive and inclusive education; apathy did not give rise to the 

62. As observed by Minister García in 1886. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 388–393.
63. “There is not a single parish school in the republic.” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, p. 222.
64. “Practically non-existant.” Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 90.
65. They accounted for 62.66% of the 608 primary schools known to be extant in 1898. Martinez, 

Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 92.
66. The most notable example of such conflict came as two opposing reforms clashed in 1886; the 

municipality of Potosí, which had labored on an elaborate educational reform, confronted the 
reforms proposed on behalf of the state by José Pol. See Françoise Martinez, “Un proyecto 
educativo local contra un proyecto educativo nacional: el caso de Potosí en 1886.” In John R. 
Fisher, Actas del XI Congreso Internacional de AHILA (Liverpool 17–22 de Septiembre de 
1966). Liverpool: Instituto de Estudios Latinoamericanos Universidad de Liverpool, 1998, pp. 
73–86. Rodríguez, La reforma; Reyeros, Historia, pp. 370–388.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

59

chaos, but rather financial and administrative incapacity were to blame. If anything, 

the constant need for reform based on the utter lack of tangible results from any of 

them is more aptly described as ‘flailing and desperate’ than as a program of 

‘uninterested neglect.’ In this sense, then, we can easily and accurately describe 

nineteenth-century efforts as both real and serious.

In the end, there is no question that the state had created a monstrosity of a 

system, leaving education in complete disarray. Ironically, the difference between the 

situation in 1825 and that in 1898 was that instead of merely constituting a class-

based privilege,67 education at the end of the century had become a class-based 

privilege wracked by anarchy and ineptitude, which might well be interpreted as a net 

loss. To describe the nineteenth century as marked by apathy and neglect, however, 

constitutes a clear misapprehension, because the belief that education was a key 

element in any project of national construction was very clearly present both in debate 

and resultant policy.

The	Birth	of	the	Indigenous	School

I have argued that we should reevaluate nineteenth-century efforts on behalf of 

education as evidence of the state’s weakness rather than of criollo apathy or 

disinterest—let alone some nefarious scheme to maintain the indigenous population in 

a state of ignorance so as best to serve the interest of criollo and mestizo landed 

estates.68 It is therefore of particular interest to note that the primary piece of evidence 

presented in support of the notion that nineteenth-century administrations were not 

interested in the education of the indigenous majority, namely the absence of schools, 

is not in and of itself entirely factual.

Even though we can easily establish that the state failed utterly and miserably 

in its endeavor to create a comprehensive and coherent system of education and failed 

also to serve as a guarantor for the construction and maintenance of schools in the 

rural areas as it had long promised, the inability of the state to impose its will on 

67. As it had been described in 1853: Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 718.
68. As suggested by Soria: “[…] los terratenientes criollos y los vecinos de pueblo preferían al 

indio ignorante de las leyes y privado del acceso a la defensa de sus tierras. [the creole 
landowners and townsmen preferred the Indian ignorant of the law and deprived of access to 
the defense of their lands].” Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 51.
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recalcitrant rural elites, municipalities, and church authorities should not be taken as 

evidence of a complete lack of rural or indigenous schooling.69 While it is true that the 

state was incapable of providing schools to rural communities on a consistent basis, it 

had left this task to other parties (such as those mentioned above) and we can 

establish that at least in some cases, such institutions undertook the task of providing 

access to education to the indigenous under their care or jurisdiction. The best 

example is perhaps that of the municipality of Potosí, which became embroiled in 

conflict with the state in the late 1880s, when the state attempted to recentralize 

control over the municipal segment of the educational system in its bid for the 

reestablishment of centralized control under the auspices of Minister José Pol in 

1886.70

In this conflict between municipalities and the state, Potosí took the lead in 

seeking the defeat of the reforms proposed by Pol, which threatened to seriously 

restrict the educational autonomy of the municipalities. The objections were rooted 

primarily in the fact that the municipality of Potosí had undertaken an extensive 

reform of the municipal educational system, essentially thrusting it far ahead of the 

rest of the country.71 Indeed, as part of its endeavors, Potosí had also taken seriously 

its role in providing schools to the indigenous population living within its jurisdiction. 

While municipal involvement in education appears in some cases to have 

resulted in the construction of schools that did serve portions of the indigenous 

population, the most startling observation to be made of the development of 

indigenous education in the nineteenth century is that there is evidence to suggest that 

beyond authorities both local and national, indigenous communities themselves 

appear to have had a very active interest in the question of education themselves. This 

has been noted, among others, by Reyeros, who makes note of the fact that indigenous 

communities sent delegations to the capital to request schools for their communities.72

Likewise, Marta Irurozqui has observed that during the protest sparked by the 

agrarian reforms of the latter half of the nineteenth century, the demand for the 

69. Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 90.
70. On José Pol’s reforms, see Rodríguez, La reforma; Martínez, “Un proyecto local”; Reyeros, 

Historia, pp. 380–393.
71. Rodríguez, La reforma.
72. Reyeros, Historia, p. 440. An observation repeated for 1900, still preceding the Liberal 

reforms, by Irurozqui: Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” pp. 70–71. 
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devolution of communal lands was often accompanied by a demand for schools,73

indicating that the link between agrarian restructuring and education made by criollo

nation-builders had not been lost on the comunarios.74 As she has noted, it is not 

surprising that such attention should have been given by the communities to the issue 

of education even if only for the fact that citizenship itself was legally and 

constitutionally linked to literacy, leaving political participation dependent upon 

access to education and thus highly desirable.75

While it is clear, then, that indigenous communities themselves clamored for 

access to education, it is even more striking to find that although their petitions and 

claims often fell on deaf ears, such communities were not content to leave it at that. In 

fact, it would appear that in a number of cases, communities themselves installed 

schools on their terrains rather than waiting for the state to deliver on its promises. 

Edgar Valda Martinez, for example, has noted in his study of the development of the 

educational system in Tahua (Potosí), that the indigenous community of Tahua 

operated a school in the late 1890s.76 Raúl Calderón has also noted the efforts 

undertaken by community leaders in the late nineteenth century in the community of 

Ayo-Ayo (La Paz),77 while also presenting evidence of the existence of “’Escuelas de 

indígenas para instrucción primaria’, […] que habían sido creadas con recursos de la 

población originaria” in communities in the province of Omasuyos (La Paz).78 Indeed, 

with regard to the province of Omasuyos, Roberto Choque estimates that nine 

indigenous schools operated in this province alone in 1911, serving a total of 396 

children in indigenous communities in Warina, Tikina, Kupaqawana, Pukarani, and 

73. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 734–735. On the agrarian reforms and the protest they sparked, 
see Platt, “The Andean Experience”; Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos;” Irurozqui, “Las 
paradojas de la tributación;” Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 343–399.

74. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
75. Indeed, there are documented cases where literacy spread among the indigenous population 

resulting in their participation in elections, for example in the very early twentieth century. 
Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 105–106.

76. Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 47–49.
77. Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 63–64.
78. “’Elementary schools for Indians,’ […] that had been created with the resources of the 

aboriginal population.” Raúl Calderón Jemio, “Paradojas de la modernización: escuelas 
provincials y escuelas comunales en el Altiplano de La Paz (1899–1911).” In Roberto 
Choque, Vitaliano Soria, et al. (eds), Educación indígena: ¿ciudadanía o colonización? La 
Paz: Aruwiyiri, 1992, pp. 111–123: p. 118. Note that Calderón uses an alternate spelling for 
the province of Omasuyos, namely Umasuyu. 
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Peñas and furthermore suggests that these schools had operated in these locations for 

decades prior to the advent of Liberalism.79

The problem, in so far as it concerns the development of the indigenous 

schools prior to the Liberal reforms of the post–1899 period, is that since such a 

strong correlation has been drawn between those reforms and the emergence of the 

indigenous school, what little data we have available to us with regard to indigenous 

schools extant prior to the advent of Liberalism comes from studies that deal 

primarily with the Liberal reforms and their effect on the state of indigenous 

education. In effect, no studies have been made to specifically establish to what extent 

indigenous communities may have had access to schools before 1899—with the 

exception of Valda’s study, which concerns the years 1897–1899—even though it is 

clear from commentaries made by bureaucrats and other government officials that 

indigenous schools indeed already existed in a number of locations, a fact borne out 

by the data presented by Calderón, Valda, and Choque.

As a result, even though we can establish as fact that indigenous communities

clamored for schools throughout the nineteenth century—as shown by Irurozqui and 

Reyeros—and that in a number of cases these communities in fact created their own 

schools when the state, municipalities, and the Church failed to do so, we know 

almost nothing at all about them nor do we have an adequate overview of the process 

that led from the professed desire for schools to the construction and maintenance 

thereof during that century. We do not know how many such schools existed, how 

common they were, how many children attended them, or even exactly what was 

taught in them—nor indeed did the state have such information available to it, much 

to the frustration of education officials.80

It is an indisputable fact that indigenous schools existed prior to the so-called

‘birth of indigenous education’ associated with the period of Liberal Rule in the early 

twentieth century. Furthermore, indigenous communities consistently displayed a 

great interest in education and the related promise of a more complete participation in 

the nation-state. Indigenous communities had enthusiastically embraced education, as 

the Minister of Education observed in 1900: “Se nota verdadero entusiasmo en 

79. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–21.
80. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 69. Of course, this lack of insight is not unique to 

developments in the nineteenth century, as we shall see in later chapters.
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algunas agrupaciones indígenas que ofrecen su trabajo gratuito a fin de obtener los 

rudimentos de instrucción primaria a que pueden unirse algunos conocimientos 

prácticos de agricultura.”81

At the same time, it is important to note that this indigenous involvement in 

the construction of schools in the rural areas had been encouraged, and even made 

mandatory, by the state on several occasions. The same Bolivarian decrees on behalf 

of education that set the tone for the failure of grandiose schemes also tied indigenous 

rights to communal lands and to the construction of schools on those lands,82 a 

measure that was put into effect again in 1862 by Ministro de Hacienda Melchor 

Urquidi.83 In that same year, Minister of Education José Manuel Cortez passed a 

resolution requiring that “los jefes políticos en sus respectivos distritos, manden 

levantar locales escolares con las comunidades indígenas, en los cantones que no los 

tuvieren, distribuyendo el trabajo y las obligaciones, igual y equitativamente, entre los 

que están llamados a prestar esta clase de servicios al Estado.”84 Along similar lines, 

though not marked by the same degree of forcefulness, Minister of Education 

Emeterio Tóvar circulated a memorandum in 1895 requiring that the municipalities 

and prefectures aid and “stimulate” the indigenous population in the creation of 

schools.85 What all of this suggests, of course, is that the indigenous activism that

gave rise to the first indigenous schools had its place within the state’s strategies for 

educational advancement and were neither entirely unexpected nor unwanted.

Wouldacouldashoulda

It is not difficult to understand how historians such as Soria, Choque, and Martinez 

have come to conclude that the birth of indigenous education coincided with the 

81. “One can observe true enthusiasm among some indigenous groups that freely contribute their 
labor in order to obtain the rudiments of primary education to which can be added some 
practical know-how in agriculture.” Bolivia, Memoria que presenta el Ministro de Justicia e 
Instrucción Pública ante el Congreso Ordinario de 1900. Escuelas Indígenas, La Paz, 1900 as 
quoted in Irurozqui, “Ebrios, Vagos,” p. 731.

82. As per Bolivarian Decree of 4 July 1825. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 214–215.
83. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 214–215.
84. “[that] the political leaders in their respective districts order the indigenous communities to 

build classrooms in those cantons that do not have them, distributing the labor equitably 
among those who are called upon to render such services to the state.” As quoted in Reyeros, 
Historia, pp. 214–216

85. Reyeros, Historia, p. 440.
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advent of Liberal Party rule, given the positively dismal state of education at the end 

of the nineteenth century. The exclusive nature of education at that time can be 

illustrated by the small number of schools and students in attendance cited Suárez 

Arnez, who provides a figure of no more than twelve primary schools for the city of 

La Paz with some 1,122 students, while the provinces of the department as a whole 

made due with no more than a total of twenty-nine primary schools.86 Overall, we 

may estimate that around the turn of the century, less than ten percent of children 

between the ages of seven and thirteen—for whom education was mandatory—had 

access to schools.87

Moreover, the educational system remained in a state of perpetual 

disorganization and severe fragmentation, as several different institutions held sway

over ‘their’ portion of the system as a whole.88 Much of it fell outside of the public 

sphere, private institutions as well as religious ones—primarily those administered by 

the church, but indeed also including schools of an evangelical nature in some areas—

controlling a significant portion of the total.89 Even public education itself suffered 

from severe fragmentation and an almost complete lack of oversight. Primary 

education fell within the jurisdiction of the municipalities, each of which created its 

own largely independent educational structure, resulting in a system over which the 

central state exerted almost no control at all and in which no uniformity existed.90

It cannot be denied that the state of education at the end of the century was 

miserable. Nevertheless, the conclusion drawn by many that we must attribute this sad 

state of affairs to administrative disinterest, or indeed as Soria suggests to an active 

86. The figures cited by C. Suárez Arnez are for 1897. Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación 
boliviana, p. 166. It is, however, unclear what data these numbers are based on, and given the 
information we have from a variety of sources, including those cited by Calderón and Valda, it 
seems that Suárez Arnez’s estimate is low.

87. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 70. According to Calderón, in 1896 the total number of 
students attending schools was 32,817 from a total population of 1,626,382 (in 1900) of which 
18.2% was between ages seven and thirteen. Getino, however, cites only a total number of 
11,650 students for the year 1908: Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 47. Manuel 
Contreras claims as many as 23,000 students attended classes in 1900, but fails to quote a 
source for his data: Contreras, “Reformas y desafíos,” p. 489.

88. See Martinez, “Un proyecto Educativo,” pp. 73–75; Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” pp. 68–
70; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción primaria,” pp. 37–41; Faustino Suárez Arnez, Hacia la nueva 
educación nacional. La Paz: Universo, 1953, pp. 16–17.

89. Martinez, “Un proyecto educativo,” p. 74.
90. Responsibility for and control over primary education had first been assigned to the 

municipalities by law on 22 November 1872, subsequently included in the constitution of 
1880 as article 126. See F. Suárez Arnez, Hacia la nueva educación, p. 17; Martinez, “Un 
proyecto local,” pp 73–74; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 63–64.
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desire to maintain the state of ignorance of the indigenous masses to further the 

criollo agenda of exploitation,91 seems misplaced given the clear evidence that 

nineteenth-century intellectuals and statesmen alike believed firmly in the necessity of 

education to the Grand Design that would eventually allow for the emergence of a 

modern nation-state.92 Indeed, when we consider the degree to which education 

remained an exclusive “especie de privilegio social” in 1899 just as it had in 1858,93 it 

becomes clear that the exclusionary nature of the educational system was not directed 

at any group in particular. Excluded from schools were not only the rural poor, but 

also the urban poor and middle classes. In effect, education remained a privilege open 

only to the most successful members of Bolivian society, as is illustrated by the 

figures presented by Arnez, Calderón, and Getino.94

In this context, I would argue that the absence of a coherent system of 

education at the end of the century should be regarded primarily as an indicator of the 

systemic failure of the Bolivian state. To conclude, as many authors have done,95 that 

the absence of a popularized system of education at the end of the nineteenth century 

must indicate a lack of will on the part of nineteenth-century statesmen can thus be 

regarded as the result of a clear overestimation of the ability of the state; the idea that 

the absence of schools indicates an absence of desire for an educated populace rests 

on an obviously shaky underlying assumption that the state would have been able to 

create such a system if it had possessed the will to do so.96 This, as I have shown, is 

clearly not the case. In the case of Bolivian social and economic development, we 

cannot confuse ability with intent.

In effect, institutional chaos rose in education despite—or perhaps, as I 

suggested in earlier paragraphs, in part due to an overabundance of—sincere interest 

in education, framed by intellectuals such as Casimiro Corral as a prerequisite for 

91. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
92. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, p. 59; Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
93. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, p. 62.
94. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 70; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 47; 

Contreras, “Reformas y desafíos,” p. 489; Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación 
boliviana, p. 166.

95. See Martinez, Qu’ils soient; Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados”; 
Calderón, “La deuda social.”

96. This argument, naturally, rests to an extent on the notion that later attempts were more 
successful, thus indicating that the ability was there. In the following chapter, I will attempt to 
show that this, too, is a mischaracterization of the developments in question.
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national construction,97 and thus comparable in importance to the tributary and 

agrarian reforms, which have long been acknowledged by historians as both formative 

and highly significant.98 Indeed, in the context of the systemic failure of the state in 

educational reforms, it is useful to note that the tributary and agrarian reforms, as 

Marta Irurozqui has done, were no more successful in achieving the stated goals of 

criollo reformers than their educational counterpart.99

The tributary reforms—or more precisely, the proposed abolition of the tribute

altogether—makes for an excellent case in point, given the direct importance 

attributed to it in the framework of social and fiscal homogenization as a prerequisite 

for national construction.100 To abolish the tribute, simply put, meant to abolish the 

colonial system of dual Repúblicas (Republics), which had divided society 

administratively along ethnic barriers, and instead to move towards national unity and 

a unified citizenry.101 The first attempt to do so came in 1825, when Bolívar himself 

abolished the tribute, only to have it reinstated in 1827 as a result of massive protest 

by the indigenous communities, who ultimately refused to pay the new tax that 

replaced it.102 Just as with the Bolivarian educational reforms of the same year, the 

97. Casimiro Corral, La doctrina, p. 15 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, Por la concordia, p. 
176. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 25–26.

98. Which is precisely the point made by Irurozqui in Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 
63.

99. Especially see: Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos” and Irurozqui, “Las paradojas” for an 
overview of her main arguments with respect to the tributary and agrarian reforms.

100. Larson, Trials of Nation Making, pp. 40–45; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 705–709; Erick 
D. Langer, “El liberalismo y la abolición de la comunidad indígena en el siglo XIX,” Historia 
y Cultura, 14 (1988), pp. 59–95. Salmón, El espejo, pp. 67–71. Also see Nicola Miller, In the 
Shadow of the State: Intellectuals and the Quest for National Identity in Twentieth-Century 
Latin America. London: Verso, 1999, pp. 152–163.

101. On the tributary practice of the colonial era, see: Susan E. Ramírez, “Exchange and Markets in 
the Sixteenth Century: A View from the North.” In Brooke Larson and Olivia Harris (eds), 
Ethnicity, Markets, and Migration in the Andes: at the Crossroads of History and 
Anthropology. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995, pp. 135–164; Thierry Saignes, “Indian 
Migration and Social Change in Seventeenth-Century Charcas.” In Brooke Larson and Olivia 
Harris (eds), Ethnicity, Markets, and Migration in the Andes: at the Crossroads of History and 
Anthropology. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995, pp. 167–191. Also see Nicolás Sánchez 
Albornoz, Indios y tributos en el Alto Perú. Lima: IEP, 1978. On the system of dual republics 
and the difficulty in deconstructing it after independence (the república de indios and 
república de españoles), see Thurner, Mark, From Two Republics to One Divided: 
Contradictions of Postcolonial Nationmaking in Andean Peru. Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1995.

102. The tribute was abolished per Bolivarian decree of 22 December 1825, and reinstated per 
decree of 31 July 1827. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 710–714, Demélas, L’invention 
politique, pp. 348–352, and Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 285–286. It is important to 
note that indigenous objections to the abolition of the tribute were a function of the 
uncertainty that existed with regard to the effects this would have on their access to communal 



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

67

Bolivarian decrees set the tone for the rest of the century. Reform of the tribute 

remained at the forefront of political debate as an absolute prerequisite to national 

construction, yet the state proved incapable of enforcing its abolition. For the 

remainder of the century, successive administrations attempted again and again to 

force the abandonment of the tribute, each time forced into retreat as a result of a both 

fiscal pressures and at times violent indigenous protest.103 The tribute consequently 

remained in effect well into the twentieth century—though it was in 1872 transferred 

from the national to the departmental budgets.104

The agrarian reforms followed a pattern very similar to that seen in the 

tributary and educational reforms in that they, too, were regarded as absolutely 

essential to the success of the national project, were actively pursued throughout the 

century, and ultimately failed to produce anything approaching the desired results.105

In the case of the tribute, the state was incapable of overcoming the resistance offered 

by indigenous communities that ultimately worried about the effect of the abolition on 

their title to the lands they had traditionally occupied. Similar concerns dominated in 

the process of agrarian reforms that, while originating shortly after independence, 

gained particular momentum in the second half of the nineteenth century.106 The 

question, as has been well documented, was related primarily to the communal status 

of the ayllu and the ownership of the land, with many arguing that communal lands 

lands, given that this had traditionally been subject to the payment of the tribute and no 
decision had been made with regard to the ownership of those lands. See Irurozqui, “Las 
paradojas,” pp. 710–714.

103. Alejandro Vladimir Antezana Salvatierra, Estructura agraria en el siglo XIX. Legislación 
agraria y transformación de la realidad rural de Bolivia. La Paz: Centro de Información para 
el Desarrollo, 1992; Jorge Alejandro Ovando Sanz, El tributo indígena en las finanzas 
bolivianas del siglo XIX. La Paz: Comité Ejecutivo de la Universidad Boliviana, 1986; 
Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas.” In her “The Sound of the 
Patutos,” Irurozqui describes the process of the abolition of the tribute between 1830 and 1860 
as “a complex inconclusive process, marked by advances and retreats” in Irurozqui, “The 
Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 90–91.

104. Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 527–536.
105. On the agrarian reforms, see Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 377–380; Platt, “The Andean 

Experience;” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas;” Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos;” Mark 
Thurner, From Two Republics to One Divided: Contradictions of Postcolonial Nationmaking 
in Andean Peru. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995.; Antezana, Estructura agraria; 
Larson, Trials of Nation Making, pp. 213–229; Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “La expansion del 
latifundio en el Altiplano boliviano. Elementos para la caracterización de una oligarquía 
regional.” In Avances 2 (1978), pp. 95–118.

106. Particularly after 1860, beginning with President José María Achá’s 1863 land reform decree. 
Larson, Trials of Nation Making, p. 215. The issue was revisited during the 1880 
Constitutional Assembly with the same basic result: Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 733.
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ultimately belonged to the state to do with as it saw fit.107 While there was never any 

serious debate with regard to the necessity to abolish the ayllu—due to its communal 

nature, which was thought to be entirely incompatible with the individuality of 

modern citizenship upon which the nation-state was to be built—the question of land-

tenure in the aftermath of the abolition of the ayllu as a legally recognized entity was 

hotly debated. One side argued for the sale of communal lands to the large estates, 

while the other side argued in favor of deeding the lands in individual plots to the 

soon-to-be former comunarios. It was the latter option that implied converting the 

‘savages’ into true propertied citizens, eligible for full participation in the nation-state 

pending their ability to become literate,108 whereas the former would see the 

comunarios reduced to colonos (tenant farmers), who due to their economic 

dependence would remain perpetually disenfranchised and subjugated to the will of 

the criollo minority.109

The overall consensus reached in congressional and intellectual debates almost 

invariably favored the indio propietario (propertied Indian) option, in part because it 

was believed to be best for the nation, and in part out of fear of the indigenous 

population.110 This, however, was not the final result of nearly thirty years of reforms, 

which instead brought about a significant expansion of the hacienda system, the 

destruction of scores of established ayllus, the reduction of thousands of ex-

comunarios to the status of colonos, and a cycle of revolt and rebellion that shook the 

Bolivian rural areas and had significant political and social repercussions.111 The 

most infamous of these consequences was the 1898–1899 Federal War, during which 

indigenous communities sided with Liberal forces to help secure the victory of the 

107. Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 377–380.
108. On literacy, citizenship, and suffrage in nineteenth-century Bolivia, see: Irurozqui, “Ebrios, 

vagos”; Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina.” On the literacy requirement specifically, see: 
Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” pp. 699–701.

109. An in depth discussion of the 1880 debates on whether or not the Indians should become 
propietarios (landowners) or colonos is to be found in: Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 84–89. 
Also see Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” pp. 725–727; Larson, Trials of Nation Making, p. 219.

110. This is true in particular of the 1874 Ley de ex-vinculación (disentailment law) which 
abolished the ayllu as a legal entity and aimed to redistribute communal lands among ex-
comunarios. Since the law failed to accomplish this, one of the interesting effects is the 
common usage thereafter of the term “ex-comunidad” to denote an ayllu. Larson, Trials of 
Nation Making, p. 219; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 731–733.

111. Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 304. And, as Marta Irurozqui notes, the ultimate outcome 
was that some 30% of communal lands had been privatized, mostly into the hands of 
hacendados. See Irurozqui, La armonía, p. 93; Also, see: Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 
383.
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latter over the Conservatives, whom the indigenous communities largely blamed for 

their suffering.112

The difference between the original intent—the creation of a propertied 

citizenry—and the actual result of the reforms can be located in the problems 

surrounding the land-measurement commissions (mesas visitadoras and in this case 

often the mesas revisitadoras) and their ability to go about their business in an orderly 

way. The state proved incapable of overseeing the mesas revisitadoras (land re-

measurement commissions) and to force compliance with the established legal 

framework, thus opening up the process to abuse, exploitation, and unrelenting 

corruption, ultimately creating the conditions that would allow rural elites to subvert 

the process altogether and expand their estates at the expense of the communities, 

even if this had specifically not been the intent behind the reforms.113 Rather than 

creating a class of propertied citizens out of the ex-comunarios, thousands saw their 

lands stolen from under them and their status reduced to that of the permanently 

disenfranchised colonos.114

Furious at the “mil fraudes y abusos”115 sparked by the process, many 

communities engaged in active political and often violent opposition to the measures, 

forcing the state into the same pattern of “advances and retreats” observed in the 

attempted tributary restructuring.116 As one reform was left badly implemented, 

caused tremendous damage to the communities, and thus sparked sufficient rural 

protest to force its withdrawal, another would soon follow to much the same effect, 

the consequence being that instead of a single process marked by corruption, the 

agrarian reforms of the second half of the nineteenth century degenerated into a chaos 

of reforms, restitutions, rebellions, retreats, and new advances.117 In this utter chaos of 

administrative ineptitude, it was not uncommon for some communities to escape the 

visitas and revisitas altogether, whereas others were subjected to them on multiple 

112. On the Federal War, see Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 103–139; Irurozqui, “La guerra de razas;” 
Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 388–399; Platt, “The Andean Experience;” Larson, Trials 
of Nation Making, pp. 229–245; René Zavaleta Mercado. Lo nacional-popular en Bolivia. 
México, Siglo XXI Editores, 1986, pp. 141–156.

113. Irurozqui, La armonía, p. 93; Also see Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 383.
114. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 94–95; Irurozqui, La armonía, p. 93.
115. “A thousand frauds and abuses.” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 724.
116. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 90–91. Platt calls the agrarian reforms of 1880 and 

after a “contradictory affair.” Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 304.
117. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 731–738; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 299–304.
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occasions, with multiple conflicting titles to land being given out to different 

individuals.118

While the results were tangible in the loss of dozens of ayllus and the 

expansion of the hacienda system, it would be hard to describe the agrarian reforms 

as anything but a tremendous failure on the part of the state, because they utterly 

failed achieve the hoped for results in terms of the construction of a national 

citizenship. The root of this failure resided again in the inability of the state to 

guarantee the lawful implementation of its own reforms and to enforce its laws in 

rural areas. Following Marta Irurozqui, it makes a good deal of sense to regard, the 

process of agrarian transformation in the second half of the nineteenth century as the 

result of administrative incapacity and not as part of the modernization proposed by 

intellectuals and legislators. This refocusing on the failure of the reforms has 

consequences for how we view social and political development in late-nineteenth 

century Bolivia, in particular when it comes to the role of the indigenous 

communities.

The cycle of rebellion, culminating in the Federal War of 1898–1899, has 

traditionally been viewed as the consequence of a cultural clash over the state’s drive 

for modernization at the expense of the ayllus, a confrontation between what Platt has 

described as “alien realities.”119 However, when we reconsider the agrarian reforms in 

terms of failure and recognize that rather than constituting a process of ongoing 

modernization, the state’s administrative and supervisory incapacity allowed the 

reforms to degenerate into a consolidation of the power of traditional rural elites, we 

can reframe indigenous discontent in terms much closer to those wielded by rebellious 

communities. At issue is not so much the principle of modernization nor of the idea of 

citizenship, given that these filtered into the rural areas as a result of rampant abuse

and “mil fraudes,” but the fact that thousands of indígenas were robbed of their 

terrains, permanently disenfranchised, and made subject to the whims of powerful 

landed elites. As Marta Irurozqui has phrased it in her reinterpretation of indigenous 

discontent during the agrarian reforms: “indigenous people were possibly more 

118. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 732; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 304–309; Demélas, 
L’invention politique, pp. 382–395.

119. Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 309.
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interested in holding on to their property than in their continued existence as Indians

as such [...]”120

Given the failure of the agrarian, tributary, and educational reforms, the 

miserable state of economic and social development at the end of the century hardly 

appears to be the result of a criollo plot for world domination. The ability of the state 

to effect change was tremendously overestimated by those seeking to force a complete 

social transformation of Bolivian social, cultural, and economic realities and has 

furthermore been overestimated also by historians looking back at this period. Chaos 

ensued in any and all of the segments of the Grand Design where the state sought to 

legislate the shape of the nation-state but lacked the capacity to enforce its laws on an 

unruly society and oversee the implementation and execution of its reforms, leaving a 

variety of actors to assert their dominance. Rather in contrast to the widely held 

notion of perpetual and irremediable indigenous victimhood, this included the 

indigenous communities themselves:121 the state could no more force the abolition of 

the tribute over indigenous protest than it could regain control of primary education 

over the objections of the municipalities. Indeed, when placed within the broader 

context of the Grand Design, the absence of a coherent system of education cannot be 

regarded as evidence of disinterest but rather should be interpreted as evidence of the 

crippling weakness of the state itself.122

There are, in short, very clear parallels between the manner in which agrarian, 

tributary, and educational reforms were implemented and the consequences of each, 

all of which speak to the inability of the Bolivian state to exercise control over 

society, especially in areas not directly adjacent to the main urban centers. The state 

did not and could not effectively exert control over the rural areas, even though it 

lived in a fictional reality in which legal measures might transform society in 

knowable and predictable ways.123 With each subsequent disastrous reform, a 

120. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” p. 90.
121. For a very perceptive analysis of the idea of indigenous victimhood, especially in 

anthropology, see Painter, “Re-Creating Peasant Economy,” pp. 95–105.
122. For a discussion on the weakness of the state, see: Joel S. Migdal, ., Strong Societies and 

Weak States: State Society Relations and State Capabilities in the Third World. Princeton: 
Yale University Press, 1988; James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to 
Improve the Human Condition Have Failed. Princeton: Yale University Press, 1998.

123. Which, as I have argued, led successive administrations to embark on a new set of sweeping 
reforms, given their belief in the ability to make societal realities and their conviction that the 
failure of their predecessors was attributable to lack of interest and enthusiasm.
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response was formulated that followed the same pattern, leading to what I have 

described above as a veritable incontinence of reformism that if nothing else 

obliterated any chances of incremental change while leaving a legislative landscape 

that was both confusing and utterly unenforceable, further withering away any faith 

that might have existed in the competence of the central government. In education, 

this lead to the complete fragmentation of the educational system, most of it now far 

beyond the control of the state itself, while in the rural areas the effect was similarly 

observable in the granting, as I have noted, of multiple deeds to the same terrains over 

the course of several subsequent revisitas.124

A	Weak	State

Ultimately, there are several important points that should emerge from my analysis of 

educational policy during the nineteenth century that in their own way constitute a 

reassessment of educational activity and policy during that period, while also 

reframing the question of educational development itself. In the first place, it is of 

great importance to realize that contrary to popular opinion in this regard, the absence

of a coherent system of popular education at the end of the nineteenth century was 

neither the result of apathy nor the result of some nefarious criollo plot to perpetuate 

the ignorance of the “Indian Masses” for the benefit of hacendados and other 

interested parties.125 Politicians and intellectuals alike were not only clearly interested 

in education, but indeed saw it as a precondition for the transformation of Bolivian 

society. Education would eventually allow the country to emerge as a coherent and 

prosperous nation-state and take its place in the concert of civilized nations. In the 

nineteenth century, tributary, agrarian, and education reforms were consistently 

viewed together, yet unlike education, the former two areas have been the subject of 

extensive historical analysis and inquiry.126

These reforms—all regarded as part of a single Grand Design of national 

construction—failed miserably for much the same reason, the inability of the state and 

124. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 732; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 304–309; Demélas, 
L’invention politique, pp. 382–395.

125. Which is, of course, the thesis put forth by Soria: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
126. As suggested by Irurozqui: Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
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its institutions to provide the financial means for their implementation, effectively 

oversee their proper implementation, and overcome local resistance. Indigenous 

communities successfully thwarted fiscal reforms throughout much of the nineteenth

century, local gamonales made themselves master of the agrarian reforms through 

unchecked corruption and fraud, while the church and the municipalities—once they 

had obtained jurisdiction over education—successfully clung to their educational 

privilege even when the state tried its hardest to reestablish control over what all 

agreed was central to the success of the national project.127

In all three of these areas, the inevitable consequence of the unfortunate 

combination of constant state intervention and the inability to carry it through was 

chaos, uncertainty, corruption, and the slow dismemberment of both the state’s 

educational system and of the indigenous communities themselves. Political, social, 

and institutional chaos resulted not from disinterest but from reformist zeal, which 

was consistently matched by institutional incapacity for change.

Meanwhile, indigenous communities successfully blocked fiscal reforms 

abolishing the tribute for much of the century, while their protest and rebellion forced 

the state’s retreat in matters of agrarian reform on a number of occasions during the 

latter half of the century. Even if one might concede, as is probably warranted, that 

the result of indigenous rebellion against agrarian reforms—or rather, against the 

disastrous subversion thereof by local economic and political interests—was 

ultimately more damaging to their cause because they further complicated the already 

anarchical process of reform, it is important to note their success in forcing the 

withdrawal of particular measures and the reversal of particular sales. Their refusal to 

pay the sales tax instead of the tribute,128 for example, speaks volumes about the 

relative power of the communities when faced with the state as its main opponent. 

The appearance of schools in the countryside apparently erected by the communities 

themselves in the absence of the schools long ago promised by the state, further adds 

to the idea of much greater indigenous strength and political astuteness than they have 

previously been credited with.

127. The most well documented example of a clash between state and local authorities over 
jurisdiction in education being that of the reforms proposed by Minister of Education José Pol 
in 1886, which were ultimately defeated by the municipalities: see Corsino Rodríguez, La 
reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, Historia, pp. 361–396.

128. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 710–714.
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Indeed, when we couple the image of a state unable to impose its will on a 

recalcitrant society with that of indigenous communities erecting schools where the 

state proved incapable of doing so, the traditional notion of nineteenth-century 

Bolivian history as marked by an unfair struggle between an aggressive state and 

hapless Indians becomes rather convoluted. It is not at all a foregone conclusion that 

in the confrontation between the state and other segments of society, the former 

should emerge victorious.

This is an important observation, even if in the context of the painfully 

unsuccessful Bolivian state it seems rather like stating the obvious, given the analyses 

with which we are confronted when examining and assessing nineteenth-century 

Bolivian development. Consider the fact that the expansion of the hacienda system as 

the result of the agrarian reforms has long been regarded as evidence of a nefarious 

plot against the indigenous communities directly intended to result in their complete 

subjugation, rather than as the unintended consequence of badly implemented reforms 

originally designed to create a mass of minifundios (smallholdings), consisting of 

propertied citizens with an eye on political participation pending their literacy. The

fact that the hacienda system expanded dramatically has been regarded as evidence 

that this must have been the underlying desire of those criollos who created the 

legislative and institutional conditions that allowed it. Evidence to the contrary, such 

as the statements made by legislators who proposed the creation of a post-indigenous 

citizenry, have been dismissed as disingenuous rhetoric intended to hide the true 

intent.

Education offers a very similar example, in that the absence of a coherent 

system of popular education has in and of itself been taken as evidence of disinterest, 

as illustrated by the remarks cited at the beginning of this chapter, even when those 

same historians who offer such analyses are clearly aware of the constitutional place 

awarded to education during the nineteenth century and—especially in the case of 

Martinez—of specific reforms initiated during that century. These, too, have been 

dismissed as neither “real” nor “serious” on the premise that no such system as 

promised by these reformers ever materialized. 

This argument is based on the notion that we can measure intent by results 

obtained, which in turn can only be taken to mean that the underlying assumption is 
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that the Bolivian state possessed the capacity to deliver on its promises, that the state 

was as we are used to regarding it in our highly successful western examples, namely 

supremely dominant in society. To dismiss pro-educational legislation and 

constitutional articles as mere rhetoric, not to be taken seriously, on the basis that they 

failed to result in a comprehensive system of education serving the needs of the 

indigenous population is, in essence, to assume that the state would have been capable 

of implementing such a system had it wanted to. Likewise, the negative opinion of the 

agrarian reforms and their undeniably disastrous effect on the indigenous 

communities seems to rest also on the notion that all that stood between the state and 

the proper and uncorrupted implementation of its grandiose scheme for national 

construction was the desire to do so.129

This, as I have shown, is a mischaracterization of the state and its capacity in 

nineteenth-century Bolivia, where it competed—often unsuccessfully—with local 

authorities, gamonales (local boss), the church, and the indigenous communities for 

power and influence. The state failed to create a coherent and popularized system of 

education because it fundamentally lacked the ability to do so, and as such we must be 

wary not to confuse intent with ability. Likewise, we must be careful not to regard the 

state as the main source of change in Bolivian society, especially not in the case of 

education. The efforts independently undertaken by indigenous communities on their 

own behalf in the face of the state’s weakness make it clear that the notion of 

indigenous education as a twentieth-century phenomenon is a falsehood that itself 

rests on the assumption that schooling is and must be the province of state or local 

official intervention. With this knowledge, we can state that the birthplace of the 

indigenous school is located without a doubt in the indigenous communities of the 

nineteenth century.

129. It is important to realize, of course, that the idea that the lack of schools should be attributable 
to a lack of desire on the part of the state and its institutions was as widespread in the 
nineteenth century as we find it today, especially when we consider that this very notion lay—
as I have indicated in this chapter—at the root of reformist incontinence itself, prompting each 
successive administration to dismiss the efforts of their predecessors as worthless and to 
initiate their own set of equally sweeping reforms, thus guaranteeing their failure.
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Chapter	II:
The	More	Things	Change

The	Signi icance	of	Liberalism

The chaos in Bolivian education encountered by the Liberal Party upon its rise to 

prominence in the Federal War of 1898–1899 should be regarded as the result of 

incompetence rather than of a lack of desire to change, a realization that has a 

significant influence on how we should view the reforms carried out by the Liberals

themselves, given that the advent of Liberal Party rule1 has traditionally been 

identified with the birth of indigenous education in the Bolivian Republic.2 By far the 

most convincing piece of evidence cited in support of this position resides in the 

undisputed fact that while the Liberals inherited a landscape almost—but not quite—

utterly devoid of schools,3 the roughly two decades of their tenure appear to have 

been marked by a sudden rise in the number of schools and their appearance even in

rural areas that had previously been deprived of the benefits of education.4 As a result, 

the period of Liberal Party rule has been regarded as the literal moment in which the 

indigenous school came into being, thereby crediting the Liberal Party with one of the 

most important changes in the fabric of Bolivian society: indigenous access to 

education.5

The fact, however, that we know exceptionally little about indigenous schools

from the period preceding the Federal War does not however mean that they did not 

1. On the Liberal Party in a broader political context, see: Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–172 and 
Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 45–55.

2. Which is clearly the position taken by most historians in this regard. See: Martinez, Qu’ils 
soient nos semblables; Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados”; Ramón 
Conde Mamani, “La deuda social.”

3. According to Calderón, in 1896 the total number of students attending schools was 32,817 on 
a total population of 1,626,382 (in 1900) of which 18.2% was between ages seven and 
thirteen. Getino, however, cites only a total number of 11,650 students for the year 1908: 
Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 47.

4. Brienen, “The Clamor,” pp. 624–627.
5. See, for example: Roberto Choque Canqui, “La educación indigenal boliviana: el proceso 

educativo indígena-rural.” In Estudios Bolivianos 2 (1996), p. 125–181.
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exist. In the previous chapter, I have presented evidence that indigenous schools 

predate the ascent of the Liberal Party, thereby invalidating to some extent the notion 

that the early twentieth century is the period in which indigenous schools emerge in 

the rural areas.6 The little data we currently possess with regard to the schools that 

came before Liberal reforms of the educational system does suggest that their 

numbers were quite limited; their existence should not be taken as an argument 

against the significance of the period that started with the Federal War with respect to 

the expansion of indigenous education throughout rural areas, but rather as an 

acknowledgement that the situation surrounding the emergence of indigenous 

education is rather more complicated than has generally been acknowledged. The 

Liberal Party, in short, did not give birth to the indigenous school, even though we 

must concede that the development of the educational system seems to have 

undergone a significant transformation during its tenure in the first two decades of the 

twentieth century.

A much more serious complication arising from the reassessment of early 

educational policy and development presented in the preceding chapter, compared to 

the somewhat nitpicky argument about when exactly the indigenous school came into 

being, resides in the analysis of the reasons why nineteenth-century endeavors, 

regardless of their seriousness and sincerity, failed to produce a viable system of 

education and general access to such a system. As I have already indicated, traditional 

evaluations of the significance of Liberal Party rule in terms of educational 

development have emphasized the contrast between the rapid expansion of indigenous 

education under Liberal tenure and the almost complete lack of educational facilities 

in the preceding period, suggesting that this change is the result of a dramatic shift in 

the importance attributed to education itself.7 Soria, Choque, and others have all 

argued that the rise of indigenous education came about as a consequence of a sudden 

rise in interest in educational advancement, compared to the relative apathy that 

supposedly characterized the nineteenth century.8 It is a notion that is understandably 

6. As I have indicated in the preceding chapter. See: Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 
105–106; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 47–49; Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 63–64; 
Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118; Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–
21.

7. As, for example, in: Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 88–118; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” p. 49; Martinez, “La création, p. 162; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 134.

8. Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 90.
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premised on the fact that a fundamental transformation of the educational system does 

appear to have coincided directly with the advent of Liberal Party rule: the 

contemporaneousness of these important shifts has consequently been interpreted as 

evidence of causation.

As a result, historians and anthropologists have focused on the early twentieth

century for historical analysis of the development of indigenous education.9

Consequently, significant efforts have been made to document both the position taken 

by the Liberals and the specific reforms they introduced. In particular, emphasis has 

been placed on the pro-educational rhetoric associated with the Liberal Party and its 

stance on modernization and national construction as well as the particular reforms 

and innovations intended to reconstruct the educational system.10 Thus, the root of 

indigenous educational development has been actively sought in the program of the 

Liberal Party. Given the overall notion of the Liberal Party as allied to emerging 

industrial interests and representative of a more professional and modern segment of 

criollo elites, viewed in contrast to the more conservative landed estates and silver-

mining interests that dominated the Conservative Party,11 this emphasis on the 

educational reforms of the Liberal Party has been explained as being part of a much 

broader modernizing movement associated with Liberal Party rule.12

The argument has been, consequently, that the Liberal Party introduced a 

series of comprehensive reforms and that as a result we can observe a dramatic 

change in the structure of the educational system during the period of their tenure. In 

addition, of course, leading Liberal ideologues and politicians regularly made a point 

of expressing their undying faith in the power of education to speed along the 

transformation of Bolivian society and especially as the final solution to the country’s 

“Indian Problem.”13 One could be forgiven for recognizing a pattern whereby 

responsible Liberal leaders recognized the problems in education, introduced reforms 

9. The most complete such work being Martinez’s Qu’ils soient nos semblables.
10. Brienen, “Los orígenes del caos educativo,” pp. 321–323; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” 

p. 49; Choque, “La educación indígenal,” p. 134.
11. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–169.
12. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–169; Françoise Martinez, “Los primeros pasos liberales hacia la 

unificación escolar en Bolivia”. In Roberto R. Hernández Oscaris and Elsa Vega Jiménez, 
Historia de la educación latinoamericana. La Habana: Editorial Pueblo y Educación, 1995, 
pp. 63–94; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 134.

13. Salmón, El espejo indígena, pp. 77–80, 93–110. Also see: Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “¿Qué 
hacer con el indio? Un análisis de las obras de Franz Tamayo y Alcides Arguedas.” In Revista 
de Indias LII/196 (1992), pp. 559–587.
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to remedy those problems, and ultimately obtained the desired result through their 

conviction and effort. The result was a dramatic expansion of the indigenous 

educational system along with other victories, such as the creation of the Escuela 

Normal de Sucre (Sucre Normal School).14

However, just as it is not quite factual that no indigenous schools existed at the 

time of the Liberal takeover, it is also not entirely accurate to state that the main 

difference between the Liberals and their predecessors lay in the seriousness and 

enthusiasm with which they approached education as the answer to Bolivian societal 

and economic woes. As I have shown in the preceding chapter, the cause of earlier 

failures to establish a viable and functional system of education is more closely 

associated with both overzealousness and an exaggerated belief in the ability of the 

state to restructure society at will than a lack of interest in education itself. To the 

contrary of what has been commonly assumed, nineteenth-century reformers took 

education quite seriously, considering it the answer to the perceived problems of 

backwardness and traditionalism, and regarding it as a pivotal element in any strategy 

for national construction, much as the Liberals who came after them did. 

Inevitably, then, the conclusion must be drawn that the basic premise upon 

which the notion of the specific significance of Liberal reformism has been founded is 

false: while it is true that dramatic changes occurred during the period of Liberal Party

rule, it cannot be stated reasonably that these changes were associated with some 

dramatic reversal in appreciation for the role of education. If anything, both the 

recognition that the educational system was broken and the accompanying burning 

desire to drastically reform it can be regarded as a clear continuation of educational 

policy established in the nineteenth century.

This reappraisal of Liberal enthusiasm, however, has profound consequences 

for the manner in which we approach the significance of the period Liberal Party rule 

and its effect on educational development. We are left on the one hand with the 

undisputed fact that dramatic changes occurred under the watchful eye of Liberal 

champions for educational reform, while on the other we can no longer rely on the 

notion of a dramatic ideological change to explain it. Moreover, when we recall that 

the failure of nineteenth-century reformism can be attributed largely to incapacity and 

14. On the creation of the Escuela Normal de Sucre, see: Martinez, “Una obra liberal.”
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ineptitude, the balance of the problem at hand shifts significantly: if the enthusiasm of 

Liberal reformers in and of itself mirrors that of their predecessors, who had failed to 

successfully implement their reforms due to the organic inadequacies of the state and 

its institutions, how then do we explain the apparent success of the Liberals where 

their predecessors had so miserably failed? So long as we continue to assume that the 

dramatic turnaround in educational development can be attributed to Liberal 

reformism, the inference is necessarily that something changed radically in the ability 

of the state to effectively implement its proposed program of reforms.

In light of this changed framework in which Liberal educational fervor can be 

regarded as completely in line with earlier policies and practices, it is crucial that we 

reconsider the period of Liberal reformism. Indeed, if the notion of Liberalism as the 

root cause of significant change can be borne out, then this has far-reaching 

implications for the manner in which we view the significance of the advent of 

Liberalism itself in terms of its apparent ability to succeed where its predecessors had 

met only with abject disappointment.

The	Invention	of	the	Indigenous	School

In framing the long-held notion that the advent of Liberal Party rule represented a true 

break with past practices and policies based on a changed perception of the idea of 

modernity and the place and role of the indigenous majority within a burgeoning 

nation-state, Françoise Martinez has argued that the roots of this ideological shift may 

be found in the events surrounding the Federal War. In particular, this war created a 

general atmosphere of fear in the urban mestizos and criollos who had found 

themselves faced, or so they had been convinced by the Liberal media, with a 

veritable race war waged by indigenous communities against the descendants of the 

Spanish colonizers.15

While I cannot support the notion of a true break in terms of policies and 

practices, given that the presumed contrast between nineteenth-century apathy and 

15. Françoise Martinez, “La peur blanche: un moteur de la politique educative libérale en Bolivie 
(1899–1920).” In Bulletin de l’Institut Français d’Études Andines, vol. 27/2 (1998), pp. 265–
283.
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twentieth-century enthusiasm is itself non-existent,16 it is undeniable that a shift did 

occur in the overall approach to the theme of the education of the indigenous majority

during the period of Liberal Party rule. Indeed, it is at this time that we see the 

‘invention’ of indigenous education, i.e. the creation of indigenous education as a 

separate branch of the broader educational system, marked explicitly by an underlying 

belief that ethnic difference was sufficient cause for a differentiation in terms of 

materials and curriculum.17

Even though I have argued that the nineteenth century saw constant efforts to 

create a comprehensive system of education that would encompass the education of 

the indigenous majority as part of a Grand Design to construct a modern nation-state

free of cultural heterogeneity, nineteenth century reforms and programs to expand the 

reach of the educational system did not specify a distinction between those schools 

that would target the criollos and mestizos and those that would target indígenas.

Among the many types of schools that emerged from their successive educational 

reforms, none had been characterized explicitly by an indigenous target-audience. 

When we compare side-by-side the rhetoric surrounding the education of the 

indigenous masses of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it becomes 

apparent that it was not until the advent of Liberal Party rule that the solution to 

societal fragmentation was sought in a differentiated system of education that 

introduced an explicit institutional distinction between schools for indígenas and 

those for criollos and mestizos.18 In a nod to the euronormativity of intellectuals and 

politicians presiding over such debates regarding the nature of the indigenous 

population and the need for their incorporation into the nation-state19—a need 

recognized in the nineteenth as well as the twentieth centuries—it is important to note 

that the former would become known as “indigenous education” while the latter 

continued to merely be “education,” identifying the indigenous majority as being in 

need of an exceptional education regarded as outside of the norm.

16. As exposed in Chapter I, the available evidence suggests feverish activity in the realm of 
education on the part of nineteenth century administrations, thus contradicting the notion of a 
contrast between nineteenth century apathy and twentieth century enthusiasm.

17. As evidenced, for example, in Franz Tamayo’s 1910 work on education: Franz Tamayo,
Creación de la pedagogía nacional. La Paz: Biblioteca del Sesquicentenario de la República, 
1975. Also see: Irurozqui, “¿Qué hacer?” and Martinez, “Le renouveau.”

18. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 188.
19. A particularly good overview of which can be found in Salmón, El espejo, esp. pp 77–80. 

Also, Martinez, “La création,” pp. 163–165.



MARTEN	BRIENEN

82

The circumstances surrounding the emergence of indigenous education in the 

common sense of the word, as something inherently different from education that 

happens also to include indigenous children, are particularly revealing of the nature of 

the change in prevailing thought on the specific temperament of indigenous 

savagery.20 While the nineteenth century was marked largely by disinterest in 

indigenous society and culture, dismissing it as outmoded and ultimately doomed21

and focusing instead on the biological aspects of indigeneity as the root cause of the 

problems facing the construction of the nation-state, the early twentieth century was 

characterized by a feverish effort to make sense of indigenous society.22 The context 

in which this shift occurred was, as Martinez has argued, one of abject terror.

Bolivian criollos at the close of the nineteenth century were terrified. Not only 

were the inhabitants of the major urban centers of the Altiplano anxiously awaiting a 

siege along the lines of the one waged against them by Túpac Amaru II in the late 

eighteenth century,23 but on this particular occasion the newspapers were rife with 

reports of indescribable atrocities committed by savage Indians against their former

allies.24 One incident in particular caught the public’s imagination: reports appeared in 

the urban newspapers of a massacre committed by indigenous forces under the 

leadership of Pablo Zárate Willka against a Liberal battalion in which a “fiebre 

homicida”25 escalated into “orgías de un canibalismo sin límites,”26 and a number of 

the soldiers were reported consumed by the victorious Indian forces. Barricading 

themselves in their havens of western civilization, the citizens of Oruro and La Paz

awaited “una invasión devastadora a [estas] populosas ciudades […], cuyos 

20. The word ‘savage,’ or salvaje, pops up frequently in such debates. See Marie-Danièle 
Demélas, Darwinismo a la criolla: el Darwinismo Social en Bolivia, 1880–1910.” In Historia 
Boliviana 1/2 (1981), pp. 55–82; and Demélas, L’invention politique. Also see: Martinez, “La 
peur blanche,” pp. 268–275.

21. The notion of indigenous culture as doomed by the irrevocable march of nature has been 
illustrated by Martinez in her assessment of the remarks made with regard to the ‘ever-
declining numbers’ of indigenous inhabitants as seen in the 1900 census (performed prior to 
the Liberal takeover). Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 272.

22. Demélas, “Darwinismo a la criolla,” p. 63.
23. For an insightful reassessment of the infamous rebellion, see: Sergio Serulnikov, Subverting 

Colonial Authority: Challenges to Spanish Rule in Eighteenth-Century Southern Andes.
Chapel Hill: Duke University Press, 2003.

24. Martinez, “La peur blanche,” pp. 268–271.
25. “Murderous fever.” As it was described by Bautista Saavedra in his defense of the Indians of 

Mohoza during the trial of 1902. Bautista Saavedra, El Ayllu: estudios sociológicos, segunda 
parte: proceso Mohoza. La Paz: Librería Editorial ‘Juventud,’ 1995 [1903]: p. 153.

26. “Unrestrained cannibalistic orgies.” Saavedra, El Ayllu, p. 153.
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vecindarios sufren la dolorosa inquietud de un asalto posible,”27 while Liberal military 

leaders urged the Conservatives to halt their resistance to the Liberal Revolution 

proclaiming that even “[nuestras] fuerzas unidas ahora apenas podrán dominar [la 

indiada sublevada].”28

Indigenous insurrection was not a new phenomenon in Bolivian society;

indeed, the nineteenth century had been marked precisely by constant rebellions both 

big and small, in particular in the second half of that century.29 Even the fact that 

indigenous troops had been deliberately enlisted by the Liberal Party in order to 

secure their victory over their Conservative rivals was not unprecedented.30 In fact, 

when we examine the political instability of the nineteenth century, we find that 

dependence on indigenous forces in efforts to resolve political conflict between 

factions of the criollo-dominated political order was rather a common occurrence and 

part of a pattern of political violence that continued into the twentieth century as well. 

This is evidenced most popularly by the involvement of indigenous forces in the 

National Revolution of 1952 and more recently in the overthrow of Gonzalo Sánchez 

de Lozada.31

Popular opinion of the day held that indigenous uprisings threatened the urban 

centers, and in doing so threatened the very survival of civilization itself. As such, the 

Federal War stands out quite dramatically in all of these episodes of political 

violence—which almost invariably involved indigenous participation—due to the fact 

that it was interpreted as nothing less than evidence of an autonomous political project 

for the establishment of an Indian Republic in which there was no place for criollos

and mestizos.32 According to this rather hysterical interpretation of the events, 

27. “A devastating invasion of [these] populous cities […] the inhabitants of which are suffering 
the painful anxiety of a possible assault.” As quoted in Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 269.

28. “Our combined forces will now scarcely be able to overcome the [rebelling Indian masses].” 
As quoted in Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 269.

29. Which Demélas has described as jacqueries (peasant revolts). Platt, “The Andean 
Experience,” p. 318; Marie-Danièle Demélas, “Jacqueries indiennes, politique creole.” In 
Caravelle: cahiers du monde hispanique et luso-brésilien 44 (1985), pp. 91–111; Irurozqui, 
La armonía, pp. 128–140; Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 377–399. 

30. Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 128–140; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “La guerra de civilización. 
La participación indígena en la revolución de 1870 en Bolivia.” In Revista de Indias 222 
(2001), pp. 407–432.

31. Marten Brienen, “Interminable Revolution: Populism and Frustration in 20th Century 
Bolivia.” In SAIS Review 27/1 (2007), pp. 21–33.

32. One of the most interesting aspects of the Federal War and the involvement of indigenous 
groups in this conflict is, without a doubt, the fact that there never was any organized 
indigenous uprising and certainly no concerted effort to undertake an ethnic cleansing of the 
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indigenous involvement in the Federal War was little more than a thin federal veneer 

to mask the true intentions of indigenous leaders. It was believed that they hoped to 

exploit this lack of unity among criollos and mestizos; in the words of one 

contemporary observer, their involvement was: “un pretexto para poner en ejecución 

su plan preconcebido,” which consisted mainly of “la idea de exterminar la raza 

blanca” in favor of the establishment of an Indian Republic based on ancient social 

and economic customs and traditions.33

While we can acknowledge that Bolivian criollos and mestizos of the turn of 

the twentieth century lived quite literally in fear of their lives, in hindsight we

recognize that this fear was quite misplaced. They believed that in achieving their 

ultimate victory over the indigenous forces murderously rampaging across the 

Altiplano they had only narrowly escaped the establishment of a Cannibal Republic. 

In a horrific reversal of roles, in the Bolivian Andes civilization itself was under threat 

of extinction at the hands of mere savages, while elsewhere the inexorable march of 

progress had doomed to extinction all those whose racial and cultural heritage had left 

them ill-prepared to withstand the pressures of ever-expanding western civilization.34

It was within the context of a belief—which we now know to be false35—that 

the vast Indian Masses posed an actual threat to the survival of western civilization in 

the Bolivian Andes, that intellectuals and politicians began to reconsider the nature of 

indigenous savagery and barbarism. It was in the aftermath of this terrifying episode 

that urban Bolivians developed a true interest in understanding indigenous society and 

its functioning; this movement to reconsider the role and place of the Indian in 

Bolivian society is illustrated very clearly by the sudden surge in literary and 

Bolivian Andes. The evidence that has been presented to support the notion of some 
autonomous indigenous political project—whether or not this project should necessitate the 
extermination of the “white race”—was always exceptionally weak, consisting of little more 
than reports of isolated incidents of violence against Liberal as well as Conservative troops 
that were, if anything, enormously overreported by the urban media in an effort that can only 
accurately be described as deliberate fear-mongering for political and economic purposes. A 
single act of probable cannibalism does not a genocidal effort make. Demélas, L’invention 
politique, pp. 395–397; Also see: Irurozqui, ´The Sound of the Patutos.”

33. Resp. “A pretext to put into action their preconceived plan.” “The idea to exterminate the 
white race.” As quoted in Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 271.

34. This fear of indigenous insurrection has never quite disappeared. Indeed, even today the 
venerable La Razón has proven itself capable of publishing news articles describing what 
might happen to civilization itself should this Indian protest be allowed to get out of hand, 
thereby illustrating that the notion of the Indian as a savage threat to the survival of 
civilization is still very much alive.

35. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” p. 114.
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scholarly production dealing with indigenous society and its peculiarities as part of a 

larger effort to understand the threat posed by this popular majority. The 

circumstances of this introspective effort were thoroughly rooted in the primal fear 

felt by those who had half-expected to be eaten alive by the angry throngs, resulting in 

a proto-indigenista production that was quite distinctively Bolivian,36 having positions 

and considerations that were profoundly, if subtly, different from those adopted in 

other parts of the Americas where the problem of progress and modernization was 

essentially viewed as fundamentally rooted in the Indian Question itself. In Bolivia, 

unlike in some of its neighbors, the question of national construction was at least for a 

time secondary to that of the survival of western culture itself,37 and the need for a 

swift resolution to the underlying problem was urgently felt.

The idea that the indigenous uprising that had—as urban criollos and mestizos

imagined it—nearly brought about the extermination of the white race was a political 

project rooted in the desire to re-create Bolivian society according to indigenous 

cultural customs still surviving in the ayllus,38 meant that it was no longer possible to 

deny the ability of the Indian to comprehend the concepts of freedom and political 

participation. In the aftermath of the events of the late nineteenth century, a 

consciousness of indigenous society was thrust upon urban criollos and mestizos, and 

they were forced to reconsider the savagery of the Indian Masses that had nearly 

wrought the destruction of civilization itself under the banner of cultural distinctness 

and political awareness. In their efforts to make sense of this indigenous movement, 

Bolivian intellectuals began to study in earnest the indigenous ways of life in a 

manner not commonly found in Bolivia in the nineteenth century, the result being a 

decided shift from an exclusive focus on the physical characteristics of the Indian race 

and towards a consideration of the social and cultural circumstances in which the 

communities existed.39

36. Bautista Saavedra, Franz Tamayo, Alcides Arguedas, and Felipe Segundo Guzmán being the 
primary exponents of this phenomenon. Martinez, “Le renouveau”; Martinez, “La peur 
blanche”; Irurozqui, “¿Qué hacer?”; Salmón, El espejo, pp. 77–80, 90–110; Irurozqui, La 
armonía, pp. 145–171.

37. Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 129–131.
38. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 98–99; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 261–

302.
39. Perhaps the earliest effort to reconstruct the importance of social and environmental 

circumstances is to be found in the ultimately successful defense of those accused of the 
Mohozan cannibal holocaust itself waged by future president Bautista Saavedra, who stressed 
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The shocking realization—however false it may have been—that the 

indigenous population was both ready and willing to rid the country of the white race 

resulted in a serious reconsideration of the social woes plaguing society and an effort 

to delve into the indigenous psyche in order to understand the cause of the mindless 

bloodlust that had made itself master of the normally subdued and passive Indians. 

This should be viewed as a true reconsideration of indigenous savagery, one in which 

the old position of lack of culture was entirely abandoned and supplanted by the 

notion that Indians possessed a profoundly backward culture rooted in a pagan pre-

colonial heritage as well as in their constant victimization at the hands of repressive 

hacendados, corrupt corregidores (cantonal governors), and self-serving curas

(priests), whose version of Catholicism was informed largely by greed and cruelty. 

Such a culture of victimhood, paganism, and abuse could not but eventually result in a 

deeply felt hatred of the white race and a rejection of modern society due to the fact 

that the latter had been represented primarily by those who stood to gain economically 

from their abusive and repressive practices.40 The Indian, then, was capable of culture 

and in possession of it and precisely therein lay the problem; the culture they 

possessed predisposed them to anti-modern behavior, violence, and intellectual 

retardation. 

It is in this context of indigenous culture as the ultimate cause of the Indian 

Problem that we should view the emergence of a differentiated indigenous 

educational system, designed specifically to address the cultural shortcomings of the 

indigenous communities and to take into account the current cultural context in which 

the Indian existed. The creation of an indigenous education should thus be viewed as 

rooted in the recognition of the existence of indigenous culture as an entity, albeit an 

undesirable one. It is here, then, in the formulation of an educational policy that 

recognized the existence of an indigenous culture but regarded it as a problem, that 

we find the origin of Bolivian education as a means of assimilation in the cultural 

sense. Whereas nineteenth-century educational policy was rooted in the notion that 

Indians had no culture, and education according to European principles should have a 

civilizing effect and thus prepare the Indian for his role in the emerging nation-state, 

the importance of such factors in his assessment of indigenous culture: Saavedra, El ayllu. 
Also see: Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 129–131, 149–152; Irurozqui, “¿Qué hacer?”

40. Which is precisely the argument put forth by Saavedra in his defense of the Indians captured 
in the aftermath of the Mohoza Massacre: Saavedra, El ayllu.
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the early twentieth century saw the evolution of a system that was built around the 

notion of transculturation as a necessary prerequisite for the successful incorporation 

into the nation;41 the underlying problem, then, had been redefined as rooted not in the 

absence of culture, but the presence of the wrong one.

This implicit admission of indigenous mental capacity, even when voiced in 

the context of cannibalistic atrocities and savage bloodlust, constituted a rather subtle 

change in prevailing opinions with regard to the nature of indigeneity and of the 

Indian as a specimen of human being. Such a change was not necessarily 

acknowledged by those who were its contemporaries, nor was there necessarily a 

realization that such a shift had even occurred, but we find it nevertheless reflected in 

the rather subtly different approaches the Indian Question both before and after the 

civil war that had sparked it, not least in the sudden interest in the nature of 

indigenous existence and the form and shape of indigenous social structures. 

In this respect, it is of particular significance to note that some of the first 

comprehensive studies into Bolivian society and the Indian mind appeared in the 

years after the events described above; the first true effort to gain insight into the 

much maligned ayllu was undertaken by noted Bolivian pensador (thinker) and 

politician Bautista Saavedra, who quite clearly expressed the connection between the 

events themselves and his desire to make sense of Indian society and its many woes. It 

is not coincidental that this description of the ayllu and those who inhabited it was 

produced by the very same man who had been responsible for the legal defense of the 

Indians charged with the infamous anthropophagic incident at Mohoza, and he 

himself made clear that his interest in the subject was the result of his efforts to 

defend the individuals charged with these atrocities.42 Indeed, in terms of intellectual 

production and socio-economic introspection, the years after the civil war are still 

regarded as no less than a golden age of Bolivian intellectualism and the birthplace of 

what can only be considered a peculiarly Bolivian brand of indigenismo. Its literary 

creations were so influential and so uniquely Bolivian in nature and origin that they 

still constitute required reading for a majority of Bolivians today,43 in an unfortunate 

41. Martinez, “Le renouveau,” pp. 260–262; 
42. Saavedra, El ayllu. This work in fact included his closing argument presented at the Mohoza 

trial.
43. Especially Alcides Arguedas and Franz Tamayo are still required reading in many Bolivian 

schools today. Alcides Arguedas, Raza de Bronce. La Paz: Ministerio de Relaciones 



MARTEN	BRIENEN

88

disregard for the now painfully outdated analyses of the nature of race in Bolivian 

society and the physical and mental constitution of the Bolivian Indian. These efforts 

to delve into the essence of indigenous society finally produced a definitive, if 

gradual, move away from purely biological considerations and were instrumental in 

reconstructing the essence of the Indian Question in terms of cultural difference. This 

transition was, of course, not instant and it took several years for the country’s leading 

pensadores to shift through the jumbled terminologies of savagery, race, biology, and 

ethnic difference to eventually settle upon a particularly Bolivian brand of 

indigenismo.44

It is, I admit, rather counterintuitive to argue that the transition from the criollo

position on the nature of indigenous savagery from one defined by biology into one 

defined as cultural in origin should have been the result of a deep-seated fear among 

urban classes that civilization itself might fall victim to anthropophagic savages

waging a war on both civilization and its white representatives in Bolivian society. 

Nevertheless, I am suggesting precisely that: it was the involvement of indigenous 

forces in the Federal War and their supposed autonomous political project of 

extermination in favor of the construction of an Indian Republic—one can scarcely 

think of a more horrifying prospect to those criollos so convinced of their own moral 

and racial superiority—that forced criollo society to consider what circumstances 

would have driven the comunarios, led by such publicly reviled men as Pedro Zárate 

‘El Temible’ Willka, to the atrocities generally attributed to them.

This transition from a racially defined concept of indigenous inferiority can be 

clearly observed in the chosen approach to the Indian Question itself, as official 

educational policies shifted not so much in terms of the state’s ability to provide it, 

nor in the degree to which it had been elevated to the status of absolute prerequisite to 

national construction as has been suggested, but rather in the reframing of this 

educational component of the Grand Design in terms of the need to tailor the 

Exteriores, 1988 [1919]; Alcides Arguedas, Pueblo Enfermo. La Paz: Ediciones ‘Puerta del 
Sol’, 1937 [1909]; Tamayo, Creación de la pedagogía. See also: Perla Zayas de Lima, La 
novela indigenista boliviana de 1910–1960. Buenos Aires: Ediciones Carra, 1985; Guillermo 
Francovich, El pensamiento boliviano en el siglo XX. Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura 
Económica, 1956; Salmón, El espejo; Baud, Intelectuales y sus utopías.

44. Salmón, El espejo, pp. 77–81. Also see: Nancy Leys Stepan, The Hour of Eugenics: Race, 
Gender, and Nation in Latin America. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991: pp. 135–153.
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educational system to the cultural realities of the indigenous communities themselves. 

It is in this context of the early twentieth century propositions for an indigenous 

education in the proper sense, one that took the preexisting cultural context into 

consideration, that we can first really speak of the educational advances sought after 

by the state as rooted in a desire to assimilate the indigenous masses, so long as we 

understand ‘assimilation’ to have constituted a process that fundamentally differed 

from the ‘civilization’ of a breed of child-like savages lacking any culture at the 

outset. The difference as I understand it here should be regarded as one in which one

culture is supplanted by another, rather than one where culture itself is introduced for 

the first time.

This ideological shift in the conceptualization of the indigenous population as 

marked by a flawed culture rather than by a lack of one, precipitated a change in the 

manner in which the notion of indigenous education was broached: rather than 

implanting culture, the schools would need to supplant an existing one, which requires 

a different approach. It is the notion that an existing culture—flawed though it may 

have been—needed to be supplanted that necessitated the creation of the escuela 

indigenal as an institution that stood separately from mainstream education aimed at 

criollos and mestizos.45 In this sense, we can view the invention of the indigenous 

school as marking the recognition of ethnic difference as determined by culture mores 

rather than by genetics, thereby constituting the institutionalization of cultural 

difference within the state and its institutions.

In this narrow sense, then, it can be argued that the escuela indigenal was an 

invention attributable to the Liberal Party and its reformers, and thus constitutes a 

significant shift that finds its origin in demonstrable changes in racial theory 

accompanying the transition from Conservative to Liberal Party rule. That sense, 

however, is too narrow and is neither useful nor indicative of the profound changes to 

the educational system itself. It certainly had an impact on the contours of the debate 

surrounding the Indian Question, paving the way for an institutionalization of the idea 

of cultural and ethnic difference; but the question remains to what extent it influenced 

the reality of educational reforms themselves and their impact on Bolivian society.

45. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 188.



MARTEN	BRIENEN

90

Reconsidering	Liberal	Reformism

It is interesting to note that even with the change in understanding indigenous society 

and its perceived cultural ills, much of the rhetoric regarding the need for education 

had remained unchanged. The heightened sensitivity towards the nature of indigeneity

as a phenomenon perhaps more deeply rooted in culture than in race—even though 

the rhetoric of the period was not entirely successful in untangling the two concepts at 

this point in time—may have altered how intellectuals viewed indigenous society 

itself, but it did little to change the underlying notion that indigenous culture was 

profoundly anti-modern and broken, and thus as much in need of the transformative 

influence of education as the pure savages of the preceding century. That is to say that 

the creation of a differentiated indigenous school reflected this heightened awareness 

in that it embodied the notion that indigenous cultural difference warranted a different 

approach to the ultimate goal of cultural homogenization: the indigenous school could 

hopefully more effectively transform indigenous society into a permanent component 

of a modern society reflecting western cultural norms and values. The goal itself, 

however, remained—at least, for now—unchanged, namely the construction of a 

modern nation-state free of cultural diversity and fragmentation. In this sense, we 

should look upon the creation of the indigenous school as it was envisioned in the 

rhetoric following the Federal War as a fairly subtle change in tactics, rather than 

something more profound than that. The ultimate function of the school remained as it 

had been in the century before, even though the methodology was subject to change.

Moreover, even when we may be suitably impressed with the changes that did 

occur during this period in terms of approaches to the education of the indigenous 

majority, it is important not to lose from our sights the undeniable fact that the 

problem of the preceding era had not been rooted, as has been suggested by Soria, in 

the particularities of criollo approaches to the Indian Question but rather in pervasive 

incapacity and incompetence.46 While the Liberal Party certainly did inherit a system 

plagued by tremendous difficulties and deficiencies, these had been the result 

primarily of the failure of continued attempts to propagate education and not of an 

unwillingness stemming from a racially motivated rejection of the notion of 

46. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49. See also the previous chapter.
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indigenous education per se. The invention of indigenous education as a separate and 

subordinate subcategory of the overarching educational system did not necessarily 

suggest any particular changes in the overall tactics employed to spread schools and 

educational programs nor did it in and of itself signal any notable advances with 

regard to the ability of the state to implement its plans for a comprehensive system of 

education, regardless of the manner in which such a system would be organized 

according to prevailing notions of cultural difference. In effect, we might argue that 

the institution of ethnically based curricular and institutional differentiation served 

primarily to add another layer of complexity to an already unsatisfactory system.

Indeed, when we revisit those studies that have dealt with the apparent 

advances of this period,47 we find that the emphasis has consistently been placed on 

the reformist programs and experiments devised and implemented by the Liberal 

Party and its educational activists; changes in criollo attitudes towards the indigenous 

masses are addressed only to offer an explanation for the supposedly successful and 

far-reaching reforms that ultimately brought true improvement. This changing posture 

has been cited as the reason behind a series of innovations and revolutionary reforms, 

but the latter have clearly been identified as the root cause of the dramatic 

developments in the educational system itself.

There is no doubt that the Liberal Party upon its ascent to power encountered a 

system of education that was wracked by severe fragmentation: there was an almost 

complete lack of oversight; there were no qualified teachers due to the historical 

failure of the state to effectively implement a teacher-training program or indeed any 

measure of certification; and those relatively few schools that did exist were marked 

by exclusivity. Primary education was divided between escuelas municipales, 

escuelas parroquiales, escuelas fiscales, escuelas privadas (private schools), escuelas 

particulares (private schools), and a host of other—non-Catholic—religious 

schools,48 indicating that even public education lacked uniformity as it remained 

divided between the escuelas municipales and escuelas fiscales, both of which, as I 

47. Prmarily Martinez, “La création”; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables; Martinez, “Los 
primeros pasos”; Martinez, “la peur blanche”; Martinez, “Le renouveau”; Choque, “La 
educación Indigenal”; Choque, “La problemática”; Calderón, “La deuda social”; Calderón, 
“Paradojas de la modernización”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados”.

48. I.e. those religious schools not run by the Catholic Church, such as the escuelas parroquiales
(parish schools). See: Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 69.
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have shown, operated simultaneously towards the end of the nineteenth century. No 

successful escuela normal had been erected throughout the nineteenth century, due 

largely to the lack of resources and sustained institutional support.49 Most 

importantly, the vast majority of the population had no access to schooling at all, a 

shortcoming especially pronounced in the predominantly indigenous rural areas.50

In this context of institutional chaos, it is not surprising to find that a great deal 

of attention has been given to the ability of the Liberals not only to correctly identify 

the most serious shortcomings of the educational system but also to formulate well 

thought-out responses to them in a series of reforms, each intended to remedy one 

particular aspect of the ongoing crisis in educational development. As has been well 

established, the Liberals correctly identified the main problems hampering the 

educational system: institutional and curricular fragmentation, the lack of 

professionalism, and the lack of general access to educational resources, especially in 

the rural areas.51 In the mind of principal Liberal reformers, in order for education to 

live up to its potential as an engine of national construction and modernization, it 

needed to be standardized, brought under the central control of the state, heavily 

expanded in its geographic and demographic reach, and professionalized.52 It is 

interesting to note that in essence the Liberals identified the same problems as had 

their predecessors, formulating a series of reforms that was not greatly different from 

those attempted in earlier decades. 

The lack of professionalism had consistently been a source of unhappiness and 

had already led to the creation of a series of escuelas normales, none of which 

survived into the era of Liberalism.53 Likewise, the desire to create a generalized 

49. Cristóbal Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación boliviana (historia). La Paz: Empresa 
Editora Universo, 1970, p. 200; Reyeros, Historia, pp. 99–100, 192.

50. Due to the lack of credible statistical analysis from the period, it is impossible to determine 
how many schools existed that served the needs of the indigenous communities, and it is 
consequently also impossible to determine what percentage of the indigenous population 
remained without access to education. The consensus, however, was that the vast majority did 
not have such access. See: Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 69.

51. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 61–69; Suárez, Desarollo, pp. 193–194.
52. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 61–69; Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 54–

57.
53. Escuelas normales had been created in 1835, 1838, 1845, 1851, 1874, 1877, 1882, and 1892. 

Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 200. None, however, survived into the twentieth century. Suárez 
indentifies the main problem as the lack of financial support given to the schools upon their 
creation. He also indicates that the absence of trained professionals to teach in these 
institutions constituted a serious problem: Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 200.
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system of education accessible to all resulted in the severe fragmentation of the 

system itself, as with each new attempt to spread schools throughout the country, the 

state had increasingly charged third parties with the task of educating the people. The 

escuelas parroquiales had been viewed as an answer to the exclusivity of the 

educational system, as indeed had the escuelas municipales, and ultimately the whole 

project of libertad de enseñanza (freedom of education), which it had been hoped 

would spur private enterprise and religious institutions to deliver what the state could 

not. Indeed, the late-nineteenth century was marked by a series of failed attempts to 

reestablish centralized control over the unwieldy system, including the relatively 

famous reforms initiated by José Pol in 188654 and a series of attempts throughout the 

1880s and 1890s to impose a system of teacher-certification in order to establish some 

semblance of standardization and quality-control.55

Nevertheless, even though neither the theme of education as an engine of 

modernization nor the notion of comprehensive reforms aimed simultaneously at 

professionalization, expansion, and unification of the system was entirely new or 

attributable to some changed understanding with regard to the need for a 

comprehensive and generalized educational system, the apparent success of the 

Liberal reforms in bringing about an educational system that provided access to ever-

larger numbers of rural and urban youth has resulted in an altogether different 

appreciation of the efforts embarked upon by the Liberal Party and its most famous 

proponents of educational renewal.56 In contrast to the reforms of the previous 

century, those instigated by the Liberals have been viewed largely as responsible for 

the tremendous changes that followed in the years after the Federal War,57 despite the 

fact that these reforms cannot be viewed as unprecedented, suggesting again that 

something more profound had changed in the nature of the state itself with the advent 

of Liberalism that would allow it to bring to fruition reforms that had been attempted 

54. On Pol’s reforms, see: Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, 
Historia, pp. 380–393.

55. For example, by decree of 30 May 1895, which sought to impose new standards on teacher 
certification. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 442–443. The reforms of 1886 likewise proposed new 
standards for certification and rearranged the authorities in the favor of the state. See 
Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, Historia, pp. 380–393.

56. For examples, see: Choque, “La educación indigenal boliviana,” p. 134; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” p. 49. Martinez, “La création,” p. 162. Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, pp. 51–53; Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 94.

57. Brienen, “Los orígenes del caos educativo,” pp. 321–323; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” 
p. 49; Choque, “La educación indígenal,” p. 134.
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before. Indeed, Françoise Martinez has remarked that in 1905 “las cosas ya no eran 

como en 1886, y […] el estado sí podía darse los medios de alcanzar sus fines.”58

Historians have identified a number of Liberal reforms that they regard as 

pivotal in the development of the educational system and therefore serve as evidence 

of a significant change in the ability of the state to implement its reforms. The first 

and perhaps most celebrated of these is the creation of the Sucre Normal School, 

which was established in 1909 under the supervision of Belgian education expert 

Georges Rouma, and is often still erroneously identified as the first such institution in 

the Republic, in blatant disregard for the escuelas normales, though short lived, of the 

preceding century.59 Of course, the long history of failure that preceded the successful 

creation of the Sucre Normal School has only added to its allure, serving as proof of 

an increased ability on the part of the state to make good on its promises. Indeed, 

while there had been a number of escuelas normales prior to the 1909 establishment 

of the Sucre Normal School, the latter has the distinction of being the first to survive 

for any significant amount of time and to consistently produce a stream of normalistas

(normal school graduate) to populate the nation’s educational institutions. The 

establishment of the Sucre Normal School has been seen within the context of the 

clear need for a professionalization of the educational system, serving as a shining 

example of the state not only recognizing one of the chief problems of educational 

development, but acting decisively and effectively to remedy the situation.

Likewise, even though the problem of fragmentation and lack of oversight had 

long been understood—again in contrast to common assertions to the contrary—it 

was the period of Liberalism that brought what many have regarded as the first 

significant steps towards unification and standardization, primarily in the form of the 

state’s quest to establish a dominant role in the educational system by imposing 

controls on the certification of the teachers’ corps. Whereas the church had 

successfully resisted similar efforts throughout the 1880s and 1890s, in 1905 the 

Liberals were able to introduce centralized controls over the educational program of 

the church.60

58. “Things were no longer as they had been in 1886, and […] the state did have the means to 
achieve its goals.” Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 90. This in regard, specifically, to 
attempts at reestablishing centralized control over the teachers’ corps.

59. The creation of the Sucre Normal School is detailed in: Martinez, “Una obra liberal.”
60. Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” pp. 70–75.
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The seriousness of Liberal reformism has further been sought in the creation 

of the escuelas ambulantes (ambulant schools) in 1907,61 which has been viewed as 

the first concerted effort to thrust the modernizing impulse of education onto the 

supposedly stagnant indigenous communities of the Andean highlands and valleys 

through the establishment of a system of what can only be described as wandering 

teachers, who would travel between predetermined communities to teach for a time in 

each location and then continue on to the next.62 It is this effort in particular that has 

received a great deal of scholarly attention as evidence of the Liberals’ willingness 

not only to discuss the need for rural education but to take the steps necessary to bring 

it about, and therefore it has been featured prominently in scholarly works as the first 

step in the direction of a soon-to-be rapidly expanding system of rural schooling. 

Between the establishment of the Sucre Normal School, the institution of a system of 

rudimentary rural education in the escuelas ambulantes, and the legal efforts to 

enforce unification to allow the state to establish its ability to oversee and direct 

education throughout the nation, we have the elements addressing all three of the 

main concerns of Liberal reformers: professionalization, unification, and expansion, 

respectively. All three resulted in what have been widely regarded as victories for the 

state in its quest to counter the fragmentation of the educational system, its limited 

reach, and its lack of professionalism, and have therefore been seen also as 

elementary steps towards a true reconstruction of the educational system itself.

However, even though historians have tended to emphasize the importance of 

the reforms, they have expressly done so against a backdrop of supposed nineteenth-

century apathy towards education. The reorganization that marks the Liberal era has 

thus been interpreted almost as if it stood as a solitary first attempt to create a 

comprehensive system of education and, as we have seen, this is not the case; the 

dismal state of education had been rooted in an overabundance of reforms rather than 

a lack of them. When we consider Liberal reforms within the context of the reforms of 

the preceding decades, we find that in terms of their content and stated objectives, 

they do not stand out as particularly innovative. As stated above, nineteenth-century 

politicians and intellectuals had identified many of the same problems in the 

61. On the escuelas ambulantes, see: Martinez, “La création.”
62. Martinez, “La création,” pp. 162–165.
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development of an effective educational system that might ultimately propel the 

nation into an era of modernity and prosperity.

Indeed, the lack of uniformity had already led to comprehensive reforms 

intended to remedy the chaos that governed education, most recently in the 1886 

proposals of Minister José Pol.63 Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, Conservative 

administrations had—unsuccessfully—sought to impose new standards on the 

escuelas municipales and escuelas parroquiales, especially in terms of teacher 

qualifications and the right of the state to subject aspiring teachers to a centralized 

exam.64 The related issue of the escuela normal had, as I have already indicated, 

prompted a series of attempts throughout the nineteenth century to erect precisely 

such an institution. Even the program introduced in 1905 by Juan Misael Saracho to 

finally bring the civilizatory influence of the school to the indigenous population in 

the form of the escuelas ambulantes had already been introduced in the defeated 

reforms of 1886.65

More important, perhaps, is the fact that these efforts to unify, professionalize, and 

expand the educational system are not representative of the success achieved by the 

Liberals overall. The Liberal victory over the church in 1905 may be regarded as a 

step in the direction of unification, but at the same time it is important to recognize 

that primary education was controlled largely by the municipalities,66 and that these 

maintained their independence from centralized control until 1936.67 While the state 

was capable in 1905 of enforcing its will on the church, it failed to do so with respect 

to the much more influential municipalities, despite efforts to do so.68 The emphasis 

on the Liberal victory scored against the church, with this in mind, appears to have 

largely overshadowed the fact that the state had failed again to establish control over 

local authorities and that the celebrated reforms of 1905 in effect cemented and 

63. On Pol’s reforms, see: Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, 
Historia, pp. 380–393.

64. For example, by decree of 30 May 1895, which sought to impose new standards on teacher 
certification. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 442–443. The reforms of 1886 likewise proposed new 
standards for certification and rearranged the authorities in the favor of the state. see: 
Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, Historia, pp. 380–393.

65. See: Reyeros, Historia, 378–379. See also: Martinez, “La création.”
66. More than sixty percent of primary schools in 1898 were escuelas municipales [municipal 

schools]: Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 92.
67. Per decrees of 2 November 1936 and 4 November 1936.
68. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 64.
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affirmed the state’s inability to impose its will on the municipalities and thereby on 

the bulk of the primary educational system. 

The escuela normal presents a similar picture of a limited success that hardly 

qualifies as a resounding victory for educational reconstruction. While the school did 

indeed survive and consistently produce qualified teachers for the first time in 

Bolivian history—not a minor feat—these came at a tremendous cost. The school was 

extensively researched by missions sent abroad, and finally constructed under the 

watchful eye of Belgian expert Georges Rouma.69 This preparatory work and the 

maintenance of the school after its foundation were an expensive affair, using up a 

considerable portion of the available budget.70 The tangible results were, while real 

enough, not impressive; the school produced teachers in disappointingly small 

quantities, never quite enough to truly impact the otherwise complete and utter 

absence of qualified personnel from the schools.71 Moreover, while this escuela 

normal can perhaps be considered the greatest accomplishment of the Liberal 

educational policy, its success was not repeated in the string of escuelas normales to 

be created in the 1910s. The escuelas normales rurales of that decade suffered a fate 

comparable only to that of their nineteenth-century predecessors, failing to remain 

open for more than a few years and producing only a handful of normalistas rurales

(graduates of rural normal schools). This was due in large part to inadequate funding, 

opposition to the schools by local authorities,72 and ill-prepared professors of 

questionable ability.73 The last of them were closed in 1922.74

Perhaps the most revealing is the case of the escuelas ambulantes, which have 

been touted as the first attempt made by the state to create schools specifically for the 

69. See: Martinez, “Una obra liberal”; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 286–310; 
Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 81–83.

70. For an overview of these missions, see: Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 56–58; 
Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 286–290. The temporary solution of sending 
retired teachers abroad to gain experience which they could then transmit was especially 
singled out for criticism for its tremendous cost: Martinez, “Una obra liberal,” pp. 187.

71. In its first decade, it produced an average of 20 normalistas per year, which would not have 
been enough even to meet the needs of the schools being added on a yearly basis. Suárez, 
Desarrollo, p. 206.

72. The Colomi school, for example, was ordered off the property when the school failed to 
properly support the political candidacy of the owner. Suárez, Historia, p. 245.

73. The first of these schools were manned by normalistas, but failed to understand the purpose of 
the escuelas normales rurales, imparting a second rate urban education, according to Suárez: 
Suárez, Historia, p. 244.

74. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” p. 21.
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indigenous population, as such representing the first embodiment of the newly 

invented notion of a specific and targeted escuela indigenal.75 While the effort has 

been praised precisely because it was supposedly the first concerted effort on behalf 

of indigenous education, it is important to recognize that the idea itself had been 

introduced already by José Pol in 1886, and that even prior to that there had been a 

number of efforts to create schools specifically for the indigenous communities.76 The 

results of these earlier efforts had not been encouraging, but they meant that some 

communities already had access to schooling at the time of the Liberal reforms.77

More to the point, the escuelas ambulantes fared no better than the efforts of the 

nineteenth century, the project being declared a failure just a few years after its start in 

1907.78

Here, too, the continued weakness of the state is revealed as the root of failure: 

active resistance by hacendados and local authorities—who feared that the schools 

would upset the rural balance of power, and threaten their continued exploitation of 

their indigenous workers—prevented the state from implementing its program beyond 

the immediate vicinity of the urban centers of La Paz and Potosí.79 In addition, while 

extolling the virtuousness of the maestros ambulantes (ambulant teachers), the state 

remained unwilling or unable to pay salaries that might have convinced the criollo

and mestizo urbanites to take up the challenging work of traveling from community to 

community to spread the gospel of modern living.80 Given the conditions and 

genuinely rotten pay, the life of the rural teacher remained more of an exercise in self-

flagellation on the altar of nationhood than a viable career choice and as such it 

should come as no surprise that the effort failed to attract sufficient numbers of 

qualified individuals who wished to become maestros ambulantes. The general state 

of affairs in rural education, in which teachers were promised little more than a life of 

75. Choque, “La problemática,” p. 14; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” pp. 144–145; Martinez, 
“La création,” p. 162.

76. For example by Minister Cortez in 1862, ordering that indigenous communities build schools 
if they had none: Reyeros, Historia, p. 215. The 1872 ley de libre enseñanza likewise 
demanded the construction of “establecimientos de instrucción rural en las aldeas y ayllus, de 
indígenas tributarios [establishments for rural education in the villages and ayllus of tributary 
Indians].” Reyeros, Historia, p. 269.

77. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–21; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 41–48; 
Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118–121.

78. Lora, Sindicalismo, pp. 182–184; Choque, “la educación indigenal,” p. 146; Martinez, “La 
création,” pp. 170–171.

79. Martinez, “la création,” p. 170; Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, pp. 186–188.
80. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 187.
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abject poverty—insufficient pay, and general self-sacrifice81—that would contribute 

to the ultimate undoing of the escuelas normales rurales. 

Scholars have emphasized the content of Liberal reformism, touting the zeal 

and enthusiasm with which reformers such as Juan Misael Saracho and Daniel 

Sánchez Bustamante went about attempting the complete overhaul of the educational 

system for the benefit of the national project. However, the reality is that despite the 

minimal advances registered during this period, the Liberal reforms effectively 

reproduced not only the intent but the substance of nineteenth-century reforms, 

proving the reformers themselves to be not at all particularly innovative or original in 

shaping the reforms themselves, but also damning their efforts to failure. In contrast 

to the assertion made by Françoise Martinez, the state proved itself no more capable 

of effectively establishing its dominance over rural society and over the profoundly 

fragmented educational system than it had been in previous decades, rendering false 

the notion that there was a dramatic turnabout during this period. Under the rule of the 

Liberal Party, the state had indeed embarked upon an effort to spread the gospel of 

modernity through a series of rural schools, but the experiment had failed. The 

escuelas normales that did not have the prestige of their counterpart in Sucre met their 

untimely demise under circumstances painfully similar to those surrounding the 

premature death of the institutions that had come before them, leaving only the rather 

ineffectual Sucre Normal School to produce an unsatisfactory number of teachers to 

work in the burgeoning system. Moreover, the system itself remained cripplingly 

fragmented, even in the face of ongoing rhetoric regarding the absolute need for 

unification.

The realization that no dramatic change came about in the ability of the state 

to control society accompanying the transition from Conservative to Liberal Party

rule, as evidenced by the ongoing failure of the state to adequately address the 

problems it had been able to identify—just as their Conservative predecessors—

leaves us with a particularly burning question. If we accept, as I would propose, that 

we can look upon the reforms of the early twentieth century as essentially constituting 

a continuation of past approaches to education, then we are left without an adequate 

81. Georges Rouma himself spoke of “sacrificios sin pausa [unrelenting sacrifice]” in describing 
to aspiring teachers of the Sucre Normal School what life lay ahead of them: as quoted in 
Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 295.
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explanation for the one overwhelming piece of evidence cited by those who would 

hold that the transition to Liberal Party rule in the aftermath of the Federal War marks 

the birth of indigenous education: the undisputed fact that this period was 

characterized by a rapidly expanding system of rural and indigenous schools. It is 

clear that a significant change occurred in this period, and if we cannot attribute it to 

an enhanced ability on the part of the state to deliver on promises long undelivered, 

then who was ultimately responsible for this development?

The	Re-Creation	of	Institutional	Chaos

In order to understand the emergence of a rapidly expanding system of rural and 

indigenous education during the early twentieth century, it helps to review exactly 

what had been going on in the educational system and what explanations were offered 

for it at the time. Indeed, in the context of a scholarly tradition wherein an emphasis is

placed primarily on the role of the state in this development, it is of particular interest 

to see how in the aftermath of the Liberal reforms, a quite different picture is painted 

by those directly involved in the educational process and its development. 

Upon asking himself the rhetorical question of why his institution consistently 

failed to produce rural teachers, the director of the escuela normal rural de la Florida

answered in his extensive 1921 report that the question itself was fundamentally based 

on a false premise; while he bemoaned the fact that his school had only existed for a 

few years and did not receive the funding it needed,82 he argued above all else that 

while the state had created institutions like this one to prepare teachers for a life of 

sacrifice in the rural and indigenous schools, it had not undertaken the construction of 

rural and indigenous schools themselves.83 How could the admittedly very few 

82. The somewhat hostile language of the director of the Escuela Normal Rural de Sacaba, 
Gualberto Villarroel Claure, in this 1921 document should be interpreted as defensive in the 
context of the 1922 closure of the Escuelas Normales Rurales by order of President Bautista 
Saavedra. 

83. Rigoberto Villarroel Claure, Educación indígena: informe que el Director de la Escuela 
Normal Rural de la Florida (Sacaba) e Inspector accidental de Educación de la Raza 
Indígena, presenta a la ilustrada consideración del Señor Presidente del Consejo 
Universitario del Distrito. Cochabamba: NP, 1921, pp. LXXVII–LXXVIII. The argument 
presented by the director is fallacious. While it may be true that the state did not engage in the 
active construction of schools for graduating teachers to attend, it is not true—as we shall 
see—that no such schools existed. The main problem that prevented normalistas rurales from 
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graduates of the institution be blamed for not serving in indigenous schools, when the 

state had made no effort to build any?

It is by any measure a remarkable statement, voicing frustration over a policy 

that provided for teacher-training but not for schools. Even more remarkable is the 

fact that he was not alone in his assessment of government policy with regard to the 

construction of schools in rural areas. In 1926, the responsible Minister of Education, 

Tomás Monje Gutiérrez, in response to questions put to him by members of Congress, 

stated that: 

[…] la penuria de nuestro presupuesto y, por qué no decirlo de una 
vez, cierto lamentable desconocimiento de la raíz de muchos males que 
sufre la nación, no han permitido al estado sostener escuelas para 
indígenas, habiendo quedado la creación de ellas librada a la iniciativa 
de los mismos indígenas que están dando muestras inequívocas de su 
hondo deseo de liberación de la ignorancia […]84

The message is crystal-clear: in spite of an official rhetoric espousing the need for 

indigenous education, the state had not actively undertaken the construction of 

schools in indigenous communities.85 Indeed, beyond the rather sadly unsuccessful 

escuelas ambulantes, there is no evidence that the state had implemented any 

comprehensive plan to create schools in the rural areas, even though it did create 

escuelas normales rurales where teachers for such schools could be trained and 

formulated a complex set of regulations governing indigenous schools (1910) and an 

entire estatuto de educación de la raza indígena [statute for the education of the 

Indian race] (1919).86 Nor indeed, based on the depressing fate of the escuelas 

ambulantes and escuelas normales rurales, does it seem at all very likely that the state 

would have been capable of implementing such a plan any more than nineteenth-

serving in such schools was that their diplomas enabled them to obtain much better jobs in the 
urban areas, which were equally deprived of qualified and trained personnel, where salaries 
were higher as to be incomparable, and the standard of living was significantly higher. 

84. “[…] the destitution of our budget and, why not come out and say it once and for all, a certain 
regrettable ignorance of the root cause of many of the ills that afflict our nation, have not 
permitted the state to maintain indigenous schools, leaving the creation of those up to the 
initiative of the selfsame Indians, who have shown unequivocable evidence of their deep 
desire to be liberated from ignorance […]” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: 
Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la 
Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

85. With the exception of some isolated schools in indigenous communities. This, however, does 
not a policy make. See: Calderón, “Paradojas,” pp. 114–121; Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” 
pp. 20–23.

86. In 1910: Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 77–79; Lora, Sindicalismo del 
magisterio, pp. 194–195.



MARTEN	BRIENEN

102

century reformers had succeeded in creating schools “en todos los pueblos y aldeas de 

la República.”87

Beyond the abysmal experience of the escuelas ambulantes, which were 

declared a failure in 1907, there was no concerted effort on the part of the state to 

introduce schools into the rural areas, despite the clear rhetoric in support of a 

comprehensive and accessible system of education. The somewhat startling 

conclusion, based on observations made by Monje Gutiérrez and supported by 

evidence presented by a variety of scholars, is that the effort to create schools in 

indigenous communities was driven primarily by members of the communities 

themselves. At the same time, however, this fits rather neatly with what little we do 

know about the emergence of rural schools during the nineteenth century, when, as 

Reyeros has pointed out,88 indigenous delegations already made their way to the 

capital to request schools for their communities, demonstrating the “hondo deseo de 

liberación de la ignorancia” of which Monje Gutiérrez spoke in 1926.89 Indeed, as we 

have seen in the preceding chapter, there is ample evidence to suggest that even in the 

nineteenth century, and long before the creation of the escuelas ambulantes, some 

communities had already succeeded in creating schools and gaining access to 

education, and some of these schools had apparently existed for many years.90

While the activity of indigenous communities on their own behalf can be 

traced back to the nineteenth century, it was a series of measures taken by the Liberals

that would unexpectedly prompt a dramatic increase in this kind of development. In 

1907, the armed forces, in an effort to create a more functional military apparatus, 

introduced a system of rudimentary education for its conscripts, meaning that 

indigenous draftees were to be taught Spanish, reading, and writing.91 In addition, in 

1905 a law was passed that stipulated that any individual who met a minimum of 

87. “In all the villages and towns of the republic.” Which is of course precisely what Monje 
Gutiérrez suggested: ALP/ME, Expedidos Congreso Nacional 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 
1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta 
a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

88. Reyeros, Historia, p. 440.
89. ALP/ME Expedidos Congreso Nacional 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 

Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes,” f. 52.

90. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–21; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 41–48; 
Calderón, “Paradojas,” 118–121

91. Juan R. Quintana Taborga, Soldados y ciudadanos: un estudio crítico sobre el servicio militar 
obligatorio en Bolivia. La Paz, PIEB, 1998, pp. 27–73; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos 
semblables, pp. 422–425.
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requirements—as demanded by the still effective ley de libre enseñanza of 1872—and 

opened a school for the indigenous communities could request official authorization 

for that school and would not only be rewarded financially, but would also receive 

material support from the state for the school as well as official recognition for the

teachers.92

The unlikely combination of these two measures resolved a number of 

problems at once that had previously obstructed the efforts of indigenous 

communities to do for themselves what the state could not: undertake the construction 

of indigenous schools. The 1905 measure created the express legal framework that 

allowed communities to do this, while the 1907 measure provided the communities 

with the solution to the most pressing problem: where to get teachers for their schools. 

Indeed, one of the reasons for the failure of the escuelas ambulantes and the dismal 

state of education had been the simple shortage of teachers and the historical inability 

of the state to produce them in sufficient quantities. The military alphabetization 

campaign, however, would bring a steady stream of young men back into the 

communities with newly acquired literacy skills and a working knowledge of 

Spanish.93 In addition, the large mining operations of the Andean highlands also 

operated schools for the workers in the mining camps, such as the famous mining 

camp of Huanuni, where a night school was created for miners in 1908.94 Given that 

mining depended to a large extent on seasonal labor, the presence of educational 

facilities in the mining camps provided a further stream of literate adults who returned 

to their communities of origin.

Given the absence of viable teacher-training, the requirements for the 

otherwise rather unpopular position of rural teacher were never particularly 

overwhelming, while the ability of the state to effectively examine aspiring teachers

was no greater now than it had been before, thus opening the way for members of the 

communities themselves to become teachers in schools of the communities’ own

92. The reward was Bs. 20 per student per annum. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, pp. 181–
182. This also gave them access to the teachers’ retirement fund.

93. Humberto Mamani Capchiri, “La educación india en la visión de la sociedad criolla: 1920–
1943”. In Roberto Choque, Vitaliano Soria, et al., Educación indígena: ¿ciudadanía o 
colonización? La Paz: Aruwiyiri, 1992, pp. 79–98: pp. 85–88.

94. ALP/ME vol. 448 “Oficios de la prefectura de Oruro, 1908–1909, 1908 #8” (Oficios 
Prefectura Oruro 1908), 21 May 1908, Prefecto de Oruro Ascarrunz TO Ministro de Justicia e 
Instrucción Pública: “Oficial Mayor del Ministerio de Instrucción Pública, señor Liborio 
Oropeza.”
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creation. It was in the aftermath of these measures that the circumstances had been 

created that would allow for indigenous education finally, though with a slow start, to 

take off.95 Indeed, at the end of the 1920s, two societies would be created by the 

caciques apoderados (representative chiefs) with the express goal of expediting the 

process of construction and authorization, thereby significantly speeding along the 

process.96

Due to the absolutely unreliable nature of any statistical information produced 

by the state in the first decades of the twentieth century,97 it seems unlikely that we 

will ever be able to establish just how many schools appeared as a result of the legal 

framework created by the Liberals between 1905 and 1907. First of all, it is difficult 

to establish how many of these schools had existed prior to the moment at which 

official recognition was requested within the framework of the 1905 provision.98

Secondly, the state itself had little idea of the exact location or number of the schools 

it had granted authorization.99 Lastly, in counting the number of escuelas fiscales—

which included the escuelas ambulantes and the indigenous schools of indigenous 

creation—there is no easy manner to distinguish between those built at the behest of 

the communities and the ones of regular creation, other than to find reports of 

inspections that would mention this or to find the initial request for authorization. 

Nevertheless, there is consistent evidence to show that communities did request such 

authorization, while there is little evidence showing any concerted effort on the part of 

95. Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118–121. Conde places the start of the 
movement in 1910. Ramón Conde Mamani, “Lucha por la educación indígena, 1900–1945.” 
In Data: revista del instituto de estudios andinos y amazónicos, vol. 5 (1994), pp. 85–95: pp. 
87–88. Other researchers have mostly concentrated in the 1920s. Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” pp. 59–63; 

96. The “Sociedad República del Collasuyo” and the “Centro Educativo de Aborígenes Bartolomé 
de las Casas.” See: Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 23–29; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” pp. 63–75.

97. As evidenced by the fact that estimates for the labors of the Liberal government presented by 
Martinez, Calderón, and Reyeros vary so wildly as to be entirely unconvincing.

98. As indicated above, we have solid evidence to suggest the existence of a number of 
indigenous schools in the nineteenth century as well as at the beginning of the twentieth, even 
though some of these may not have had an official status. See Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” 
pp. 21–22; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 43–48; Reyeros, Historia, pp. 215, 269–270, 
440–441; Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118–121; Claure, Las escuelas 
indigenales, pp. 47–50.

99. On several occasions, the state attempted to obtain such information from prefectos and 
subprefectos, who proved largely unwilling or unable to provide this information. See, for 
example: ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios” 
(NSP Rurales), f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar 
Géhain: “Los datos que pide.”
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the state to create schools and assign teachers beyond the failed experiment with the 

escuelas ambulantes.

The consequences of this development would be difficult to overstate. I have 

elsewhere argued that due to the ambiguous nature of the indigenous school as an 

institution constructed and maintained by the communities yet part of government 

bureaucracy upon state recognition,100 the schools played a significant part in the 

reconfiguration of the relationship between the state and the indigenous communities, 

as the indigenous teacher gained something that the communities had not enjoyed in 

the Republic prior to this moment: direct access, through the teachers, to the central 

state as a result of the fact that regardless of the manner of their creation, the schools 

were regarded as escuelas fiscales and thus were part of the government 

bureaucracy.101 Remarkably, the emergence of the indigenous school in this period 

gave rise to a new mode of communication, not only allowing the teachers to make 

known the abuses suffered by their communities—as well as in many cases by 

themselves—at the hands of corrupt officials and exploitative hacendados (owners of 

haciendas), but indeed prompting the state to recognize these schools as windows into 

the indigenous communities, allowing them to disseminate information on legal 

protection for the indigenous communities and gather information on rural life and 

social structures, which was often sorely lacking among urban intellectuals pondering 

the Indian Question.102

In a period associated with the first steps along the road to unification,103 the 

state had essentially created the conditions that would allow for the emergence of an 

entirely new segment of the educational system that would operate largely 

independently of state intervention. Created, maintained, and operated by members of 

the communities, these schools eluded centralized control and, as became clear during 

later inspections, did not come near to conforming to the transformative notions 

espoused by the Liberal state; rather than engaging in an active pursuit of civilization

a la criolla, one inspector in later decades complained that: “los maestros actuales 

100. That is the main thesis presented in: Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools.”
101. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 643–647.
102. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 644–645. 
103. As detailed by Martinez in: Martinez, “Los primeros pasos liberales.”
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continúan enseñando las costumbres autóctonas. No teóricamente, sino prácticamente 

con los mismos procederes.”104

Moreover, whereas the municipal system at least functioned according to its 

own logic and internal organizational structures, each of the new escuelas indigenales

functioned in a relative vacuum, far removed from other schools and only very 

infrequently subjected to inspection. Had the nineteenth century produced an anarchy 

of autonomous institutions, dividing the education system between escuelas fiscales, 

escuelas parroquiales, escuelas municipales, and escuelas particulares, the Liberals

had fostered a system consisting of largely autonomous unitary schools (escuelas 

unitarias)—soon to become the largest single portion of the educational system as a 

whole—leaving their successors, especially in the revolutionary upheaval in the 

aftermath of the Chaco War, to create order out of the most complete chaos.

In a very real sense, the willingness of the state to allow this autonomous 

development further strengthens the notion of the period of Liberal rule as 

constituting a continuation of past policies and practices, in effect recreating the 

ongoing fragmentation of the educational system in spite of stated efforts to promote 

unification. Indeed, the small victory against the Church on the issue of 

standardization was soon overshadowed by the emergence of an entire branch of the 

educational system that functioned even further beyond the restricting confines of 

state power.105 It is interesting to note, in this respect, that as the emphasis shifted 

towards unification and the creation of escuelas fiscales, the state lost control even 

over this portion of the educational system.

It is easy to draw a parallel between the willingness of the state in the 

nineteenth century to delegate control over large portions of the educational system to 

parties outside of its immediate control as a means of promoting the expansion of 

education itself, in an apparent recognition of the limited ability of the state itself to 

provide for an ever-expanding network of schools, and the enthusiasm with which 

ministerial officials welcomed the indigenous embrace of the opportunities afforded 

them under the 1905 provisions, often touting the zeal of the indigenous communities

104. “Today’s teachers are continuing to teach autochthonal customs. Not theoretically, but in 
practice, using the same behaviors.” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; Oficios 
Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944” (Vocalía Recibidos Núcleos 1944), #44/44, 16 May 
1944, Eusebio reyes Beltrán to Toribio Claure: “Referente a circular no. 2/44.”

105. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 64.
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in seeking access to education as evidence of their desire to abandon traditionalism 

and ignorance.106 In effect, the willingness to grant authorization to indigenous-run 

schools, even when it was clear that the teachers requesting authorization were ill-

equipped, can be regarded as an admission of defeat in the aftermath of failed 

escuelas ambulantes. The rhetoric employed in this contest bears a striking 

resemblance to the rhetoric that spawned the escuelas municipales, escuelas 

parroquiales, and the escuelas privadas of the ley de libre enseñanza, all of which 

were viewed at the time as an answer to the continuing inability of the state to provide 

schools.

The	More	They	Stay	the	Same

The fundamental problem with our approach to indigenous education has been the 

insistence that the development of the indigenous school must be the result of state 

intervention. It has been this guiding principle that has caused historians to focus on 

the reforms executed by the Liberal Party in an effort to establish the role of the 

Liberals in the birth of indigenous education and in doing so to ignore the fact that 

some indigenous communities had already maintained schools and that furthermore, 

the reforms implemented by the Liberals followed patterns already established during 

the nineteenth century. In effect, the Liberals reproduced both the innovations of their 

predecessors and their ultimate failures. When we make up the total balance of early 

twentieth-century educational policy and its effects, we find that the Sucre Normal 

School counts as one of very few, if not the only, Liberal success-stories and even that 

only by a stretch of the imagination. 

The odds were long to being with. Having established that the nineteenth

century was rife with reform and the failure of reform, to search for the primary 

difference that would characterize Liberal success—the evidence consisting of a rapid 

expansion of rural education—constitutes itself a proposition that is fraught with the 

difficulty of exceptionally high expectations of some newly acquired ability on the 

106. ALP/ME “Expedidos Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes,” f. 52. ALP/ME “Oficios de las escuelas ambulantes, 1908” (Oficios Ambulantes 
1908), 24 March 1908, José Gutiérrez Barragán to Ministro de Educación: “Escuela de 
Carachuyo”; Martinez, “La création,” p. 170.
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part of the Liberal state to overcome those difficulties that had impeded such progress 

for decades prior to their rise to political prominence. The evidence available to us 

shows that, in fact, the Liberals were no more capable of imposing their will on 

society than their predecessors, while the reforms they proposed were neither 

innovative nor particularly revolutionary, the bulk having been drawn directly from 

proposals and projects introduced long before the Federal War. It had been 

incompetence and institutional incapacity that had determined the outcome of those 

initial programs of sweeping reform, and in this regard there was no sea change, no 

measure developed by the Liberals that would put them at some significant advantage 

to allow them to magically enhance their hold over a society still profoundly 

fragmented by economic, social, racial, and cultural difference.

Even the rise of the indigenous school, which certainly does appear to have 

gained significant momentum during this period, constitutes a continuation of 

established patterns rather than some momentous break with the past, as has been the 

suggestion inherent to the idea that the Liberal reforms brought about something 

entirely new and revolutionary. Just as nineteenth-century statesmen struggled with 

their desire for a comprehensive and coherent system of education and in their 

desperation would allow third parties—municipal, local, private, ecclesiastical—to 

take charge of whole segments of the educational system, so too did the Liberals

ultimately create the conditions that would allow the indigenous communities to 

master their own educational advancement. When we consider the shape and form of 

this system of education, if such a description is at all accurate, then the one thing that 

stands out is that this increasingly vast portion of the educational system existed far 

beyond the reach of the state, which at no point seemed to have any accurate 

information as to the total number of schools, their location, and certainly had little 

ability to control what went on inside them. The inability of the state to reproduce the 

Pyrrhic victory it had achieved in the Sucre Normal School in any of its rural 

incarnations determined that the indigenous schools of this period would be run 

internally, that is to say, by members of the communities themselves. All in all, the 

state had once again contributed to the formation of a large body over which it exerted 

little or no control, mirroring the experience of their predecessors in the escuelas 

parroquiales and escuelas municipales. 
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Nevertheless, even if we must conclude that the contribution of the Liberal 

reformers of the early twentieth century hardly constitutes the kind of sweeping 

transformation suggested by most authors who have singled out the Liberal Party as 

the inventors and tireless promoters of the indigenous school, we can credit them with 

the invention of ‘indigenous education’ in the sense that they created a segment of the 

educational system that was specifically designed to stand separate from the 

remainder of the educational system. The rhetoric employed by Liberal reformers did 

reflect a change in prevailing attitudes with regard to indigenous culture, but not one 

that would provide the means and tools necessary to the establishment of a system of 

indigenous education controlled and supervised by the state. It is particularly 

interesting to make note of the fact that while researchers have pointed especially 

towards Liberal efforts for unification, their primary impact on indigenous education 

had been to allow the creation of yet another branch of the educational system over 

which it exerted no control, and at that, one that would soon overtake all other 

branches as the most sizeable.
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Chapter	III:
Chaos	Reigns,	The	State	of	Education	Prior	to	

A	Blind	Spot	

Before we can turn our gaze to the famous escuela-ayllu of Warisata, the cooperative 

brainchild of indigenous educators such as Avelino Siñani and government officials 

such as Elizardo Pérez—the latter being the individual generally credited with the 

creation of the school—we are left to examine a relatively brief period of time 

following on the heels of the Era of Liberal Reformism and immediately preceding 

the creation of Warisata in 1931, which brings us to what constitutes little other than 

one of the most singularly overlooked periods in the history of indigenous education

in the Bolivian Republic. To a large extent, I would argue that this lack of attention to 

what in my mind constitutes an exceptionally important decade has been the result of 

the rather unfortunate fact that this period does indeed fall neatly between the two 

most studied periods in the development of indigenous education in Bolivian history, 

following, as it did, in the wake of the Liberal Reforms that have been hailed as the 

‘birth of indigenous education’—even though I have had occasion in the preceding 

chapters to argue against that interpretation—and immediately preceding the creation 

of the experimental school of Warisata that has in turn been hailed by historians and 

anthropologists as the single most important moment in the history of indigenous 

education for reasons to be examined in depth in the following chapter. The 

intervening period with which we are here concerned, then, has been sadly wedged 

between these pivotal moments and has been featured, if at all,1 as little more than a 

brief and rather uninteresting stopover along the road from one significant phase in 

the development of indigenous education to another.

1. Achá, for example, skips it altogether in his otherwise comprehensive—and nearly completely 
plagiarized—history of education. Samuel Achá B., Proceso histórico de la educación 
boliviana: ensayo critico. Sucre: Librería Túpac Katari, 1959.
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Indeed, the fact that it is difficult even to address this period without first 

referring to both Liberalism and Warisata, is a testament to the difficulty in even 

defining this decade-long interval as a ‘period’ in its own right. Unlike those two 

other moments, it has not been the subject of in-depth studies and analyses, and we 

find that works that do address events taking place during this time period do so 

mostly to make a series of observations regarding the desire of the indigenous 

communities to have schools and the unwillingness of the state to provide them,2

which as we have seen in the earlier chapters of this work, is more than likely a 

mischaracterization of the state’s intent—especially when this unwillingness is 

mentioned in the same breath as the assimilationism present in the educational system

sought after by the state. The state could not be simultaneously unwilling to create 

schools and nefariously plotting to build schools in order to destroy indigenous 

culture.

Nevertheless, it can easily be argued that this relatively short interval between 

the two foremost periods of supposedly momentous change—the birth and subsequent 

maturation of indigenous education, if you will—was itself of the utmost importance, 

precisely given its unfortunate place in the history of indigenous education. If we are 

to accept that Warisata brought about significant change, as I will argue in the 

following chapter, then it is the educational legacy of this period that was made 

subject to that change, and the looming gap in our understanding of educational 

development in the period right before the creation of Warisata is lamentable, then, 

especially since it robs us of the context needed to fully understand the significance 

and impact of Warisata, and above all, the very reasons for which that school was 

created. It was, after all, the reality of education in the nineteen-twenties and early 

nineteen-thirties that prompted the construction of the experimental school that has 

since been hailed as the “casa de los explotados.”3

It is, of course, precisely because Warisata was to follow on the heels of this 

period that we should pay it more attention than it has traditionally received. Given 

the importance attributed to the escuela-ayllu, it will not do to enter into an analysis of 

2. In particular in Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 82–84; Conde, “Lucha por la educación,” 
pp. 88–90; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 59–63.

3. “The house of the exploited.” Juan Luís Martínez, Algunas experiencias de educación popular 
en Bolivia: (Estado de Arte), La Paz, CEBIAE, 1991, p. 26 as quoted in Stephenson, Gender 
and Modernity, pp. 54–55.
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that experimental school without fully understanding—or at least reaching as full an 

understanding as is possible given the lack of primary sources stemming from this 

period4—the historical and political context in which that school arose. In this sense, 

we should consider the period at hand to constitute a crucial blind spot, obscuring 

from view the circumstances in which great changes eventually occurred. This 

chapter, consequently, constitutes an attempt to reconstruct the educational 

development that marks this era, even though, admittedly, fairly little data is 

available, and to come to some meaningful conclusions regarding the overall state of 

education in the Bolivian Republic at the dawn of the Era of Warisata.

Remarkably	Unremarkable

One might be forgiven for expecting that a revolution led by the very man who as 

Minister of Education (1909–1913) was responsible for some of the most significant 

reforms implemented during the Liberal Era—especially the construction of the 

escuela normal de Sucre and the escuelas normales rurales that had nonetheless so 

miserably failed to achieve their objectives—and who had himself ushered in an era 

of growing indigenismo with his groundbreaking essay on the ayllu,5 having 

developed a particular interest in indigenous culture and its supposed shortcomings as 

lead defense attorney for the indígenas charged with the infamous Mohoza Massacre,6

would result in a series of significant changes in the structure of an educational 

system that remained as much a failure in 1920, the year of the military coup d’état 

4. In a private conversation with the former minister of education responsible for transferring the 
archives of the Ministry of Education to the Archivo de la Paz, he intimated to me that one of 
the reasons that prompted him to do so was the discovery that ministerial officials had been 
selling off archival materials as scrap-paper in order to supplement their admittedly meager 
incomes, and it would appear that the first decades of the twentieth century have fallen victim 
to this practice more so than later years, resulting in a general lack of archival material from 
which to work on historical analyses. Indeed, a great many volumes stemming from this 
period appear to have been lost.

5. See Saavedra, El ayllu.
6. See Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “La guerra de razas en Bolivia: La (re)invención de una 

tradición.” In Revista Andina 11/1 (1993), pp. 163–197; Irurozqui, “The Sound of the 
Patutos”; Irurozqui, La armonía on the Mohoza Massacre and its aftermath, including the trial 
of those accused of eating their victims. The closing argument presented by the defense 
attorney, Bautista Saavedra, is included in his work: Saavedra, El ayllu.
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orchestrated by Bautista Saavedra himself, as it had been in 1899, but one would 

sadly be mistaken.7

As I detailed in the preceding chapter, the reforms presided over by Saavedra

as Minister of Education, as well as those designed and implemented by both his 

predecessors and successors, were miserable failures. The struggle to professionalize 

the teacher corps had resulted in no more than a single arguably successful 

institution—the Sucre Normal School, which nonetheless failed to produce more than 

a mere trickle of qualified teachers, very few of whom ever taught in an actual 

classroom and none of whom would ever teach in indigenous schools. The escuelas 

normales rurales, which had been created at the behest of Saavedra himself,8 were 

plagued by so many insurmountable obstacles—chief among which was their almost 

complete inability to produce teachers—that one of the most significant acts 

undertaken by Saavedra as president of the republic was to close the remaining ones 

in 1922.9

Most importantly, of course, there remains the fact that during the celebrated 

reforms of the early twentieth century, and with the exception of the escuelas 

ambulantes that were denounced by their own architect as a fiasco just years after 

their creation, the state had failed completely and utterly to construct any indigenous 

schools. Indeed, one of the rather angry accusations leveled by the director of the 

escuela normal rural de la Florida against the school’s detractors, who had 

complained that it failed to produce teachers, had been that the state never created any 

schools for such teachers to work in to begin with.10 For all the rhetoric spewed by 

Sánchez Bustamante, Segundo Guzmán, and indeed Saavedra himself, the state had 

simply abandoned indigenous education to the indigenous communities under the 

statute of 1907 and had limited its active involvement in the creation of indigenous 

education to the rather ill-conceived escuelas ambulantes. In short, then, it is both safe 

and reasonable to state that upon the Republican takeover led by Saavedra in 1920, 

7. On the 1920 coup d’état and the political developments surrounding it, see: Klein, Bolivia, pp. 
170–177.

8. Having been instrumental in defining indigenous education as a rural and agricultural 
endeavor: Bautista Saavedra, Memoria de 1910, p. LXXXV as quoted in Martinez, Qu’ils 
soient nos semblables, p. 361.

9. The remaining escuelas normales rurales were closed by order of President Bautista Saavedra 
due to the never-ending stream of problems that surrounded them. Choque, “La 
problemática,” pp. 15–21. Alse see: Suárez, Historia de la educación, p. 276.

10. Villarroel, Educación indígena, pp. LXXVII–LXXVIII.
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the state faced essentially the same set of problems that had been encountered by their 

Liberal predecessors in 1899. 

Unlike the Liberals before them, however, the Republicans appear not to have 

approached the problem with a brand-new set of sweeping reforms as had been the 

pattern until their ascent to power. We find no evidence of any broad-ranging changes 

to the educational system, nor even an angry denouncement of the failure of their 

predecessors, but rather a quiet continuation of the policies and practices established 

in the two decades prior.

This lack of significant change in educational policy includes the continued 

absence of involvement in the creation of indigenous schools, as there is no evidence 

that the state actively created any of them during the 1920s. Indeed, as late as 1927, 

the Minister of Education, in response to a question from members of Congress as to 

the number of indigenous schools maintained by the state, stated tersely that: “[…] 

como éstas no existen, este dato es imposible proporcionarlo,”11 and went on to 

indicate that the state simply did not have the funds to build schools, leaving the 

construction of such schools to the indigenous communities, under the 1907 law that 

allowed them to do so.12

Rather than actively engaging in the construction of schools in the rural areas, 

the state continued to rely on the communities to create their own. Indeed, the state 

was incapable even of living up to the legal requirements it had imposed on itself to 

provide material assistance in the form of books, desks, pencils, and other teaching 

materials, which it was obligated to provide through its shockingly inadequate system 

of almacenes escolares (school warehouses).13 As is clear from numerous complaints

11. “Since these do not exist, it is impossible to provide that data.” ALP/ME Expedidos Congreso 
Nacional, 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la
Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

12. ALP/ME Expedidos Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de
corrientes,” f. 52.

13. Indeed, the archives are awash in documents emanating from individual schools as well as 
school inspectors and other officials detailing the lamentable lack of even the most basic of 
supplies, despite ongoing promises of official support through the almacenes escolares, which 
were in charge of distribution of such materials, including everything from desks to pencils. 
There are many complaints about corrupt and unequitable distribution of materials and funds 
in the archives. One case in particular documents the illegal sale of scholarly materials for 
personal gain: ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos 1939,” #O/168, 17 April 1939, Jefe del 
Departamento de Educación Rural to Prefect of La Paz: “Subprefecto de Ayata.” Some 
interesting cases have also been presented by Soria: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 
60–62. Indeed, even ministerial authorities acknowledged the fact that demand far outstripped 
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filed by teachers of indigenous schools, as well as those of other schools integrated 

into the system of almacenes, these basic materials did not reach the schools. Indeed, 

even teachers themselves often went without pay for extended periods of time:

La Dirección General [de instrucción pública] ha encarecido, reiteradas 
veces, acerca de la necesidad de cancelar los haberes del personal 
docente de la República, reclamación que consta en diversas 
comunicaciones de esta oficina. Por otra parte, se impone dejar 
constancia de que, tanto el señor Ministro como el señor Presidente de 
la República se han esforzado en ese sentido, y si no se ha podido dar 
una satisfacción cumplida a todos, lo fue sencillamente por una 
imposibilidad material de parte del Tesoro.14

In keeping with this apparent tradition of educational expansion through official 

divestiture—i.e. the transfer of educational responsibilities to third parties, whether 

ecclesiastical, municipal, or private, in hopes that they might accomplish what the 

state could not—the Saavedra administration did enact legislation in 1922, refined 

through further decrees in 1927 and 1929 and then again in 1936, to require the 

landed estates with more than sixty colonos to construct schools for colonos at the 

expense of the owner of the estate,15 thus in effect ordering hacendados and 

rancheros (ranchers) to build schools for their colonos.16 As had been the case with 

the schools operated by indigenous communities prior to this decree—where we 

would assume that the vast majority operated in the context of ayllus rather than 

the ability of their offices to meet the demands that were streaming in, describing it as a 
“problema nacional” (national problem) that affected “todas las escuelas de la República [all 
the schools of the republic]:” ALP/ME “Oficios directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 
Adhémar Gehain to Ministro de Educación, 7 February 1927: “informe del rector de 
Chuquisaca,” p. 3. It is of note that this was very much the same problem that had already 
been described during the Liberal reforms: ALP/ME “Ministerio de Instrucción, Oficios 
Varios Por Trimestre 1911,” no page, no number, 2 February 1911: Director Sección 
Almacenes to Inspector Instrucción Primaria La Paz: “Silabarios.”

14. “The Directorate General [of Public Education] has repeatedly expressed the urgent need top 
pay the salaries of faculty throughout the Republic, a complaint made evident in a variety of 
communications from this body. On the other hand, it should be made clear that both the 
Minister and the the President of the Republic have made every effort in this regard, and if it 
has not been posible to satisfy everyone, it has been simply because it has been physically 
imposible on the part of the treasury.” ALP/ME “Oficios del Directorato General de 
Instrucción Pública, Varios 1927,” #127, 7 February 1927, Director General Gehain to 
Ministro de Instrucción Pública: “Comunicación de fecha 26 Enero 1927.”

15. It is interesting to note that Saavedra alluded directly to this legislation as an attempt to create 
schools without having to pay for them: Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 84.

16. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 21–22. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 82–84. Marta 
Irurozqui cites the same legislation, but places it in 1923 as opposed to 1922: Irurozqui, “La 
ciudadanía clandestina,” Per decree of 22 October 1929, this decree was altered to the effect 
that any fundo rústico (rural estate) with more than twenty-five souls should build and 
maintain a school. Suárez, Historia de la Educación, p. 300.
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haciendas, even though there was nothing specific in the law of 1907 standing in the 

way of colonos requesting the same authorization for a school that comunarios could 

legally obtain17—the state was legally responsible for the distribution of teaching and 

learning materials, as well as the requisite desks, tables, blackboards, and other such 

basic necessities.18 It is nonetheless clear from observations made by those targeted 

by Saavedra’s educational policies during this period that the state was no more 

capable under his leadership to meet its obligations and make good on its promises of 

material and economic support than it had been before.19

It is unfortunate that the dismal record-keeping abilities of the Bolivian state 

coupled with its inability to gather reliable data has meant that it is not possible that 

we will ever be able to do more than venture a crude guess at the number of schools 

that may have appeared in the rural areas as a result of these measures,20 but we do 

have ample reports from that period as well as the period following the creation of 

Warisata that suggest that the state could count on very heavy resistance from 

hacendados,21 who were not only unwilling to bear the cost of this project but also 

considered education of the indigenous masses to be a clear and present danger to the 

status quo of rural society. They feared the emergence of a class of ‘uppity Indians’ 

who would agitate and possibly cause widespread discontent and violence,22 upsetting 

17. Indeed, I have not seen any evidence of schools of this kind having been created on the 
haciendas, but at the same time it is important not to preclude the possibility of this.

18. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 21–22; Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 83. 
19. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 82–84, 86–92. Conde in particular cites some specific complaints with 

regard to the inability of the state to lend support to the schools in indigenous communities. 
Also see: ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 7 February 27, 
Adhémar Gehain to Ministro de Educación: “Informe del rector de Chuquisaca,” f. 3.

20. Although ministerial officials would have us believe that the number ranged into the hundreds. 
According to a 1930 document, some 280 schools had been created as a result of the Decree of 
22 October 1929, which followed on the 1922 decree issued by Saavedra to require fundos 
rústicos to create schools at their own expense. See: ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y 
parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 45, 05 May 1930, Inspector Escuelas Rurales 
Chuquisaca (Prudencio) to Director General de Instrucción: “Sociedad Rural Chuquisaqueña” 
and ALP/ME ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de 
oficios,” f. 69, #47, 12 May 1930, Inspector Escuelas Rurales Chuquisaca (Prudencio) to 
Director General de Instrucción: “Escuelas establecidas hasta la fecha.”

21. Often of a violent nature. Mamani, “Lucha,” p. 81. Also see: ALP/ME ALP/ME vol. 822 
“NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 45, 05 May 1930, Inspector 
Escuelas Rurales Chuquisaca (Prudencio) to Director General de Instrucción: “Sociedad Rural 
Chuquisaqueña.”

22. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 80–81, 88.
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the delicate balance of power that until then had so unquestionably tilted in favor of 

the landed class.23

There are many reported incidences of violent repression, and state officials 

noted with resentment the almost complete unwillingness of hacendados to comply 

with legal requirements regarding the construction of schools on their properties. 

Nevertheless, there is some indication that a steady stream of haciendas capitulated to 

the demands and ultimately provided schooling, even when the total number of them 

was consistently estimated to have remained very small at least into the mid-1930s.24

The most interesting aspect of this development is perhaps the manner in which it 

took place: while the state did continually threaten hacendados who failed to comply, 

it was widely understood that it did not possess the means the enforce compliance, 

and we have no records showing anything beyond angry letters to the individuals 

involved and pleas to the local authorities to take action. Internal complaints show 

that such action often did not take place. It was pressure from the colonos themselves 

that in some documented instances forced the hacendados to construct the schools.25

In many ways, the imposition of legal requirements to force haciendas to 

provide education to a large section of the Bolivian population as a means of 

remedying the state’s own inability to do so mirrors the 1859 requirements imposed 

on the Church to provide education through its parishes,26 not only in the delegation 

of basic responsibilities to a third party, but also in that the state had no means at its 

disposal to ensure compliance and therefore was left to bemoan the lack of conformity 

over the course of the following decades. Indeed, the matter of private schools on 

haciendas and other fundos rústicos (rural estates) such as the plantations of the 

eastern lowlands would remain an issue throughout the 1930s and 1940s, as 

successive governments continued to struggle with hacendados over their non-

compliance.27 The key difference, however, was that in a number of these 

23. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 82–84.
24. It was not until the mid-1930s that the Ministry started producing statistical data with regard 

to the amount of schools on haciendas as I will show in chapter V.
25. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 642–644.
26. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 121, 208, 293, 350, 380.
27. See, for example: Archivo y Biblioteca Nacionales de Bolivia (ANB) vol. 421 “Presidencia de 

la República; Palacio de Gobierno; Correspondencia, Ministerio de Educación, Ministerio de 
Hacienda, 1942”, #B1227/4212, September 1942, Ministro de Educación to Presidencia: 
“Federación Sindical del Departamento de Oruro.” ALP Prefectura (ALP/PA) vol. 212 
“Correspondencia ministerios, 1939/1,” #2278, 16 September 1940, Prefecto del 
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communities, schools did in fact appear even when it is clear that the hacendados did 

not willingly provide the means for their education. Indeed, when we consider that 

colonos themselves, teetering at the very bottom of social hierarchies as landless and 

disenfranchised peasants locked into a system that hovered somewhere in between 

feudalism and outright slavery, managed to achieve what the state had failed to in 

decades of relentless reformism, we are confronted with a reality that suggests that, in 

some cases at the very least, even the downtrodden colonos possessed a greater ability 

to impose their will on recalcitrant hacendados than did the state during this formative 

period.

Interestingly, the mining corporations were faced with the very same 

requirements and responded with a considerably greater sense of cooperation and 

responsibility than rural elites. They had long been required to provide education in 

the mining camps, recognizing it was in their own interest to provide such services to 

the laborers and their families. It is of particular interest to note that many laborers in 

the mining camps worked on a seasonal basis, eventually returning to their 

communities of origin with ever-increasing levels of basic education and thus creating 

a pool of literate and informed rural workers and farmers not only in the ayllus but on 

the haciendas as well, helping to bridge the problem of the utter and complete lack of 

teachers in these communities.28

However, with the exception of this rather half-hearted attempt to force the 

construction of indigenous schools, educational policy largely remained business as 

usual. Just as their predecessors had done in the nineteenth century and the early 

twentieth century, the Republicans confronted the problem of inadequate—or rather 

absent—teacher training by attempting yet again to construct an escuela normal rural, 

this time the instituto normal indígena del Altiplano (indigenous normal institute of 

Departamento de La Paz to Ministro de Educación: “Oficio de fecha 12 de agosto último.” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y Varios 1945,” 16 October 1945, Ministro de Educación 
to Presidente de la HCN: “Respuesta a oficio 249/45 de fecha 4 del corriente.” Also, Getino, 
Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 115.

28. It is interesting to note that traditional historiography has not looked kindly upon the mining 
corporations, which to this day are reviled in the literature as well as in popular rhetoric as 
having leeched Bolivia’s wealth off without contributing to the nation as a whole. This 
rhetoric has also been extended to the willingness of the corporations to provide schooling in 
the mining camps, even though the available evidence certainly shows that unlike other 
economic sectors, the mining industry was more than willing to create and fund schools in 
clear contradiction to the overwhelmingly negative popular perception. See, for example, 
Brienen, “Interminable Revolution.”
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the Altiplano),29 which had been ordered into existence in 1926 and rather 

characteristically turned up dead in the water even before it had materialized:

Habiéndose imposibilitado, por serias dificultades financieras, la 
creación del Instituto Normal Indígena del altiplano, en cumplimiento 
del Supremo Decreto de 21 de abril de 1926, el Departamento de 
Educación Indígena de esta Dirección General se ha ocupado con 
empeño e iniciativa, de buscar una solución que permita abordar el 
importantísimo problema nacional de educación indígena en la 
amplitud de las condiciones económicas del país.30

It should not come as a surprise that this subsequent effort to tackle the problem of 

teacher-training within the limited means of the state meant that the country was left 

still without any adequate facility to resolve the problem of dependence on so-called 

maestros interinos (improvised teachers) to serve in the country’s schools for lack of 

an alternative. Having failed yet again to construct an escuela normal rural to resolve 

the fundamental problem of teacher training, the solution was sought in a certification 

scheme along the lines of the one that had been defeated during the 1880s, demanding 

that the interinos subject themselves to a national exam.31 In what remains of the 

archives relating to this period, there is no evidence to suggest that anything came of 

it at all or that any exam was taken even by a single interino. Ultimately, towards the 

end of the decade, the Ministry admitted defeat and resolved the problem of the 

interinos by automatically converting all interinos with ten years of experience into 

maestros titulados (improvised teachers with seniority), freeing them of further 

obligations with regard to certification on the basis of their experience and alleviating 

the problem of the interinos by recategorizing whole swaths of them without ever 

29. The school, created per decree of 21 April 1926, was to be built in Viacha and headed by 
Alfredo Guillén Pinto, himself a 1914 graduate of the Sucre Normal School: Suárez, 
Desarrollo, p. 205.

30. “Having become impossible, due to serious financial difficulties, the creation of the 
Indigenous Normal Institute of the Altiplano, in compliance with the supreme decree of 21 
April 1926, the Department of Indigenous Education of this Directorate general has diligently 
attempted to find a solution that would allow it to deal with the very important national 
problem of indigenous education in keeping with the financial state of the country.” ALP/ME 
“Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 18 June 1927, Gehain to Ministro de 
Educación: “Decreto de 21 de abril de 1926,” p. 1. Ultimately, as Gehain indicated, the project 
failed as a result of an inability to gather sufficient funding to remodel the hacienda to make it 
suitable as a teaching environment.

31. ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 27 April 27, Gehain to 
Rectores: “Circular,” p. 1.
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having subjected any of them to certification or any other measure of quality 

control.32

It should be noted that, even though the state itself created no schools in the 

rural areas, it did acknowledge that colonos and comunarios had been busily creating 

them themselves under the 1907 statute permitting them to do so, and for the first time 

since 1907 chose to address the problem of supervision through the creation of the 

inspección general de educación indígena [Inspectorate General of Indigenous 

Education] (IGEI) in 1926,33 initially headed by Nestor Adriázola, who had graduated 

from the Sucre Normal School in 1912.34 Very few of its records remain—at least, 

insofar as it concerns this period—but what little evidence exists of its activities 

suggests that although its creation constituted a step in the right direction, the creation 

of a specialized bureau within the confines of the Ministry of Education did not alter 

the fundamental problem relating to supervision. There remained a basic lack of 

individuals qualified to do the work,35 leaving the inspección general wholly 

dependent upon the cooperation of local authorities to provide it with the data it 

required. This, of course, meant that the ability to execute adequate inspection had in 

no way been altered and remained largely absent, given the continuing lack of 

cooperation on the part of local authorities. As the inspector de escuelas rurales y 

parroquiales (inspector of rural and parish schools) pointed out to the director 

general de instrucción (director general of education) in 1930: 

[…] es de advertir que son aquellas autoridades las únicas a las que 
podemos recurrir en demanda de los datos que precisamos, ya que ni la 
inspección ni las departamentales pueden recojerlos [sic] directamente 
por el tiempo excesivamente largo que tendrían que emplear para 
recolectarlos en las bastas [sic] extensiones de los departamentos.36

32. Suárez, Historia, p. 300.
33. ALP/ME vol. 465 “Congreso Nacional, Copiador de Oficios Expedidos 1925–1931,” f. 50, 27 

August 1926, Ministro de Educación to Presidente de la HCN: “Respuesta a petición de 
informe del Honorable Representante de Vallegrande, Feliciano Lijerón.”

34. Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 205.
35. Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 90.
36. “It should be noted that those authorities are the only ones we can turn to to obtain the data we 

require, since neither the inspectorate nor the departments can obtain them directly due to the 
excessive amount of time that would be required to collect them in the vastness of the 
departments.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de 
oficios,” f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Los datos que pide.”
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On the whole, the educational policies of the Republican Party clearly followed 

patterns established during the preceding period and were marked by the same overall 

failure that had long characterized educational policy and practice. The notion of 

unificación (unification) remained largely unaddressed—municipal schools retained 

their autonomy—and the incoherence of the system was, if anything at all, made ever 

so slightly worse by a further divestiture of educational responsibilities of the state in 

its attempt to make the haciendas and estancias (ranches) responsible for the 

education of colonos, even if this approach was never backed by any serious attempt 

to enforce the 1922 and 1929 decrees. The issue of teacher training also remained, as 

escuelas normales rurales were shut down in 1922 and the institution that was created 

in 1926 to address the problem never materialized. Likewise, the certification scheme 

of 1927 was half-hearted at best, given that the Ministry of Education had no 

administrative capacity to subject the hundreds of teachers active in the country to its 

proposed examinations; so long as the state lacked even the capacity to gather 

credible statistics with regard to how many teachers there were at any given moment 

in time, or where indigenous schools were operating, the very notion of such a scheme 

can scarcely be taken very seriously. Most importantly, perhaps, remains the fact that 

even now, the state created no indigenous schools.

A	Quiet	Revolution

The lack of sweeping changes in the educational system as created and managed by a 

state apparatus that was clearly incapable of resolving the overwhelming problems 

that hindered educational progress might lead one to conclude that this period 

constitutes nothing more, at least in terms of educational development, than a simple 

continuation of the Liberal Era, and thus is not particularly deserving of a special 

place—or indeed a dedicated chapter—in the annals of the history of indigenous 

education. That conclusion, however, would be false.

While there is little doubt that financial constraints, administrative incapacity, 

and lack of cooperation from local authorities remained at the core of the state’s 

difficulties in constructing an effective and coherent system of education, the period 

leading up to the founding of Warisata certainly did constitute one marked by change 
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in the rural areas. During the Liberal Era, the indigenous school and its expansion in 

the rural areas had emerged as an affair dominated not by state intervention, but by 

the proactive participation of indigenous communities in the process under the 1907 

statute that promised a financial reward for those who created such schools in 

indigenous communities,37 and I have shown in the preceding chapter that this indeed 

gave rise to the appearance of an ever-increasing number of schools. 

Indeed, the 1920s were marked by a growing and rather impressive 

enthusiasm among indigenous communities and their leaders for the promise held by 

education in terms of their ability to safeguard cultural traditions, guard against the 

infractions of hacendados and others who sought to take advantage of the indigenous 

population, and to participate more directly and more actively in society at large.38

Notwithstanding the dearth of primary sources and the absolute absence of 

statistical data,39 all available evidence points towards a continued effort by 

indigenous communities to provide education for themselves so long as the state 

remained unable or unwilling to do so effectively;40 the expansion of education in the 

rural areas was thus still left to “la iniciativa de los mismos indígenas.”41 Just as had 

been the case in earlier decades, the problem of attracting teachers had been resolved 

locally by the military service, which provided a consistent supply of at least literate

indígenas who would then serve as teachers in their communities, making use of the 

37. See Martinez, “La création.”
38. See Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 82. This enthusiasm was commented on also by those 

involved in the creation of educational policy: see, for example, ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador 
de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes,” f. 52.

39. Indeed, Géhain himself lamented the lack of statistical data, noting that even “el porcentaje de 
analfabetos indígenas, desde 1907 nos es desconocido. [the percentage of illiterate Indians has 
been unknown to us since 1907].” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: 
Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to 
Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 
51.

40. Some evidence for this is presented, among others, by Choque, who observes that petitions for 
schools according to the regulations created in 1907 were being granted, for example, between 
1922 and 1930, citing a number of specific instances of this in the Department of La Paz. 
Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 22–23. Soria presents further evidence for such schools 
during this period: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–71.

41. “The initiative of the Indians themselves” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: 
Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to 
Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 
52. Also see: Carlos B. Mamani Condori, Taraqu, 1866–1935: masacre, guerra, y 
‘renovación’ en la biografía de Eduardo L. Nina Qhispi. La Paz: Aruwiyiri, 1991, pp. 128–
130.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

123

fact that the requirements under the 1907 statute were not only very limited but also 

unenforceable due to the lack of adequate inspection.42

Throughout the 1920s, a constant stream of requests for authorizations for the 

construction of schools was presented to the Ministry of Education through a variety 

of channels, often made directly and in person by community representatives who had 

traveled on foot to the seat of government to present their petitions for authorization.43

Given the fact that the state had no teachers to offer and could not offer the material 

support to which these schools were legally entitled, the result was an ever-expanding 

and very loosely-knit system of indigenous schools operated, funded, and maintained 

by members of indigenous communities, as indeed ministerial officials themselves 

noted in 1929:

[En] las fincas y comunidades del altiplano existen muchas escuelas 
costeadas por indígenas, siendo los maestros ellos mismos, en su 
mayoría egresados de los cuarteles, después de cumplido el servicio 
militar.44

Added to these schools were, of course, the relatively few schools operating on 

haciendas that had somehow succumbed to pressures exerted on them by the state and 

the colonos to construct schools in compliance with the decrees of 1922 and 1929, 

which together constituted a further contingent—however small—of indigenous 

schools operating in the rural areas.45

42. Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 91.
43. Conde, “Lucha,” p. 89. This remained a ‘problem’ in the eyes of ministerial officials well into 

the following decades, witness a complaint presented in 1936 by the Minister of Education to 
the Archbishop of La Plata: ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 
August 1941, Minister of Education Adolfo Villar to Archbishop of La Plata: “analfabetismo.” 
Also see: ALP/ME “Ministerio de instrucción y agricultura; comunicación epistolar del 
interior de la república 1927,” 12 July 1926, Soruco Ipiña to Monje Gutiérrez: “cacique y 
apoderado Guillermo Cruz.” Also: ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 
1927,” 7 February 1927, #127 f. 3, Gehain to Ministro de Instrucción: “Puntos del rector de la 
Universidad de Chuquisaca.”

44. “On the farms and in the communities of the Altiplano there are many schools maintained by 
the Indians, they themselves being the teachers, most of them having graduated from the 
barracks after the completion of their military service.” Comisión de Instrucción al Senado 
Nacional, 9-IX-29, as quoted in Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 91. Conde presents similar 
evidence: “En esos tiempos sólo nos enseñaba nuestra gente, los q'aras no querían 
enseñarnos...” [In those days only our own people educated us, the q’aras (white people) did 
not want to educate us…] Susana Maydana, La Paz, 28-VII-1985, Archivo y Taller de 
Historia Oral Andina (ATHOA), as quoted in Conde, “Lucha,” p. 91.

45. Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 111–123; Brienen, “The Clamor,” p. 619; 
ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales, 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 69, #47, 
12 May 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Escuelas 
establecidas.”
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The indigenous enthusiasm for increased access to education that is evident 

from the expansion of the indigenous school in this period was met with significant 

resistance from rural elites, including hacendados, local authorities, and local church

authorities, all of whom regarded this development as a threat to their position in rural 

society.46 It was not just the hacendados who responded to this threat with violence, 

as I noted above, but, as Conde, Irurozqui, and Soria have shown, vecinos and local 

authorities of adjoining towns and villages also reacted with a notable degree of 

violence, burning and destroying schools, persecuting teachers, and threatening 

parents in order to maintain the status quo.47 Indeed, representatives from one 

community complained in a memorandum presented to the President of the Republic 

that:

[Hemos] sabido que los vecinos de esos cantones están en contra [de la 
instrucción], haciendo consentir a los indígenas que los que van a 
aprender a leer y escribir es para ser castigados y que sus miembros 
serán mutilados y reventados sus ojos, con estas mentiras [...] quieren 
sembrar la discordia entre nosotros y todo para aprovechar del trabajo 
indígena.48

It was in response to this violence and the many threats of violence, as well as the 

overall difficulties individual communities had had in creating schools, that two 

indigenous organizations emerged that were intended to aid communities in the 

process of obtaining official authorization for their schools and to channel complaints

from the communities with regard to obstacles put in their way by those hostile to the 

concept of indigenous education to the Ministry of Education.49

The first of these, the Centro Educativo de Aborígenes ‘Bartolomé de las 

Casas’ (CEABC) was founded in 1928 by Santos Marka Tula,50 and legally 

46. Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 88.
47. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 89–91. Also see: Soria, “Los caciques,” pp. 60–63; Irurozqui, “The 

sound of the Patutos,” p. 112.
48. “We have known that the townsfolk of these cantons are against education of the Indians, 

making it known to the Indians that those who learn to read and write will be punished and 
that the members [of the communities] will be mutilated and their eyes will be gouged out, 
with such lies […] they wish to sow discord among us and all of this to benefit from the labor 
of the Indians.” As quoted in Conde, “Lucha,” p. 91.

49. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 63.
50. Also known as Santos Warku and Santos Marka T’ula: Carlos Mamani, “Dos líderes 

aymaras.” In Los bolivianos en el tiempo. La Paz: Universidad Andina Simón 
Bolivar/INDEAA/La Razón, 1993, p. 263. Conde, “La lucha,” pp. 92–93; Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” pp. 63–68; Roberto Choque Canqui, “Sociedad República del 
Collasuyo (1930).” In Boletín Chitakolla 3/25 (1985), pp. 5–9. Conde refers to the 
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incorporated in 1930, uniting caciques (indigenous leaders) and apoderados

(representatives) from across the highlands51 in their desire to aid in the foundation of 

schools in indigenous communities and thus fulfilling a crucial role, left vacant by the 

state in directing the development of indigenous education. The second organization, 

the Sociedad República del Collasuyo (SRC), was founded in 1930 by Eduardo 

Leandro Nina Quispe,52 who had long been active in education in the Aymara 

speaking highlands of La Paz. Nina Quispe had been active in the Taraqu uprising 

(1920–1922) as apoderado,53 and he was involved in indigenous schools throughout 

the 1920s, especially in the Yungas region of La Paz.54 While the CEABC had a 

national focus, the SRC concentrated its efforts largely within the department of La 

Paz, uniting representatives from the provinces of Murillo, Ingavi, Los Andes, 

Omasuyos, Larecaja, Muñecas, Camacho, Caupolicán, Loayza, Sicasica, Pacajes, Nor 

Yungas, and Ingavi.55

organization as the Centro Católico de Aborígenes ‘Bartolomé de las Casas,’ rather than 
CEABC. Conde, “La lucha,” p. 92.

51. According to Conde, The CEABC was active in La Paz, Oruro, Chuquisaca, and Cochabamba. 
Conde, “Lucha,” p. 93.

52. The spelling of his last name has been subject to some variation and is also given as Qhispi, 
sometimes even in the same text: e.g. Carlos Mamani, “La educación india.” I have opted for 
the original spelling as opposed to the variant preferred by Aymara scholars who have 
attempted to decolonize the spelling of Aymara terms, phrases, and names, primarily because 
Nina Quispe himself never used this new variant and published only under Nina Quispe. 
Similar changes and variations can also be observed in the spelling of other personal and 
geographic names, including Warisata itself, which during the period itself was usually 
referred to as either Huarisata or Huarizata. In this case, however, I have opted for the modern 
spelling, since it is the spelling preferred locally and by the school that still operates in that 
locality. This effort to standardize the spelling of Aymara in scholarly output has also affected 
the spelling of the SRC, which is now commonly referred to as the Sociedad República del 
Qullasuyu, although we also find Sociedad República del Kollasuyo and Sociedad República 
del Kollasuyu. I have, however, maintained the original spelling under which the society was 
incorporated in 1930, given that it concerns the legal name of a society very much defined by 
the era in which it was created and that the organization and its agents consistently referred to 
it by the spelling used in this text. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–75. On Nina 
Quispe, see Mamani’s biography of Nina Quispe: Mamani, Taraqu.

53. According to Soria, he also served as a scribe during the rebellion, but if we are also to believe 
Soria when he then states that Quispe learned to read and write after he had been exiled from 
his estancia as a result of his involvement, this presents us with a rather unlikely chronology. 
Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–70. Also, Mamani, Taraqu, p. 128.

54. Having requested authorization for schools in Sorata, Coroico, and Pucarani: Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” p. 70.

55. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 71. It should be noted that Mamani has argued that the 
SRC was focused primarily on legal issues confronting the indigenous communities in this 
area, providing support and advice in legal proceedings regarding the encroachment and 
illegal occupation of communal lands by haciendas and estancias. The educational work 
performed by the organization was thus, according to Mamani, nothing more than a front to 
ward off repression and censure. Mamani, Taraqu, pp. 132–150. In later years, representatives 
from indigenous communities outside of the department of La Paz would also join the 
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While these organizations could count on significant opposition from rural 

elites and local authorities,56 they managed to play an important role in the expansion 

of the indigenous school, each of them responsible for creating a significant number 

of new schools. The exact number can only be guessed at, based on available 

resources, but contemporary sources indicate that the CEABC was involved in the 

creation of some 96 schools from 1928 to 1931 in the department of La Paz alone,57

while Soria has claimed that the SRC was responsible for the creation of ‘hundreds of 

schools’ between 1930 and 1932.58 While these numbers may be inflated, and not all 

schools for which authorization had been requested ever became operational, they are 

certainly well within the realm of possibility given what we do know about the speed 

of the expansion of the indigenous school in the following decade.59

Indeed, organized opposition to the ‘subversive’ activities of these 

organizations—probably due in some measurable degree to the SRC’s success in 

obtaining the state’s cooperation in a number of land disputes between indigenous 

communities and hacendados—would ultimately result in the demise of the SRC in 

1934, as a result of a vicious smear campaign organized against Nina Quispe by 

members of the landed class, who accused him not only of being a communist but 

indeed of seeking the overthrow of the government in order to create a new and 

indigenous República del Collasuyo,60 In effect, they used the name that Nina Quispe 

organization, including Guaraní speaking delegations from Santa Cruz: Mamani, Taraqu, p. 
132.

56. Quispe himself would land in prison as a result of his ‘subversive activities’ in 1934, accused 
of being: “un indígena […] que se titulaba nada menos que Presidente de la República de 
Collasuyu llamado Eduardo Nina Quispe, indígena que valiéndose de su condición de 
fundador de escuelas rurales, consiguió imponerse sobre la enorme raza indígena tejiendo, 
indudablemente, una vasta organización subversiva [an Indian … named Eduardo Nina 
Quispe, who styled himself nothing less than President of the Republic of Collasuyu, an 
Indian who, making use of his role as founder of rural schools, managed to impose himself on 
the enormous Indian race, undoubtedly weaving a vast subversive network].” As quoted in 
Choque, “República del Collasuyo,” p. 9.

57. That number was provided by the venerable indigenista Jaime Mendoza in a newspaper article 
that appeared on 19 January 1931 in La Prensa. See Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 66 
and Conde, “Lucha,”p. 93.

58. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 73. Soria does not, however, provide a source for this 
rather elevated number nor does he otherwise indicate how the number was calculated.

59. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 615–619.
60. The accusation against him was that he sought to “suplantar al gobierno del Dr. Salamanca 

con su propia Presidencia, restableciendo la república del Kollasuyo. [to supplant the 
government of Dr. Salamanca with his own presidency, reestablishing the Republic of 
Kollasuyo],” which of course followed the accusations fabricated against him by the legión 
cívica that had been responsible for his initial arrest. Choque, “República del Collasuyo,” p. 9. 
Also, Mamani, Taraqu, pp. 136–137. The references to Quispe’s supposed self-styling as 
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had chosen for his organization in honor of the cultural accomplishments of his 

ancestors as an effective weapon against him in an atmosphere in which criollos and 

mestizos still feared the potential savagery of the indigenous majority, and during an 

era in which there had been heightened political activity among the indigenous 

communities of the highlands.61

We need only recall that one of the principal accusations leveled against the 

indigenous combatants of the Federal War (1898–1899)—during which the atrocities 

committed by indígenas were sensationalized to the point that they were suspected of 

waging a ‘race war’ against criollos and mestizos62—had been that these ‘savages’ 

sought to wage “una guerra de exterminio contra la raza blanca”63 to understand how 

effective such a charge might be in the aftermath of the rebellions that rocked La Paz

in the early 1920s,64 especially given the fact that Nina Quispe himself had been 

involved in the two-year long conflict in Taraqu.65 Nina Quispe, as a result of the 

accusations, was arrested and incarcerated in 1934 on charges of treason. The 

evidence to support the allegation that he had sought to oust the president in order to 

create a new indigenous republic—much in the same vein as the indígenas implicated 

in the Mohoza massacre had been accused of attempting to implement a system of, as 

Irurozqui has put it, ‘Inca communism’66—was so weak and obviously fabricated that 

a military judge cleared him of all charges in 1936, but by that time the SRC itself had 

been effectively neutralized.67 The CEABC’s more narrow focus on educational 

issues helped shield it against some of the worst abuses that led to the destruction of 

President of Collasuyo was obviously based on a (possibly intentional) misreading of his role 
as president of the Sociedad República del Collasuyo.

61. The best study on fear as a motivating factor in the actions of criollos is still the article by 
Martinez on the Liberal Reforms, even if it does not address these later decades: Martinez, 
“La peur blanche.” On criollos’ fears of the indigenous masses in the 1920s, and especially 
around the time of the Republican political takeover—called the indiada—see: Irurozqui, 
“The sound of the Patutos,” pp. 106–113.

62. Irurozqui has stated in this regard that “the aggression to which they were commonly 
subjected does not provide sufficient grounds to believe in an indigenous conspiracy against 
the white race, prepared in secret over a period of years and brought to light by inter-party 
rivalry. Such a view would seem to be more the product of Creole fear rather than Indian 
aspirations.” Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” p. 100.

63. “A war of extermination against the white race.” Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” p. 
100; Demélas, L’invention politique, p. 395; For a good analysis of the notion of race war in 
the Federal War of 1898–1899, see: Irurozqui, “La guerra de razas.”

64. Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” pp. 106–113.
65. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–70. Also, Mamani, Taraqu, p. 128.
66. Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” p. 113.
67. Mamani, Taraqu, pp. 136–137.
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the SRC, thus ensuring its continued ability to function effectively for several decades 

after its founding.68 Naturally, the failure of landed elites to destroy the CEABC as 

they had done the SRC had not been for want of trying; witness for example the very 

similar accusations of ‘communist agitation’ leveled against the organization, its 

leadership, and its members.69

Although we could debate the number of indigenous schools created with the 

aid of both the SRC and the CEABC, the question of the measure of their 

effectiveness in that respect is not nearly as interesting as the mere fact that they 

existed at all. Indeed, the creation of the SRC and CEABC both constituted a 

milestone in the development of the indigenous movement itself, representing the 

very earliest legally incorporated national organizations that had been created by 

indigenous leaders to represent the interests of the indigenous communities directly 

and had been recognized by both the state and the church. What Santos Marka Tula 

and Eduardo Leandro Nina Quispe had created was in effect the first nationally 

oriented and formally recognized indigenous lobbying organization, with the express 

intent to serve as a point of contact between the state and the indigenous communities. 

This enabled them also to streamline the process of petitioning the 

government, presenting complaints and legal demandas (demands) and denuncios

(denunciations), thereby forcing the government to take positions in the 

disagreements and conflicts that existed between indigenous communities on the one 

hand and local authorities and hacendados on the other. This in turn served to 

enhance the state’s awareness of such conflicts, and to insinuate the problems facing 

the communities into the consciousness of the state apparatus in a much more direct 

and balanced fashion than had been possible in previous years, when the state still 

depended almost exclusively on information fed to it by local authorities, along with 

the odd petition, emanating from individual communities. Indeed, Soria, Choque, and 

Mamani all present evidence of the effectiveness of this coordinated effort. Soria in 

particular cites examples of land disputes resolved in favor of indigenous 

communities by the state as a result of the intervention of the SRC.70

68. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 66–68.
69. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 80–82.
70. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 73. Also, Mamani, Taraqu, p. 131–153; Choque, 

“Sociedad República,” pp. 7–9.
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The fact that these organizations emerged from a drive to create schools was 

not coincidental: it has been fairly convincingly argued by scholars71 that access to 

education and communal self-defense in the face of oppression by rural elites and 

encroachment upon communal lands by haciendas and estancias went hand in hand, 

and indigenous leaders had long argued that the answer to violence and exploitation 

lay in access to education.72 One of the caciques apoderados from Oruro petitioned 

the government for schools in 1922, stating:

No sabemos leer ni conocemos la lengua en la que está escrita la 
legislación patria y sin embargo debemos sujetarnos a ella [...], sólo 
queremos la instrucción de los niños aborígenes para que no sufran lo 
que nosotros sufrimos.73

Part of the desire for education was, as Soria has indicated, related to the need for 

members of the communities to be literate in Spanish in order to gain access to 

documents relating to titles, and to have access to legal resources, including the court 

system and the state so that the communities could legally ward off encroachment 

upon their lands and settle land disputes in court without the intervention of mestizo

intermediaries whose allegiance was not always unambiguously to the communities.74

In the face of a society in which all legal matters were handled in Spanish and where 

correspondence with authorities was in writing, widespread illiteracy was rightfully 

seen as damaging to the survival of the communities themselves.75 This line of 

thinking was not new, and Irurozqui has shown that similar concerns existed among 

the communities throughout the nineteenth century as well.76

71. Especially by Irurozqui in Irurozqui, “Ebrios, Vagos”; Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina”; 
Irurozqui, “The sound of the patutos.” Also by Choque in Choque, “La educación indigenal”; 
Choque, “La problemática.” By Soria in Soria, “Los caciques apoderados.” By Conde in 
Conde, “Lucha.” By Mamani in Mamani, “La educación india” and Mamani, Taraqu and by 
Claure in Claure, Las escuelas indigenales.

72. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” pp. 69–75; Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” pp. 723–729; 
73. “We can neither read nor write the language in which the law of the land is written, and yet we 

are subject to it, […] we wish only education for our children so that they will not suffer as we 
suffer.” As quoted in Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 59.

74. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 60.
75. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 70.
76. Irurozqui notes that demands for the devolution of communal properties in the wake of 

abortive agrarian reforms were generally accompanied by demands for schools, and notes a 
strong link between citizenship, literacy, and the inviolability of property rights. Irurozqui, 
“Las paradojas de la tributación,” p. 734–735. Also see Reyeros, Historia, p. 440 and 
Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” pp. 70–71 for examples of indigenous demands for 
schools in the nineteenth century.
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Although the matter of access to legal resources certainly was an important 

one, it is important also to not lose sight of the further implications of education and 

literacy in Bolivian society as motivations for members of the indigenous 

communities to desire access to education. The linkage between citizenship and 

literacy that Irurozqui has described for the nineteenth century remained in force until 

the National Revolution of 1952, meaning that political participation itself depended 

on access to education, thus transforming the indigenous school into a vehicle for 

political maturity that would otherwise be denied the vast majority of the Bolivian 

populace.77 In this sense, the emergence of the SRC and CEABC, and indeed the 

emergence of the indigenous schools themselves, should be regarded not merely as 

instruments for indigenous defense against usurpation and exploitation but also as 

instruments in the struggle for full political citizenship and participation in political 

life.

This goal of increased access to political life was, in effect, at least partly 

achieved by their very existence as legal entities in and of itself, as both organizations 

placed a premium on the creation of new networks and alliances with other politically

active organizations beyond the narrow confines of the strict interests of colonos and 

comunarios, and thus linked themselves and their activities to the nascent labor 

unions—which were to become exceptionally important political players in the 

decades after the Chaco War (1932–1935)—budding political parties and so on and so 

forth, thus also tapping into the rising tide of political indigenismo that was to play an 

important role in the development of Bolivian politics in the years to come.78

Ultimately, the result of all this feverish activity on the part of the indigenous 

communities and their leaders and representatives had been that, however slowly, the 

landscape of indigenous education had been visibly transformed. Even though it may 

not be possible to establish the exact number of schools that appeared during this 

rather overlooked period, a system of indigenous education—though loosely knit and 

not terribly well-organized at this point—had come into existence over the course of a 

relatively brief period of time, and more importantly, had come into existence as the 

result of an increasingly coordinated and deliberate indigenous effort without the 

assistance of the state. Funded and maintained by the indigenous communities, 

77. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina.”
78. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 92–93.
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coordinated by indigenous activists such as Nina Quispe and Marka Tula, and 

operated by indigenous teachers emerging from their military service, indigenous 

education had become an almost exclusively indigenous affair.

A	Rather	Confusing	Numbers	Game

In terms of the development of the educational system during the period at hand, it is 

of interest to note the divergence of two separate strands of educational development. 

On the one hand, as we have seen, the state remained relatively inactive and failed to 

address any of the most pressing problems in education. On the other hand, we find 

that the indigenous communities not only continued to take advantage of the 

opportunity to create schools under the 1907 statute and with the aid of comunarios

who had completed their military service, but were aided in their efforts by the 

emergence of two organizations led by the caciques apoderados. That is to say that 

even as the state remained overwhelmed by its own inadequacies, the indigenous 

communities themselves saw a significantly increased level of cooperation and 

coordination aimed at the indigenous school.

However, even though we have clear indications of the overall shape and form 

of educational development in the rural areas during this period, it is very difficult 

indeed to come to a more specific understanding of the scope of these developments 

in terms of exact numbers. I have already made note of the state’s very limited ability 

to provide oversight over the indigenous schools that had come into existence in the 

rural areas, due to its very limited administrative capacity in terms of inspection, 

which in turn was the clear result of underfunding and a lack of training.79 This 

organizational shortcoming unfortunately also meant that it had to rely on others to 

gather statistical data with regard to the educational system and its development 

beyond the narrow confines of the urban centers, in effect placing it at the mercy of 

local authorities who were often quite hostile to the very notion of indigenous 

education itself and therefore less than entirely likely to be as cooperative as 

79. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 90–91.
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ministerial officials would have liked to have seen.80 This lack of administrative 

capacity in the rural areas, of course, perfectly mirrors the experiences of the early 

twentieth century experiment with the escuelas ambulantes, which had fallen victim 

precisely to the state’s inability to overcome resistance against the schools at the local 

level, as well as echoing the defeats suffered in repeated confrontations over 

education and control over education between the municipalities and the state.81

In addition, the state had never intended or expected the 1907 statute to 

become as significant an engine of expansion as it so quickly became, and had thus 

not been prepared to deal with the schools that appeared as a result. As is evidenced 

by the incessant commentaries on the part of politicians and ministerial officials

expressing amazement over the enthusiasm of indigenous communities in their effort 

to create schools,82 the 1907 statute that had allowed for the creation of schools by the 

communities themselves had never been envisioned as anything more than a stop-gap 

measure, allowing a handful of communities to get a head start on what all had 

expected would be a state enterprise of indigenous educational expansion. It most 

certainly had not been intended to result in the creation of hundreds of schools 

ultimately constituting the largest single segment of the educational system—save, 

perhaps, the escuelas municipales. As a result, nothing had ever been specifically 

formulated to establish the place these schools were to occupy within the hierarchy of 

state schools, and as a result their exact place and role within that system was never 

clarified. Not until, at least, an inspección general de educación indígena was created 

by Géhain in 1926 precisely to fix this problem.83

Since the effects of the 1907 statute had not been foreseen, there had never 

been an effort to create a specific place for the resultant schools within the ministerial 

hierarchy, leaving the position of these schools rather ambiguous. The IGEI was not 

80. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 49, 5 July 
1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Los datos que pide.”

81. Such as the fight over the escuelas municipales that took place in 1886. See chapter I.
82. ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 

27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: 
“Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

83. ALP/ME vol. 465 “Congreso Nacional, Copiador de Oficios Expedidos 1925–1931,” f. 51, 27 
August 1926, Ministro de Educación to Presidente de la HCN: “Respuesta a petición de 
informe del HR de Vallegrande, Feliciano Lijerón.” Strictly speaking, however, the IGEI had 
been legally created in 1919 as article fifty of the Estatuto para la Educación de la Raza 
Indígena (Statute for the Education of the Indigenous Race), but this article had never been 
implemented. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 196.
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created until 1926, which meant that until then these schools had not really been part 

of the broader system of inspection and supervision, however ineffective those 

systems were.84 Thus, even when a curriculum for indigenous education was 

formulated in 1919 with the estatuto para la educación de la raza indígena (statute 

for the education of the Indian race),85 there was no specific department or section of 

the ministry responsible for its implementation, nor indeed had any specific 

mechanism for supervision been created, given that the state itself had not actively 

been involved in the creation of indigenous schools and had not foreseen the 

enthusiasm associated with the 1907 statute. Indeed, even as the ill-fated escuelas 

normales rurales became operational—for lack of a better word—during the 1910s, 

their creation was not accompanied by an effort to create teaching and learning 

materials adapted for use in the indigenous schools themselves, while the almacenes

escolares, as I have already had occasion to point out, would not have been capable of 

adequately distributing such materials even if they had existed. 

The tremendous degree of autonomy enjoyed by the indigenous schools had 

thus not only resulted from the fact that they were very much a part of the indigenous 

communities themselves, but also from the fact that no mechanism or structure had 

been implemented to provide supervision or exert direct influence over these schools. 

Ministerial officials had not even had the presence of mind to systematically file the 

requests for authorization that soon had begun to inundate their offices as well as 

those of the prefectures and the church, thus denying the Ministry the chance even to 

compile reliable data on the basis of these formative documents, which can be found 

in a wide variety of locations across various archives.

Adding to the difficulty of the state’s incomplete understanding of the extent 

of the educational system in the rural areas was another result of the somewhat 

unexpected nature of this development. Since it had not been foreseen in 1907 that the 

indigenous communities would so vigorously pursue the opportunity to construct 

schools on their own behalf, the precise position of the resultant schools remained 

84. Officially, the responsibility for these schools thus resided with the overarching inspección 
general de educación (Schools Inspectorate General), which barely had the manpower and the 
means to oversee the urban schools within its jurisdiction.

85. The statute had been designed by Daniel Sánchez Bustamante and was promulgated on 21 
February 1919. The statute largely outlined general trends to be followed in the indigenous 
schools, rather than dictating means and methods in any great detail. Lora, Sindicalismo del 
magisterio, pp. 194–196; Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 640–641.
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rather vague. The ambiguity resided in the fact that even though the schools were 

clearly intended to form part of the national public system of education—in their 

totality identified as the escuelas fiscales86—they were different from all the other 

escuelas fiscales in that they were in practice privately funded and maintained by the 

communities themselves. It was therefore not at all uncommon for official documents 

to describe them as escuelas particulares—private schools—while they were never 

referred to as escuelas fiscales, even though they were officially designated as such. A 

similar situation existed with regard to the escuelas de hacienda to be built under the 

provisions of the 1922 and 1929 decrees in that these schools were considered part of 

the escuelas fiscales in terms of the state’s jurisdiction and its subsequent ability to 

appoint and remove teachers as well as prescribing the curriculum for these school, 

even though these were—unlike the indigenous schools—explicitly to be funded by 

private parties and thus constituted escuelas particulares in a legal sense.87

The upshot of this was that the language used in official documents tends to be 

very vague indeed and did not usually reflect official jargon, which can make it at 

times difficult to understand to which schools a particular document refers. Official 

tallies of escuelas fiscales did not include estimates of the number of indigenous 

schools that were known to exist, in part since they had never been assigned to any 

office in particular until the creation of the IGEI. The escuelas de hacienda (hacienda

schools) were not included in these official tallies because they were considered 

escuelas particulares, even though they were jurisdictionally escuelas fiscales. The 

other indigenous schools were likewise often disregarded, in part because no 

statistical data was available, and in part because they were often also regarded as 

escuelas particulares, even though they had not been intended to be. 

As a direct consequence of this, it is literally impossible to determine precisely 

the extent of the growth of the indigenous schools. As I noted above, ministerial 

officials themselves did not have anything approaching a full awareness of the 

location or number of the indigenous schools, and they had no viable mechanism in 

86. The translation of this term would be ‘public schools,’ which is problematic since a separate 
system of public education existed in the escuelas municipales. It is for this reason that I will 
avoid the use of the term ‘public’ and refer to schools using the terminology employed at the 
time, thus differentiating between escuelas fiscales and escuelas municipales.

87. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 21–22. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 82–84. 
Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina.” Suárez, Historia de la Educación, p. 300.
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place to gather credible statistical data in this regard as they themselves indicated on 

more than one occasion. The state thus relied on local authorities to provide insight 

into the expansion of indigenous education, knowing full-well that these authorities 

on the whole had little incentive to cooperate and could not be made to do so, even if 

we do assume that they themselves had the capacity to generate accurate statistics, 

which may well not have been the case.88 In the absence of reliable data of its own, 

we find that the vast majority of the numbers produced by the Ministry of Education

during this period are in effect nothing more than very rough estimates based on 

incomplete data from a small percentage of apparently cooperative local authorities 

from which larger numbers were then extrapolated. Thus, for example, in reporting on 

the number of communal schools on haciendas, ministerial officials left no doubt as 

to the unreliability of their own data, stating that: “no se puede obtener mayores datos 

por la falta de colaboración de las autoridades políticas,”89 the latter referring to local 

authorities that had been less than responsive to repeated requests for data of this 

nature:

Puede citarse una circular telegráfica que pasé en fecha 29 de Abril a 
los subprefectos de Omasuyos, Larecaja, Caupolicán, Inquisivi, 
Sicasica y Murillo, en la que pido datos concretos dándoles termino 
hasta el día 5 del actual, agregando: ‘caso contrario el señor Ministro 
pedirá su suspensión ya que se trate de hacer efectivo un noble ideal 
del señor Presidente de la República, alfabetizando raza indígena.’ Y 
sólo ha contestado el subprefecto de Omasuyos.90

Any kind of numerical information with regard to the indigenous schools was thus 

produced infrequently—usually only as the result of a request for information by 

members of Congress—and without adequate data to support it, leaving us with a very 

incomplete picture of the development of the educational system during this period, 

88. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 49, 5 July 
1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Los datos que pide.”

89. “More information could not be gathered due to the lack of cooperation of political 
authorities.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,”
f. 69, #47, 12 May 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Escuelas establecidas.”

90. “I can cite a telegraphic memorandum that I sent out on April 29th to the subprefects of 
Omasuyos, Larecaja, Caupolicán, Inquisivi, Sicasica, and Murillo, requesting for concrete data 
to be provided before the 5th of the current month, adding that ‘in the case of [a lack of 
cooperation], the Minister will request your suspension, given that it concerns the President’s 
noble ideal to alphabetize the indigenous race.’ Yet, only the subprefect of Omasuyos has 
responded.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” 
f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Los 
datos que pide.”
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especially where it concerns the indigenous component of that system. The sources 

available to us do, however, very clearly indicate that the number of indigenous 

schools was very steadily on the rise. Throughout the decade, reports appear from 

among the indigenous communities with regard to schools founded and maintained by 

them, often asking for material support,91 while quite a considerable amount of 

authorizations are requested by other communities for the foundation of new 

schools—such requests have been found, it should be noted, not only in the archives 

of the Ministry of Education but indeed also in prefectural archives and the archives 

of the Office of the Presidency. Ministerial estimates, even if we cannot interpret 

them as anything more than very crude estimates based on little evidence, also 

invariably create the impression of a very rapidly expanding system.92

In addition, both the SRC and the CEABC, which through their networks of 

caciques apoderados were in a much better position to gain insight into the 

developments in the rural areas, reported at times quite considerable gains, also 

suggesting that hundreds of schools operated in the rural areas by the time of the 

creation of Warisata, none of which had been the result of state intervention.93

Perhaps the best evidence available to us is that which stems from the educational 

reforms undertaken in the aftermath of the founding of Warisata itself, when reliable 

data was first compiled with regard to the size of the indigenous educational system, 

indicating that at least 898 such schools were then operational while the reports of 

inspectors visiting these schools frequently indicate that they had been created prior to 

the reforms themselves and thus stem from the 1910s and 1920s.94 Thus, even in the 

absence of credible data, the evidence is certainly there to suggest that by the end of 

91. For one example, ALP/ME “Ministerio de instrucción y agricultura; comunicación epistolar 
del interior de la república 1927,” 12 July 1926, Soruco Ipiña to Monje Gutiérrez: “cacique y 
apoderado Guillermo Cruz.” Also: ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 
1927,” 7 February 1927,” #127, f. 3, Gehain to Ministro de Instrucción: “Puntos del rector de 
la Universidad de Chuquisaca.”

92. One document in particular seems to suggest that between October of 1929 and May of 1930, 
some estimated 120 communal schools had been created on haciendas alone, although the 
language is somewhat ambiguous. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–
1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 69, #47, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to 
Adhémar Géhain: 12 May 1929: “Escuelas establecidas.”

93. That number was provided by the venerable indigenista Jaime Mendoza in a newspaper article 
that appeared on 19 January 1931 in La Prensa. See Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 66 
and Conde, “Lucha,”p. 93. Also, Soria, “Los caciques,” p. 73. He does not, however, provide 
a source for his contention that ‘hundreds of schools’ had been created by the CEABC.

94. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 616–617.
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this period the indigenous schools constituted a very significant proportion of the 

educational system as a whole, and were in effect rapidly overtaking the rest of the 

system as the most numerous component.95

It should be noted that the inability to provide reliable statistical data was not 

limited to the indigenous schools alone but also affected the rest of the educational 

system, for which, in the absence of an office of statistics, numbers were created more 

or less on the fly, making it difficult even to establish the size and number of the 

publicly funded schools. Indeed, the numbers that are available to us reveal above all 

else their own unreliability: were we to take them at face value, then the conclusion 

would have to be drawn that the educational landscape had remained stagnant since 

about 1916, and that school attendance in 1929 was in fact down by several thousand 

from 1919.96 For 1919, we are given the number of 57,016 as the total number of 

students enrolled in primary education, including private, public, and municipal 

schools.97 This is only slightly above the number given to us by Rouma for 1916, 

when the official estimate for attendance in primary schools—private and public—

stood at 51,348.98 Then, for 1925, we are given an estimate of 80,984 which is then 

offset by an estimate for 1929 of a comparatively paltry 50,856, the latter figure 

including primary, secondary, special, and advanced education, which would give us 

about 45,000 for primary schools.99 Given what we do know about the state of 

education as it developed in the 1920s and 1930s, the notion of a net loss from 1919 

to 1929 is simply not tenable, nor do the extremes that lie in the middle make any 

sense, as there is no evidence that the educational system somehow suddenly 

collapsed between 1925 and 1929, and it seems unlikely that such an event would 

have gone unnoticed and unremarked upon.100

95. A status it had very definitely achieved by 1940, and quite possibly before then.
96. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 85–86. 
97. This number was compiled by Elizardo Pérez, who would later be instrumental in the 

foundation of Warisata, during his tenure as visitador de escuelas [inspector of schools]. The 
unreliable nature of these numbers is highlighted by the fact that the total tally of schools 
presented by Pérez is, in fact, 56,983 even though he provides a total of 57,016. Getino, 
Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 85–86.

98. It is interesting to note that the numbers given by Rouma also show inconsistencies between 
the total tally of schools (primary, secondary, special, and normal), which stands at 56,703 and 
the total he himself provides in the same document, which is 56,698. Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, p. 85.

99. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 100.
100. When contrasting the figures provided for the ‘regular’ schools with those provided for the 

indigenous schools, it is interesting to make note of the fact that official statistics for the 
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Change	without	Reform

The fact that educational policy during this period was not marked by significant 

change from the policies of the preceding administration can likely be attributed to the 

fact that Bautista Saavedra, leader of the Republicans who took power in 1920, had 

himself been responsible for a significant portion of those earlier educational policies 

as Minister of Education, prior to his break with the Liberal Party in 1916. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the result was an unprecedented period of 

relative stability in terms of the state’s approach to the problems of education, 

essentially breaking with a detrimental tradition of ceaseless reformism and thus 

allowing the indigenous communities to continue along their path toward the 

construction of schools for indigenous children. We might say that the lack of 

remarkable change itself may be qualified as highly remarkable in the context of the 

history of Bolivian education up to that point.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that this continuation of existing 

policies also meant that this administration continued to face the same problems that 

had plagued its predecessor. The Republicans proved no more capable of providing 

teacher training than any government that had come before, leaving the entire 

educational system deprived of qualified teachers, with the exception only of the 

handful that emerged from the Sucre Normal School. Existing rural normal Schools 

were closed down, and the one institution that had been intended to resolve the 

problem never materialized. Likewise, the educational system remained in a state of 

administrative disarray, as an overly wide variety of school-types now existed, the 

majority of which operated beyond the reach of the Ministry of Education itself as 

escuelas municipales, escuelas particulares, and escuelas parroquiales. The 

unprecedented expansion of the indigenous school, of course, only succeeded in 

adding yet another layer of schools—soon to be the largest single component of 

former tended to count the total number of students rather than the total number of schools in 
the system, whereas the reverse is true for the latter. This anomaly is never explained in 
official documents, and we can only speculate that this phenomenon, too, is likely the result of 
a clear inability to gather data with regard to the number of students present in the indigenous 
schools.
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Bolivian education—that were beyond the influence of the state, effectively resulting 

in a further dilution of the state’s control over the educational system. 

Even though educational policies as developed in the offices of the Ministry of 

Education did not undergo major changes in direction, I have shown that indigenous 

education itself did go through a period of momentous growth. Between the 

establishment of the 1907 statute that permitted the communities to request 

authorization for schools on their own behalf and the founding of Warisata, hundreds 

of schools appeared in ayllus and on haciendas across the Altiplano. We may never 

be able to determine just how many of these were created, but what is indisputable is 

the fact that something very significant had taken place that in effect altered the very 

nature of the educational system, while simultaneously sparking the creation of the 

first successful indigenous lobbying organizations.

This, then, was a period marked not by the politics of the era—which followed 

models established in earlier decades and introduced no sweeping changes of its own 

in terms of the educational system as viewed from the body politic—but by the 

activities of subaltern groups, who managed to turn the relative political calm into an 

opportunity for very significant change. It is absolutely a tribute to the power and 

ability of the indigenous communities that this period saw the emergence of a very 

significant change in the educational landscape, with the communities themselves 

actively transforming the realities of rural existence even in the face of severe 

oppression and, in many cases, brutal violence. It was the desire of the communities 

to obtain access to education that drove the development of the educational system, to 

such an extent that the fundamental problem of indigenous education was utterly 

transformed.

Even though we can argue that the basic shortcomings of the state in terms of 

its ability to provide education had remained essentially unchanged, as indeed had the 

solutions ministerial officials sought to remedy their own shortcomings—primarily by 

handing off responsibilities to third parties, some of whom, like the hacendados, were 

not exactly cooperative—the ongoing process that resulted from the measures taken 

by the state to promote its goal of education produced an outcome that meant that the 

educational landscape as it existed in 1930 was no longer quite the same as it had 

been in 1900. Indigenous enthusiasm for education had produced quite a large number 
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of schools where none had existed before, meaning that unlike in 1900 when such 

schools were still exceptionally rare, the main problem faced by advocates of 

education as the solution to the nation’s societal and economic woes was no longer 

necessarily the absolute absence of schools itself, but had rather become the inability 

of the state to control those extant. Indeed, we find that the language of ministerial 

officials in this period reflects this change, as the debate throughout the nineteen-

twenties became less focused on the construction of schools in rural areas and much 

more on the daily problems facing the schools in terms of their access to teaching 

materials, the appalling state of the classrooms—if indeed they had any—and the 

inability of the state to effectuate teaching strategies and guide the learning process to 

reflect its desires for a more modern indígena.

In the run-up to Warisata, then, we find an educational landscape transformed, 

where the questions that had once dominated the debate surrounding indigenous 

education were no longer the same and indeed the fundamental problems that existed 

in education were no longer those that had existed in 1900, the result necessarily and 

demonstrably being that the very shape of the debate itself had undergone significant 

change. Unlike in 1900, by the time of Warisata’s founding there was an expansive 

system—or collection—of schools operating in indigenous communities throughout 

the countryside: the problem was no longer one of introducing schools, but what to do 

with them now that they were here.

When we consider the significance of the changes that occurred during this period, we 

can draw no conclusion other than that this neglected interval—long dismissed as a 

rather uninteresting stop along the way from the Liberal Reforms to the Age of 

Warisata—constitutes perhaps the most transformative period in the first one hundred 

years of educational development in the Bolivian Republic. Whereas a century of 

handwringing, debate, and discussion on the need to create a system of indigenous 

education had almost utterly failed to produce any tangible results, and a veritable 

onslaught of reformist zeal continuing from one revolutionary moment to the next had 

resulted first and foremost in complete and utter bureaucratic chaos, this relatively 

short period afforded the indigenous communities the time they needed to make full 
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use of the opportunities hidden in stop-gap legislation and thereby completely 

transform the educational landscape.

In truth, the shrill contrast between the silence that surrounds this period of 

unprecedented development in historical analysis and the sheer extent of the changes 

that unfolded leaves us with a bit of a conundrum. How indeed has it been possible to 

overlook the significance of the expansion of indigenous education in this period?

The answer can be found in the overall attitude among historians who hold 

that, in the words of Manuel Contreras, the desire for indigenous education “no surgió 

por demanda popular […] sino del Estado.”101 Indeed, when we examine the existing 

body of literature on the development of indigenous education, we find that the focus 

has primarily been on educational politics as the source of both the shortcomings of 

the educational system and its development, at least insofar as it concerns the period 

that ends with the creation of Warisata—which is widely understood as a reversal of 

this situation. Thus, as we have seen in the preceding chapter, the Liberal Reforms are 

regarded as the birthplace of indigenous education largely due to the sweeping nature 

of legislative and bureaucratic reforms, even when further examination reveals 

exceptionally little in the way of tangible results produced by these reforms. Likewise, 

just as the Liberal Reforms have been heralded as a turning point in the history of 

indigenous education, the lack of reformist zeal that appears to have marked the 

Republican Era starting with the coup d’état that moved Bautista Saavedra into the 

Palacio Quemado has been taken as unmistakable evidence of a lack of development 

in education. The absence of reforms as comprehensive as those introduced by Daniel 

Sánchez Bustamante and Juan Misael Saracho is thus equated with an absence of 

change on the assumption that progress emanates from the state’s direct intervention.

This attitude is reflected in much of the existing literature on the development 

of education in Bolivia in that much of it deals more directly with the development of 

educational policy than with development of education itself. It is particularly striking 

that even those works that are focused more specifically on the activities of the 

indigenous communities, documenting the emergence of the indigenous school,102

101. “Did not arise from popular demand […], but from the state.” Contreras, “Reformas y 
desafíos,” p. 485.

102. This is particularly true of the work of Choque, Soria, Mamani, Calderón, and Conde, and by 
extension also of the works that use these authors as their main source of information, such as 
that of Stephenson.
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somewhat peculiarly overlook the significance of the evidence they have unearthed. 

In spite of the amount of evidence that has been produced to illustrate indigenous 

activity on the educational front, there has not been an effort to construct out of this 

evidence a clear and coherent picture of the resulting educational development in the 

rural areas. That is to say that even though there has been wide acknowledgement of 

indigenous interest in education, direct involvement in educational development is 

depicted largely as a coincidental and uncoordinated effort. The evidence of feverish 

activity has been used to illustrate a very particular point about the indigenous 

communities, namely that they sought to resist assimilationist endeavors foisted upon 

them by the state, and is thus presented as a prelude to what is generally considered to 

have been the more serious and coordinated effort made at the escuela-ayllu. 

Only thus has it been possible that those authors who make note of indigenous 

interest in education, and make note as well of the creation of schools by the 

indigenous communities during this period, still insist upon viewing indigenous 

education on the whole as part and parcel of a concerted effort to destroy indigenous 

culture. In their zeal to highlight the opposition between victimized communities and 

a destructive state, these authors have failed to notice that the evidence they were 

presenting pointed towards a system of indigenous education that operated in 

complete autonomy from the state itself, consequently underplaying the 

organizational and constructive abilities of the communities. That is to say that even 

in these works, the underlying notion of the state and its policies as fundamentally 

shaping indigenous education during this period remains unchallenged, in part as a 

result of the emphasis placed on Warisata as the origin of an education by and for 

indigenous communities. Even in the face of the available evidence that posits the 

creation of indigenous schools by indigenous communities, the significance of 

Warisata is still sought in its rejection of the supposedly assimilationist nature of the 

“official school” that preceded it. 

Given that there is not a shred of evidence to suggest that the state actively 

constructed any indigenous schools at all during this entire period, and that the totality 

of indigenous education had thus been under the direct control of the indigenous 

communities, we are left to wonder where one might have located this mythical 

“official school” that would have left a trail of cultural destruction in its wake. Indeed, 
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it is significant that the works describing the activities of the indigenous communities 

in the expansion of the educational system, one is consistently left with the impression 

that this phenomenon was somehow an exception in the creation of the indigenous 

school, rather than constituting the whole of it; there is no mention of the singularly 

remarkable fact that the indigenous communities, when it comes to the emergence of 

the indigenous school, were in effect the only game in town.

This period, in short, can really only have been overlooked by completely 

ignoring the fact that it was precisely then that an entire system of schools was erected 

virtually out of nothing, with no material support from the state, and by the 

indigenous communities themselves. The fact that in spite of this transcendental 

change in the shape and form of education itself—by far the most significant change 

that had occurred in the history of the development of Bolivian education—has not 

been made the subject of in-depth studies has been the result of nothing other than the 

mere fact that it had not been the state that had been responsible for it. Since official 

policy did not undergo significant reform, the assumption has been made that 

therefore there cannot have been real progress, other than the occasional school 

erected in a community, which serves historians primarily as a lesson in cultural 

resistance rather than as an engine of transformative social change in the rural areas; 

that, in much of the extant literature, remains the province of the state.

This period, then, has been overlooked to the detriment of our understanding 

of the development of the indigenous school prior to the founding of Warisata, which, 

as we will see, has had a significant effect on the manner in which that school has 

been interpreted. Rather than a mere interlude between periods of significant reform, 

we should look upon this period as one marked by very dramatic developments that 

have been obscured from our vision if nothing else by the overemphasis on the period 

of Liberal reformism and the almost complete lack of credible data from the Ministry 

of Education. Our understanding of the indigenous school and its development has 

consequently been lost somewhere between ministerial incompetence and 

obliviousness on the one hand, and our own tendency to put more stock in the 

capacity of the state for significant change than in the subaltern classes; as I have 

shown, the state itself remained incapable of delivering substantive change, while 

those subaltern classes—in this case, the indigenous communities of comunarios and 
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colonos—accomplished what a long succession of administrations had been unable to 

do, and in doing so had quietly but inexorably reshaped the reality of education and 

arguably of rural life itself.
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Chapter	IV:
The	Dawn	of	the	Age	of	Warisata

The	Symbolism	of	Warisata

Founded in 1931 near the shores of Lake Titicaca, the creation of the experimental 

school of Warisata is today widely recognized as the single most important event in 

the history of Bolivian indigenous education. Indeed, in the minds of many Bolivians, 

the school is synonymous both with indigenous resistance and with indigenous 

education. As many historians would have it, it was here that indigenous education 

was finally transformed from ‘education of the indigenous for the benefit of criollo

and mestizo society’ to ‘education for the benefit of the indigenous.’ 

There had, as has been pointed out by a number of scholars, been earlier 

efforts by indigenous leaders to promote indigenous education,1 but the founding of 

the escuela-ayllu—as it is also known—is widely regarded as the first successful 

attempt to institutionalize indigenous culture as part and parcel of Bolivian society

rather than as an obstacle to it. The indigenous associations created in the late 1920s 

to promote the creation of schools in indigenous communities valued education in and 

of itself;2 they did not focus on the precise shape and form of the curriculum and their 

ultimate goal was to enhance the ability of the communities to participate actively in 

society and to act positively on their own behalf through education.3 It would indeed 

be difficult to overstate the importance generally attributed to Warisata as a particular 

moment in Bolivian history that transcended the mere educational boundaries of the 

experimental school itself, rather becoming a symbol of indigenous resistance and

1. In particular indigenous leaders such as Santos Marka T’ula and Leandro Nina Quispe. See: 
Carlos Mamani, “Dos líderes aymaras.” In Los bolivianos en el tiempo. La Paz: Universidad 
Andina Simón Bolivar/INDEAA/La Razón, 1993, p. 263. Conde, “La lucha,” pp. 92–93. 
Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 63–68

2. Namely the CEABC and the SRC. See Chapter III.
3. This notion, of course, stands in direct opposition to my own analysis of these institutions as 

presented in the preceding chapter.
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self-assertion.4 In terms of the place and role of Warisata in the ongoing cultural 

conflict that many have regarded as a fundamental aspect of Bolivian social 

development, the school occupies a central place. For example, Karen Claure has 

described Warisata as “la síntesis de toda actividad de resistencia comunaria en torno 

a la escuela campesina,”5 indicating its exact location in the hagiography of 

indigenous resistance.

Warisata has been imagined as existing at the very heart of the apparent 

conflict between what Tristan Platt described as “alien realities,”6 wherein the 

escuela-ayllu founded by Siñani and Pérez has been regarded as the embodiment of 

resistance against the cultural eradication of the indigenous communities in the wake 

of an ongoing campaign by criollo-mestizo society to destroy the ayllu and all it 

represented.7 The place of Warisata in the history of indigenous relations with the 

state in independent Bolivia has actively been sought in the notion that this institution 

was created as a response to the assimilationist ideal behind the educational efforts 

promoted by the state in the earlier decades of the twentieth century.8 Warisata, then, 

has been understood to embody the rejection of assimilationism in favor of an 

alternative vision of indigenous culture and its value to Bolivian society, proclaiming 

once and for all that the indigenous component not only had a right to exist but indeed 

constituted a positive force in national development.9 The creation of the school has 

been counted in and of itself as a singular act of resistance against domination by 

those who would eradicate indigenous culture and the pre-colonial heritage it 

4. Juan Luís Martínez describes the school as “[…] símbolo vivo de la lucha por la justicia y la 
libertad, emblema de las antiguas rebeldías indígenas […]. [the living symbol of the struggle 
for justice and liberty, the emblem of the old indigenous rebelliousness].” Juan Luís Martínez, 
Algunas experiencias de educación popular en Bolivia: (Estado de Arte). La Paz, CEBIAE, 
1991, p. 26 as quoted in Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 54–55.

5. Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, p. 96.
6. Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 317.
7. As Karen Claure has phrased it, Warisata represents “la síntesis de toda actividad de 

resistencia comunitaria en torno a la escuela campesina […] [the synthesis of all resistive 
communal activity with regard to the peasant school],” Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, p. 
96.

8. In Soria’s words, pre-Warisateño education was characterized by an effort to “eliminar la 
organización de los ayllus y comunidades y liquidar la cultura nativa [eliminate the 
organization of the ayllus and communities and liquidate native culture].” Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” p. 76.

9. Which is indeed what Pérez and others have suggested. See Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172. 
Also Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, pp. 96–99.
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represented.10 Indeed, there are few examples of concrete institutions that so clearly 

and directly embody the very notion of inter-ethnic conflict as this one; even today the 

community in which it was created is closely associated with movements of 

indigenous resistance.

On a fundamental plane, then, the creation of Warisata has been regarded as 

the indigenous answer to a specific problem: the modernizing and assimilationist 

nature of the indigenous schools operated by the criollo-mestizo elites. In this sense, it 

has been understood as the polar opposite of what has derisively been referred to as 

the escuela oficial (official school),11 which has in turn long been regarded as the 

criollo answer to the perceived problem of ethnic and cultural heterogeneity, through 

its promise of assimilation, integration, and modernization, thus paving the way 

towards the creation of the modern nation-state as envisioned by criollo intellectuals 

and politicians since independence. 

This understanding of the place and role of Warisata in the history of 

indigenous education, and indeed in the history of Bolivian movements of indigenous 

resistance, is nonetheless clearly and firmly rooted in a very particular view of 

indigenous education as it began to take shape in the decades preceding the founding 

of Warisata. In other words, the meaning and importance of Warisata itself is 

intricately and inextricably tied to our understanding of the educational system that 

preceded it,12 which is to say that we cannot approach Warisata as an isolated instance 

of educational development, but that we have to view it actively within the context of 

the educational system as it developed in the years prior to 1931. The role of Warisata 

as the indigenous answer to an ‘official educational system’13 geared towards the 

assimilation and eradication of the indigenous cultural heritage hinges on our 

acceptance of the general idea that the indigenous school of the early twentieth

10. Claure, Las escuelas indigenales; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 72–78.
11. The escuela oficial is generally the term used by historians and anthropologists to differentiate 

between the assimilationist and modernizing schools of the state and indigenous efforts to 
construct a form of education that would be geared towards their cultural survival. The 
escuela oficial refers to the schools operated by the state and thus, by extension, those that 
promote deculturation of the indigenous masses.

12. This is a theme I have extensively addressed elsewhere. See: Brienen, “Por qué Warisata,” and 
Marten Brienen, “The Andean Melodrama and how it Reflects on Bolivian Education.” In 
Annelies Zoomers and Ton Salman, Imaging the Andes: Shifting Margins of a Marginal 
World. Amsterdam: Aksant, 2003, pp. 187–207.

13. As indicated by the frequent use of the phrase ‘escuela oficial’ as something contrasting to the 
indigenous school introduced at Warisata in 1931.
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century indeed served actively to deculturate the indigenous masses and thereby 

impose upon them a program of assimilation and modernization without regard for the 

wishes, desires, or needs of the indigenous communities themselves.14

While such a reading of the educational 

system of the early twentieth century certainly 

does reflect the official rhetoric of that period, 

which was unmistakably concerned first and 

foremost with the transformation of indigenous 

society into something much less indigenous and 

much more western and modern,15 the 

conclusions drawn from the preceding chapters of 

this study indicate primarily that there existed a 

vast chasm between the rhetoric of educational 

reform and the daily practice of the schools 

themselves. My in-depth review of both 

nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century 

reformism suggests a history of failure due to the inherent incompetence and 

incapacity of the state, no less the prevailing obstacle to educational development in 

1910 than it had been in 1850. 

Thus, in considering Warisata as a ‘counter-offensive’ against the 

assimilationism of the escuela oficial, we are faced with a very serious problem. I 

have shown in the preceding chapters that there existed a veritable gulf between the 

objectives of the state in promoting indigenous education—assimilationist or 

otherwise—and its ability to reach those objectives as a result of the crushing 

financial and administrative shortcomings that plagued the state apparatus. In effect, 

the very notion of an escuela oficial defined as an institution that actively furthered 

the assimilationist ideals of politicians and bureaucrats involved in educational policy-

making is well-nigh laughable in the context of the state’s complete inability to build 

14. Which, as I have shown in the preceding chapters, is the position taken by Karen Claure, 
Roberto Choque, Françoise Martinez, Vitaliano Soria, Ramón Conde, Humberto Mamani, and 
Raúl Calderón.

15. See especially Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, Martinez, “La peur blanche,” Martinez, 
“Le renouveau,” Salmón, El espejo, Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” and Irurozqui, “Ebrios, 
vagos.”

Figure	 .	Elizardo	Pérez

Image	from	the	 iles	of	Josué	
Butrón	Velarde
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schools of any type beyond the narrow confines of the urban centers or indeed to train 

teachers that would be both willing and capable of delivering an educational 

experience even remotely like that envisioned by the criollo and mestizo visionaries 

who had so vigorously debated the need for indigenous education throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This escuela oficial, to which the escuela-

ayllu supposedly represented the answer, is, in fact, entirely mythical. Certainly, 

descriptions of the indigenous schools as they existed prior to the founding of 

Warisata as representing a style of education that can be characterized as “formal and 

academic,” “merely alphabetizing,” and “encyclopedic” are rooted in the dreams of 

early twentieth-century bureaucrats rather than reflecting any of the goings-on in the 

schools themselves.16

The fact is that just as in the late nineteenth century, outside of the occasional 

use of military force to quell uprisings that they themselves were more the result of 

highly local conflict and abuse, the state itself was only barely present in the rural 

areas at all.17 It had been precisely for that reason that indigenous communities across 

the Altiplano had taken up the cause of indigenous education themselves rather than 

waiting in vain for the state to undertake any kind of serious effort. When 

communities and their representatives complained about the state’s involvement in the 

development of indigenous education it was to bemoan the fact that it hadn’t any, 

rather than to denounce some concerted effort to crush indigenous cultural survival.18

Moreover, upon reading the petitions presented by indigenous communities 

throughout the early twentieth century, it becomes abundantly clear that the problems 

experienced by them arose locally from the ongoing abuse and exploitation at the 

hands of rural elites;19 these communities may have called in vain on the state to 

intervene on their behalf, but it is certainly noteworthy that the role of the state was 

imagined by the communities as a potentially beneficial one. 

16. Raymond H. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, vol. 1949/1 of The Bulletin of the U.S. Office of 
Education. Washington: United States Government Printing Office: p. 22; Pérez, Warisata, p. 
86; Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, p. 54.

17. This is an argument presented especially by Irurozqui in Irurozqui, La armonía and Irurozqui, 
Por la concordia. It is also a subject treated by Carmenza Gallo in Gallo, Taxes and State 
Power.

18. This is a consistent theme in the petitions and letters presented by caciques apoderados to 
local and state officials.

19. Not unlike the problems experienced by the state when it attempted to implement its escuelas 
ambulantes.
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The indigenous schools—known as escuelas unitarias (unitary schools) for a 

number of bureaucratic reasons, but mostly because they had only one teacher—that

existed at the time of the founding of Warisata were created, operated, and supported 

by the communities in which they existed, leaving the state to exert no measurable 

degree of control over matters of curriculum or, for that matter, any particular aspect 

of the schools’ functioning at all. It is indeed a stretch of the imagination to describe 

these institutions as the culturally destructive agents of state-sponsored cultural 

genocide that they have been made out to be. Indeed, one of the major complaints

leveled by school inspectors was that the schools did not comply with the demands 

and regulations set forth by the ministry: “[los] maestros actuales continúan 

enseñando las costumbres autóctonas. No teóricamente, sino prácticamente con los 

mismos procederes.”20

In fact, the experimental school of Warisata would bring about unprecedented change 

in the indigenous educational system, as I will show in this and the following 

chapters. In the chapter at hand, I will examine exactly what it was that set Warisata 

apart from other official institutions that had been created in the preceding decades, 

every one of which had so miserably failed to bring about significant change. In part, 

I will argue that it was the structure of the school and its administrative innovations 

that would have a far greater impact than its curriculum or indeed its much touted 

embrace of indigenous culture. That is to say, the school was indeed revolutionary, 

although quite notably not in the sense implied by authors, who have traditionally 

sung its praises within the immeasurably complex context of identity politics and 

indigenous resistance to westernizing cultural expansionism, which itself is a tricky 

concept within the context of the peculiarities of Bolivian ethnic mobility.21

In addressing the importance of Warisata it is, then, imperative that we also 

directly address and in some cases challenge some of the assertions commonly made 

with regard to the role played by Warisata, its chief architects, and its most fervent 

20. “Currently, teachers are continuing to teach autochthonal customs. Not theoretically, but in 
practice, using the same behaviors.”” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; Oficios 
Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes Beltrán to 
Toribio Claure: “Ref. a circular no. 2/44.”

21. See: Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “La raíz: colonizadores y colonizados.” In Silvia Rivera 
Cusicanqui and Raúl Barrios (eds), Violencias encubiertas en Bolivia. La Paz: 
CIPCA/Aruwiyiri, 1993: 25–139.
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proponents. In light of the arguments I have presented in the preceding chapters, it is 

clear that we cannot interpret this one institution as the indigenous answer to the 

problem of assimilationism in the escuelas oficiales, largely because the latter are no 

more than a figment of the imagination. As I have shown, the indigenous schools

extant at the time of the founding of Warisata were the result of indigenous efforts 

Figure	 .	Location	of	Warisata

and had come about without the material support of the state, even if they did have its 

blessing and outright approval. To argue, as has so often been done, that Warisata was 

a response to a problem of cultural conflict created by the state in creating a system of 

escuelas oficiales designed to implement some grand scheme of cultural annihilation 

to be wrought upon unsuspecting indigenous communities is to almost wholly ignore 

both the origins and daily realities of the hundreds of escuelas unitarias that had come 
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into existence through the blood, sweat, and tears of members of indigenous 

communities themselves, often directly confronting rural elites who consistently 

sought to suppress this subversion of the status quo.22 Moreover, this interpretation 

constitutes an outright denial of the involvement of indigenous communities in the 

creation of their own educational opportunities in decidedly unfavorable 

circumstances and as such, within the broader context of the study of indigenous 

activism and power, should be seen as entirely counter-productive: to posit Warisata 

as the solution to the supposedly destructive nature of the escuelas unitarias is to 

wholly discount the efforts of the communities.

This is not the only fundamental problem that arises from the common 

assessment of Warisata as the locus of indigenous resistance, others being equally 

rooted in an incomplete reading of the history of indigenous education up to the 

creation of the fabled escuela-ayllu. To position the school in this particular manner 

within a debate focused on the struggle between indigenous cultural survival and 

criollo cultural imperialism is likewise to deny the role that the escuelas unitarias had 

already been playing in that struggle, as well as to ignore the effect that the escuela-

ayllu was to have on those escuelas unitarias in the decade-and-a-half following its 

creation. Similarly, the very heavy focus that researchers have placed on the 

particulars of the educational rhetoric surrounding this institution as compared to the 

rhetoric that dominated in official circles with regard to the role and place of the 

indigenous population in a future Bolivian nation-state has blinded them to the fact 

that the state was never capable of implementing its many schemes for the 

acculturation of the masses, and allowed scholars to ignore the fact that the program 

developed at Warisata is in and of itself highly offensive by modern standards. 

Moreover, given that it was to be more effectively implemented than any of the 

assimilationist schemes that had preceded it in the field of state-sponsored public 

education, an argument can be presented to the effect that the politics of assimilation 

were carried out nowhere as effectively as in the “casa de los explotados.”23

It is in light of these very pressing historiographical problems that I will seek 

in this chapter to expressly examine Warisata within the context of the state of 

22. There are many reports of terrible abuse. See, for examples, Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 90–92.
23. “Home of the exploited.” Martínez, Algunas experiencias de educación popular, p. 26 as 

quoted in Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 54–55.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

153

education at the time of its initial development. In addition, I will place it within the 

further context of changing cultural attitudes among Bolivian intellectual elites who 

had, in effect, long abandoned the notion of pure assimilationism such as it had been 

present during the first decade of the twentieth century. Warisata was indeed to have a 

profound effect on the shape and form of the Bolivian indigenous school, and its 

influence would stretch far beyond Bolivian borders, and as such it is especially 

important to look closely at what aspects of the project made it possible for it to 

become so central to indigenous education, with the understanding that it was not for 

the reasons most commonly stated in existing analyses.

Changing	Attitudes

We should first consider the circumstances in which the school was created, not only

with respect to the state of rural education as it existed at the time, but also with 

respect to the overall attitude towards rural education and towards the place of the 

indigenous majority within society among those responsible for the creation of 

official policy. While, as I have indicated, there is a strong tendency among scholars 

to view official policy as little more than an offshoot of a desire to de-Indianize the 

nation, this view is altogether too simplistic. This may have been the prevailing 

attitude around the turn of the century,24 but the early decades of the twentieth century 

brought significant change to Bolivian society and thus inspired an ongoing evolution 

of notions regarding the place of the indigenous masses within the national project. 

One cannot assume that the direction and ultimate goals of official policy with regard 

to indigenous education had remained unchanged since the early days of the era of 

Liberal Party rule.

Indeed, as I have indicated, common analyses of the significance of Warisata

revolve around the notion that the indigenous schools could be regarded as the 

implementation of an assimilationist desire. The counterargument has been relatively 

uncomplicated in that the state simply had not been involved in the creation of 

indigenous schools,25 nor had it established anything approaching a system of 

24. As Irurozqui and Martinez have clearly shown. See Chapter II.
25. With the notable exception of the failed escuelas ambulantes. See Martinez, “La création.”
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supervision that would have allowed it to implement its policies in schools erected by 

indigenous communities—or by anyone else, for that matter. At the same time, it is 

important to examine the supposed assimilationist fervor of the state, given that the 

evidence presented to us with regard to the desire of politicians and intellectuals to 

homogenize the indigenous masses into some westernized citizenry dates largely to 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—as a result, primarily, of the fact 

that very little analysis exists that addresses the period between the Liberal reforms

and the founding of Warisata. Given that we can clearly demonstrate that criollo and 

mestizo attitudes towards the nature of indigeneity and the place of the indígena

within the nation and the state were subject to significant change over time—consider, 

for example, the impact of the Federal War on prevailing cultural attitudes as 

demonstrated previously—it stands to reason that we cannot merely assume that 

predominant attitudes of the early twentieth century should still govern public and 

political discourse some three decades later.

On the contrary, conditions had changed, and considerably so. As I have 

shown, in spite of the state’s failure to construct schools in the rural areas, the 

educational landscape underwent a steady and ultimately comprehensive 

transformation during the first three decades of twentieth century. Whereas schools in 

rural areas were still a scarcity at the turn of the century, at the dawn of the Age of 

Warisata there were many hundreds of such schools operating rather quietly in 

indigenous communities throughout the rural areas, each and every one of them 

supported by the communities themselves and in some cases operating in 

exceptionally difficult circumstances due to fierce oppression on the part of local 

hacendados and other autoridades legales (legal authorities) who feared that this 

ongoing process could not but result in a disruption of the status quo.26 Indeed, the 

only real support that these communities received on a national scale had been 

organized through the two organizations erected by members of the cacique 

apoderado movement.27

26. Conde, “Lucha,” p. 89–91. Also see: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 60–63; Irurozqui, 
“The sound of the Patutos,” p. 112; Mamani, “La Educación India,” pp. 80–81, 88.

27. Indeed, although the indigenous schools were entitled to material support, they did not receive 
it: Mamani, “Lucha,” pp. 82–84 and Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 86–92. Also see: ALP/ME “Oficios 
del Directorato General de Instrucción; Varios, 1927,” Adhémar Géhain to Ministro de 
Educación, 7 February 1927: “Informe del Rector de la Universidad de Chuquisaca,” f. 3.
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These schools, even though they were officially part of the state’s system of 

education nominally as escuelas fiscales, were even further removed from the reach 

of the state than the escuelas municipales, which legally formed a system unto their 

own, given that in the case of the latter, the question of control and supervision could 

be addressed fairly effectively in court, whereas the escuelas indigenales—as they 

would ultimately become known—so completely evaded governmental interference 

that the responsible Ministry and its offices did not know how many such schools 

existed, where they were located, nor indeed what went on inside them. 

The debates on the merits of indigenous education that had raged in the late 

nineteenth and into the early twentieth centuries, and which had been centered on the 

question of the intellectual capacity of the indigenous population, had been possible 

only so long as the debate explored the possibility and desirability of implementing a 

system of education “para la raza indígena.”28 The feverish activities on the part of the 

indigenous communities, which had quietly gone about creating schools even as 

ministerial officials and interested intellectuals were still busily debating the very 

notion, had provided an unmistakably positive answer to the question of indigenous 

capacity for learning, and demonstrated their unmeasured enthusiasm for education. 

Instead of puzzling over the implementation of indigenous education and the form it 

should take, the communities effectively preempted state intervention by refusing to 

wait for the state to do something constructive and instead set about creating schools, 

and therewith new opportunities for advancement, for themselves, and thus rendered 

the debate entirely moot.

Consequently, the question that lawmakers and intellectuals now faced was no 

longer whether or how to implement a system of indigenous education, but how to 

deal with it now that indigenous communities themselves had created one. In 

particular, there was an increasing awareness of the potential effects that this 

education might have on the indigenous communities and on society as a whole. This 

awareness was particularly focused on the urban centers, which had long remained

oases of western culture amid what criollos and mestizos had previously considered to 

be a mere cultural desert of pure savagery. Whereas paceños (inhabitants of La Paz) 

28. “For the Indian race.” By which I mean to refer to a system of education aimed at the 
education of Indians but serving the aims of non-Indians. Cf. estatuto de educación para la 
raza indígena.
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and orureños (inhabitants of Oruro) had still enjoyed the relative luxury during the 

late stages of the Federal War of worrying about the indigenous masses that merely 

surrounded them,29 by the early 1930s there was growing concern about the influx of 

indígenas into the urban centers and the cumulative effect of this migration on the 

cities and the very nature of urban life itself. In 1932, Franz Tamayo—the former 

champion of indigenous education30—observed bitterly: 

Sea por la escuela rural o urbana o por el cuartel de conscripción, hoy 
el indio alcanza la letradura y ¿cuál es el resultado? […] Ese indio es el 
gendarme que hoy mismo encontramos en las esquinas de nuestras 
ciudades. […] es el mayor flagelo después del colono español de la 
Conquista, para la propia raza y para sus propios congéneres. Intacto y 
primitivo, descomunalmente orgulloso de la pequeña superioridad que 
le da la letradura […] su rasgo típico es la crueldad y el espíritu de 
venganza.31

Tamayo was not alone in his disdain for the lettered Indian. Elizardo Pérez, the 

illustrious founder of the escuela-ayllu himself, wrote down the following description 

of the merit of ‘escuelas de simple alfabetización’ and their results in 1937: 

¿Para qué? Para que el indio semi letrado abandone el campo y se 
refugie en la ciudad y reniegue de su raza; para que se convierta en 
enemigo y explotador del indio ignorante; para que a título de ser 
“leído y escribido” sea un elemento disociador, perturbador del orden 
público, insolente y parásito de su ayllu, como lo han sido y lo son los 
indios alfabetizados?32

What a difference a quarter of a century makes! In 1899, the Indian Question had still 

been one that affected the urban elites of blancos (whites) and mestizos only in that 

their society abutted a savage outside world, apparently—in the minds of urban 

29. Martinez, “La peur blanche,” pp. 268–272.
30. See Irurozqui, “¿Qué Hacer?” and Martinez, “Le renouveau.” Also see: Franz Tamayo,

Creación de la pedagogía nacional. La Paz: Biblioteca del Sesquicentenario de la República, 
1975 [1910].

31. “Whether it is due to the rural or urban school, or to the military barracks, today the Indian has 
attained literacy, and what is the result? […] That Indian is the policeman that we find even 
today on the street corners of our cities. […] To his own race and to his own kin, he is the 
greatest scourge since the Spanish colonizer. Untouched and primitive, extraordinarily proud 
of the small superiority afforded him by literacy […] he is characterized by cruelty and a 
vengeful nature.” As quoted in Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 140.

32. “What for? So that the half-literate Indian abandons the rural areas and takes refuge in the city 
and swears of his race; so that he becomes an enemy and exploiter of the ignorant Indian; so 
that by virtue of being able to ‘read and write’ he becomes an alienating element, disturbing 
the public order, insolent and a parasite upon his ayllu, just as the alphabetized Indians have 
been and remain?” Bolivia, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indígenas/Elizardo Pérez, 
Orientación agrícola de las escuelas indigenales (respuesta a las observaciones de la 
Sociedad Rural Bolivian). La Paz: Editorial ‘Fenix’, 1937, p. 30.
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dwellers—replete with cannibals bent on the destruction of civilization itself.33 In 

1932, when Tamayo penned down his rather cheerless characterization of the indio

letrado (literate Indian), the idea had begun to take hold that education itself was 

driving the rural indígenas into the urban centers to become part of a rapidly 

expanding cholo (member of a distinct ethnic group of urban Indians, lit. ‘three-

quarter Indian’) underclass, leading to growing fears of the inexorable cholificación of 

the cities and thus posing an even greater threat to the survival of civilization in the 

Bolivian highlands than the threat of a “guerra de razas” (race war).34 This new 

menace, after all, was utterly impervious to the kind of simple military intervention 

that had in the past helped urban and rural elites to manage the indiada (Indian 

Masses). That is to say, a subtle shift had taken place among urbanites from a fear of 

the savage masses that surrounded their urban refuges to a fear of ongoing and 

relentless cultural erosion from within the urban centers themselves.35

It was easy to blame the indigenous school for the changing face of urban 

society. The language associated with indigenous education had, throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, included notions of proletarization and 

modernization, in essence promoting the wholesale reconstruction of Bolivian society

through the cultural transformation of the indigenous masses. To recall the 1872 

remarks of Bernardino Sanjinés:

enseñándoles a leer y escribir [los indígenas] tomarán nuevos hábitos, 
nuevas costumbres y por consiguiente se crearán mayores necesidades; 
y teniendo mayores necesidades, tendrán que consumir más, es decir, 
se harán más trabajadores, más productores y siendo más productores, 

33. Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “Conversos a la patria boliviana. Identidad y participación 
política indígenas en las revoluciones de 1870 y 1899.” In Pilar García Jordán and Gabriela 
Dalla Corte (eds), De la nación homogénea a la nación plural.” Barcelona: Universidad de 
Barcelona, 2004, pp. 385–400: p. 393–397; Irurozqui, “La Guerra de razas,”p. 192.

34. Irurozqui Victoriano, Marta, “La guerra de razas en Bolivia: La (re)invención de una 
tradición.” In Revista Andina 11/1 (1993), pp. 163–197.

35. The Sociedad Rural Boliviana—a lobbying organization representing the interests of the 
haciendas and other large landed estates—expressed its fears as follows: “no se ha de hacer 
del indio artesano consumidor, obligado a invadir los pueblos y ciudades para ejercer el oficio, 
como futuros desocupados, desvinculados completamente de su innata inclinación y ancestral 
aptitud, necesarias en la puna. [The Indian should not be made an artisan consumer, forced to 
invade the towns and cities to practice his trade, as future unemployed persons, let loose 
completely from his innate inclinations and ancestral aptitudes, necessary on the Puna].” 
Pérez, Orientación agrícola, pp. 29–30.
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se aumentará la masa de la riqueza nacional, y Bolivia entrará entonces 
en la verdadera senda del progreso y la civilización.36

The very idea behind indigenous education had been to create new needs and to instill 

an enhanced appreciation for all that western civilization had to offer, and these needs 

could, of course, only be met in the cities.37 It should stand to reason that those who 

had enjoyed the benefits of an education that was explicitly intended to create a desire 

for modern life, modern amenities, and modern consumption would seek out an 

existence in the cities rather than remaining in the rural areas from which they hailed 

and which remained so closely associated with savagery and backwardness. 

At the same time, both intellectuals and government officials understood that 

the indigenous schools that were supposed to be imparting this education failed to 

meet even the abysmally low standards that had been laid out in the various pieces of 

legislation that governed the indigenous curriculum—in particular the 1919 estatuto 

para la educación de la raza indígena—and were thus imparting an education that 

was by all standards woefully inadequate. That is to say, in the minds of criollo and 

mestizo intellectuals like Tamayo, the process of indigenous communal involvement 

in the creation of schools had succeeded in creating new needs that could be met only 

in the cities, but it had not prepared the indígenas adequately for urban life and 

certainly had not transformed them into the kinds of modern men and women who 

might effectively and successfully contribute to national growth and advancement. 

The deficient education offered in the rural areas had thus produced, in the minds of 

these elites, a growing population of indígenas who reached the cities in a state of 

semi-savagery; literate and yet uncivilized, removed from their traditions and yet ill-

prepared for urban existence, and desirous of modernity and yet incapable of the 

responsibilities of the consumer-citizen. Thus, according to criollo and mestizo

intellectuals, education had succeeded only in partially detaching the indígenas from 

their cultural roots, but nothing constructive had been put in its place.38

36. “Teaching [the Indians] to read and write, they will take on new habits, new customs and thus 
greater needs will be created; and having greater needs, they will have to consume more, that 
is to say, they will become more hardworking, more productive, and being more productive, 
the volume of national wealth will increase, and then Bolivia will embark on the true path of 
progress and civilization.” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, p. 277. See Chapter I, p. 53.

37. This was, in fact, the crux of the argument that Pérez presented in 1937 in his Orientación 
agrícola.

38. We find a very heavy emphasis on the need to retain the link between the indígena and the 
land in official writings of the 1930s. See, for example, Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 30.
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The fact that the question of indigenous education and its role in the 

development of Bolivian society had shifted is reflected in the debates and exchanges 

in both political and intellectual circles, where the tone of the debate itself underwent 

a change both as subtle and yet undeniably transformative as the developments in the 

rural areas themselves. There was no sudden shift or radical change in ideology in so 

far as the place of indigenous education in national construction was concerned, and 

yet the content and tenor of the ongoing discussions about indigenous education were 

radically different in 1930 than they had been in 1899.

This is an important point to make, especially in the context of the somewhat 

“telescopic view,” to borrow a phrase from Michael Painter,39 that still commonly 

applies to cultural and racial attitudes among the country’s ruling elites among 

historians and anthropologists who have taken the raging racism of the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries as evidence to support the notion of education as a 

sinister ploy to further the eradication of indigenous culture, even as late as the 1920s 

and 1930s.40

Indeed, as I have indicated above, the very foundation of current analyses of 

the significance of Warisata posits a direct and strong contrast between the pro-

indigenous nature attributed to Warisata and the supposedly assimilationist nature of 

the official indigenous school it has been understood to supplant, where assessments 

of the function of this ‘official school’ appear to be rooted primarily in the rhetoric of 

early twentieth-century Liberal reformers, who admittedly sought to eradicate 

indigenous culture in the name of the national project.41 It is, however, not convincing 

to apply the profoundly racist underpinnings found in the motivations of early 

twentieth century Liberals to the situation encountered some three decades later 

39. Painter, “Re-Creating the Peasant Economy,” pp. 95–99.
40. Brienen, “The Andean Melodrama,” pp. 190–192. Soria describes the state’s interest in 

education for the indigenous masses as serving only to “eliminar la organización de los ayllus 
y liquidar la cultura nativa” [To eliminate the organization of the ayllus and liquidate natuve 
culture]. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49. Soria is not alone in his exceptionally 
negative characterization of the state’s intentions: see also Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 
58–67; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” pp. 175–176; Claure, La escuela indigenal, pp. 27–
56; Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 54–55, 111–157;

41. See Brienen, “Por qué Warisata.” The term ‘official school’ is used specifically as a derisive 
term in the majority of the literature, and it is used to stress the assimilationist nature of these 
schools. See for examples of this usage: Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 68; Choque, “La 
educación indigenal,” p. 143; Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 93–94; Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 
86; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 52.
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without due consideration for the possibility of significant change in prevailing 

attitudes in the intervening time.

It should come as no surprise, then, that such attitudes with regard to the 

desired effects of indigenous education were undergoing a process of significant 

change along with the transformation of the educational system. On the one hand, of 

course, there were constant calls to subjugate the indigenous schools to state 

intervention, but, as we have seen, the capacity and the means to implement an 

effective system of supervision and guidance were still lacking and it could well be 

argued that the state’s influence over the wayward indigenous schools was shrinking 

with each new school that appeared as the result of indigenous activism. On the other 

hand, there was also a growing sentiment that the goals of indigenous education 

should be altered to reflect this new interpretation of the Indian Question. Not only 

could the indigenous school as it existed not successfully transform its charges into 

modern citizens and consumers who would function appropriately in the urban 

environment and thus contribute to the emergence of a modern nation-state, but 

questions also remained with regard to the ability of the indígena himself to adapt to 

this modern existence given what criollo and mestizo intellectuals still argued was his 

limited intellectual capacity:

[…] la raza indígena tiene las características de todas las retardadas. Su 
mentalidad, receptiva, es hasta intensa en la niñez y casi nula en el 
adulto. Empero, un entrenamiento mecánico da siempre buenos 
resultados en cualquiera edad, llegando a veces a grados admirables 
[…]42

What was needed, the argument went, was an education that would take into account 

the intellectual weakness of the indígena, while building on his innate talents to create 

a citizen who, in spite of his shortcomings, could contribute actively and effectively to 

the nation as a whole.43

42. “[…] the Indian race has all the characteristics of all the retarded [races]. Its receptive 
mentality is quite intense in childhood y almost non-existent in adulthood. However, a 
mechanical training at any age always gives great results, sometimes even reaching admirable 
levels.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930-1939; Copiador de oficios,” f. 
19, #7, 22 April 1930, Director general de educación indigenal to Director general de 
instrucción: “Decreto Supremo de 22 de Octubre último.”

43. Indeed, Pérez’s own description of what the schools should seek to achieve counts as a very 
helpful insight into such attitudes. Pérez wrote that the schools “Deben ser más educativas que 
instructivas; deben enseñar el cultivo y explotación de la tierra, a la que no debe abandonarla 
jamás el indio: deben saber ejercitar los trabajos manuales, para que se abastezca el indio a sus 
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In effect, much as I have argued in the preceding chapters, the period of the 

Federal War brought a transformation in the manner in which the indigenous 

population was viewed, and a similar change occurred between the era of Liberal 

Party rule and the founding of Warisata in 1931. Whereas the Federal War had 

sparked a reexamination of nature of indigenous ‘savagery,’ the following decades 

produced a situation which also caused intellectuals and politicians to rethink their 

stance on the Indian Question and the role of education in providing an answer to it. 

Interestingly, this renewed fear44 of the indigenous populace and its numerical 

strength was characterized by a stronger emphasis on the particulars of indigenous 

culture and especially on its perceived defects. That is to say, while prevailing 

attitudes around the turn of the century tended to be focused on the notion of 

indigenous culture as anti-modern overall and in need of complete transformation 

along western cultural standards, the focus became significantly more specific with 

the passing of time, shifting to an almost obsessive attention to the prevalence of 

‘vice’ among the indigenous communities.45

This more particular focus on the specifics of indigenous cultural

shortcomings and supposed proclivities towards filth, alcoholism, drug use,46 and 

necesidades domésticas por sí mismo: deben enseñar, la higiene personal y la reforma de su 
modo de vivir: deben inculcar una moral práctica: hacer cumplir los deberes de ciudadano, ya 
como elemento productor e integrante de la nacionalidad, o como reformador de su propia 
clase. Enseñar esto es más importante que enseñar a leer y escribir. [They must be more 
educational than instructional; they must teach farming and exploitation of the land, which the 
Indian should never abandon: they must know how to perform manual labor, so that the Indian 
can meet his own domestic needs himself: they must teach personal hygiene and reform his 
way of life; they must inculcate a practical morality; make him comply with his civil 
obligations, both as a productive element and integral part of nationhood, or as a reformer of 
his own class. To teach these things is more important than to teach reading and writing].” 
Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 30.

44. As I indicated in the preceding chapter, fear had been a strong motivator for criollos
reassessments of the place and role of the indígena in Bolivian society. See Martinez, “La 
peur blanche.”

45. See: Brienen, “Filthy Savages.” Unpublished paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Society for Ethnohistory, 2006. Also, Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 111–
157. A beautiful example can be found in Villarroel, Educación indígena, pp. 42–43. 
Martinez, “Le renouveau,” pp. 259–260. Indeed, the director of the escuela normal rural of la 
Florida describes the indígena of 1921 as a being “contaminado de vicio […] de los que hoy 
falta despojarle” [contaminated by vice … of which today he must be cleansed]. Villarroel, La 
educación indígena, p. I. 

46. Toribio Claure, the director of the núcleo escolar campesino at Vacas, for example, speaks of 
“indigencia, pereza, mugre, enfermedades y vicios. [Indigence, laziness, filth, disease, and 
vice].” Toribio Claure, Una escuela rural en Vacas. La Paz: Universo, 1949, p. 54. Pérez 
himself states that the goal of education should be to transform the indígena into a being who 
was “sobrio, esforzado, alegre, idóneo, limpio, sano de cuerpo y de espíritu. [sober, hard-
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carnal excess makes for more objectionable writings in terms of the manner in which 

intellectuals and politicians spoke of the indigenous education,47 but it is important to 

recognize that this higher level of detail in the descriptions of all that was awry in the 

indigenous communities obscures the fact that it specifically contrasts with the 

complete and unequivocal rejection of indigenous culture as a whole that we 

encounter at the turn of the century.48 Though on the surface contradictory, this means 

in effect that the attention given to the specifics of indigenous cultural shortcomings 

can be regarded as indicative of a more inclusive and welcoming approach to 

indigenous culture as a given,; it serves to identify those peculiarities of indigenous 

culture and tradition that were regarded as ‘negative’ while at the same time 

establishing that all of these degenerative traits were rooted in patterns of behavior 

that were subject to change and could thus be resolved.49 The outright rejection of 

indigenous culture had slowly been making place for an approach that held that 

indigenous culture was flawed but could be improved upon and as such deserved a 

place within the nation-state. At this point then, much unlike had been the case 

throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the national project was no 

longer understood to absolutely require the eradication of indigenous culture and now 

accepted the possibility, even the desirability, of a national project rooted in cultural 

and ethnic heterogeneity. Indeed, by 1927 even the survival of indigenous languages 

was considered a given, witness this remark made by Minister of Education Monje 

Gutiérrez:

Al castellanizarlo [al indígena] no se tratará de borrar el idioma 
autóctono, cosa imposible y anticultural.50

What we are faced with here is a fairly complex process whereby the cultural outlook 

among criollos and mestizos, especially those who inhabited the urban centers, had 

working, happy, apt, clean, healthy of body and spirit].” Pérez, Warisata, p. 224. The 
implication was, of course, that the indígena was none of these things.

47. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 139–141. Also Joaquín V. Mercado, Los problemas 
de la educación rural boliviana (ideas fundamentales de reorganización de la escuela unitaria 
rural). Sucre, Escuela Tipográfica Salesiana, 1929, p. 13.

48. Martinez, “La création,” pp. 169–170; Martinez, “La peur blanche,” pp. 266–272.
49. Indeed, that is precisely the point made by the director of the escuela normal rural of la 

Florida: Villarroel, La educación indígena, pp. I–VI. Also see: Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” p. 
731.

50. “In teaching him Spanish, the idea is not to erase the indigenous language, an impossible and 
anti-cultural task.” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 
1925–1931,” f. 52, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable 
Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes.”
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progressed along an evolutionary track. What had started as a denial of indigenous 

culture—the notion of pure savagery that had informed nineteenth-century 

educational and social policies—traversed through a recognition of indigenous culture 

as extant but incompatible with dominant ideals of modernity, progress, and 

nationhood in the aftermath of the Federal War, and had now reached a stage in which 

indigenous culture as represented in the indigenous communities of the rural areas 

was regarded as viable and ultimately compatible with the modern nation-state under 

certain, very specific, conditions that presupposed express changes to the character of 

indigenous culture, alleviating the propensity for vice and excess in order to integrate 

the indigenous population into the national project without requiring the complete 

abandonment of indigenous identity and tradition. Indeed, some indigenous traditions

had come to be valued as a cultural asset to be integrated into national curricula, 

especially those that were viewed as ‘harmless’ and ‘quaint’ folklore: indigenous 

theater, dance, and arts and crafts.51

The trickiness that resides in this proposition in part has to with the fact that 

the resultant more ‘culturally sensitive’ approach was marked by significantly more 

explicit objections to specific aspects of indigenous culture—at least, in the minds of 

intellectuals and politicians—that were in need of transformation or eradication.52 To 

place this in a broader historical perspective, I would make note of the fact that within 

the framework of nineteenth-century notions of indigenous savagery as consisting in 

the absence of culture, there really was no need to specify elements of indigenous 

culture that were objectionable or otherwise undesirable. Much the same can be said 

of the Liberal approach of the early twentieth century, which although it recognized 

51. These had become part of the official curriculum for the indigenous schools and received 
special attention from the Ministry of Education under Géhain: ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador 
de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” f. 52, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes”; ALP/ME “Oficios del Directorato General de Instrucción, 1927,” #258, 30 June 
1927, Adhémar Géhain to José Gutiérrez Guerra: “Folklore,” ff. 1–4. Even folklore, however, 
could stand some improvement according to Géhain: “vale decir entre el pueblo que guarda 
las tradiciones de la raza, y los ingenios capacitados por su técnica para traducir esas 
tradiciones en términos artísticos apropiados a la cultura contemporánea o futura. [It goes 
without saying that between those peoples who guard their racial traditions and those shrewd 
ones technically trained to translate those traiditons into artistic expressions adapted to 
contemporary or future culture].”

52. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 111–157; Mercado, Los problemas de la educación 
rural, pp. 11–12, 23–29; Villarroel, Educación indígena, pp. LXII–LXIV. Also Ann 
Zulawski, “Hygiene and ‘The Indian Problem’: Ethnicity and Medicine in Bolivia, 1910–
1920.” In Latin American Research Review, Vol. 35, No. 2. (2000), pp. 107–129.
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the existence of an indigenous culture, argued that it should be eradicated in its 

entirety to make place for a system of western values and lifeways; in such a broadly 

based program of cultural displacement or assimilation, there was no need to consider 

specific aspects of indigenous culture. In this sense, then, there is a logic inherent to 

the obsessive discussions of the shortcomings of indigenous culture within a context 

of acceptance of indigenous culture as valuable or worthy, since it identifies what 

specific changes are needed to salvage it. Indigenous redemption no longer resided in 

the abandonment of indigeneity, but in the betterment of the indigenous condition 

through a targeted program of cultural improvement.53

The arguments used to promote this type of education, whereby the indigenous 

component of society was in need of cultural and moral improvement to create a 

‘better Indian’54 were profoundly and irremediably racist, but it should be recognized 

at the same time that they represented a significant departure from late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century attitudes, which were marked by a very specific desire to 

completely supplant indigenous culture and traditions. The new approach did not 

reject indigenous culture and tradition outright, seeking rather to tweak it than to 

eradicate it, which in itself constituted a substantial shift in the cultural mind-set of 

educators and intellectuals. What we find is in effect a progression from a standpoint 

that reflected Richard Pratt’s once popular slogan “Kill the Indian, Save the Man,” to 

one in which indigenous culture itself had become regarded as salvageable through 

directed intervention.55 Most importantly, perhaps, was the notion that this 

reorientation of educational goals should also entail the continued rurality of the 

indigenous populace and therewith halt the ongoing cholificación of the urban 

centers.56

If nothing else, it is clear that Bolivian urban society had lost its taste for an 

ongoing project of proletarization of the indigenous masses, enticing them to seek out 

53. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 111–157.
54. ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural; oficios recibidos, 1942,” #75/42, 24 June 

1942, Director del núcleo escolar campesino de Alcatuyo to Vocal de educación indigenal: 
“Culturización.”

55. On American Indian policies and attitudes, see Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: The 
Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880–1920. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1991; 
Jon Allan Reynher and Jeanne M Oyawin Eder, American Indian Education: A History. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006; Michael C. Coleman, American Indian 
Children At School, 1850–1930. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2007

56. Pérez, Warisata, p. 224
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the kind of modern existence exalted in official rhetoric. The rhetoric of this period, 

and more so during the 1930s, reflected this sea-change by emphasizing the 

incompatibility of the Indian with urban life, which was now depicted as confusing 

and full of temptations to which the poor rural migrant had few innate defenses. 

Urbanization could only serve to entice the migrant to a life of vice and depredation,57

while producing a degenerate offspring of urbanized modernity that would serve only 

to threaten the integrity of Bolivian societal development. The prevailing attitude, 

then, had become one that favored maintaining the Indian as Indian and in his natural 

agricultural setting. What education should produce was a better, more productive 

Indian but one who would not claim to be anything other than Indian.

The general notion, then, that official policy at the time of the founding of 

Warisata—and, indeed, afterwards—was still dominated by a push to truly eradicate 

indigenous culture and tradition based on the underlying notion that indigenous ethnic 

identities and cultural uniqueness formed an obstacle to progress and national 

construction is clearly false. Likewise, the idea that the appearance of Warisata should 

be placed within this context of an intellectual and political hostility towards 

indigenous culture and its survival in the emerging nation-state is not tenable in the 

context of changed cultural attitudes. Clearly, even though we can establish that 

official policy in the era of Liberal Party rule had been marked by a profound racism 

that held that the construction of the nation-state hinged upon the ability of the state to 

fully supplant indigenous cultural and ethnic identities in favor of a single modern 

Bolivian one, dominant views had shifted dramatically between the turn of the 

century and the late 1920s, while the notion of a unified and homogeneous nation-

state had been supplanted by a more flexible stance with regard to the place and role 

of the indigenous population in society. It was, admittedly, a flexibility still governed 

by quite profound prejudice and racism but one that nevertheless specifically foresaw 

a place for the Indian within society without a prerequisite for the wholesale 

57. A point reiterated in 1945 by a ministerial official who stated that “los indígenas, cuando 
emigran hacia los centros urbanos, donde llevan una vida de abyección, se pervierten 
mayormente, porque en esos centros encuentran todos los refinamientos de los vicios. [the 
Indians, when they migrate to the urban centers, where they lead a life of depravity, become 
mostly perverted, because in those urban centers they encounter all the refinements of vice].” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”
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abandonment of traditional practices and lifeways. In this new vision of Bolivian 

society, one could indeed be both indigenous and Bolivian simultaneously.

Old	Problems

Even though it is undeniable that the educational system had undergone very 

significant development since the early twentieth century—in essence appearing out 

of nowhere without the aid of the state to any measurable degree—and that as a direct 

consequence of this development the discourse regarding the orientation of the 

educational system in terms of what it should ideally produce in its charges had 

changed quite considerably, it is also true that many of the fundamental problems 

underlying the development of the educational system and in particular with regard to 

the role of the state in it had remained essentially unchanged since the advent of the 

era of Liberal Party rule.58

That is to say, even though intellectuals and policymakers had begun to shift 

away from advocating an approach centered on the wholesale assimilation of the 

indigenous masses in favor of one that would merely counter the supposed 

degeneration of indigenous culture, emphasizing those aspects of indigenous life 

associated with its rurality, the distance between the predominant discourse among the 

urban ruling class and the ability of the state to translate that discourse into a tangible 

reality remained as vast as it had ever been. The state apparatus was by 1930 certainly 

not more advantageously positioned to directly regulate the educational system than it 

had been three decades earlier, and one might even argue that with each new 

indigenous school founded by the communities, its command of the educational 

system shrank correspondingly. That is to say, in short, that even as the rhetoric had 

shifted as a result of the development of an indigenous system of schools, the 

fundamental problems that had long prevented the state from acting on its desire for 

societal transformation through the use of education had remained entirely static, in 

essence rendering the debates with regard to the exact content of the curriculum or the 

ultimate goals of indigenous education in terms of its desired effects for the 

development of rural society, rather futile. 

58. Or indeed before then. See Chapter I.
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Although I have argued rather extensively in the above paragraphs that some 

of the more common assessments of the nature of state policy with regard to 

indigenous education—especially its tendency towards pure assimilationism in the 

North American sense59—are rooted in a telescopic vision of state policy in which it 

is assumed that the intent of ministerial officials had not changed between 1900 and 

1930, we are thus left to wonder to what extent it really matters what the state hoped 

to accomplish, given its absolute inability to translate political and ideological rhetoric 

into practical results in the rural areas, all the while allowing indigenous communities

to operate their schools in almost absolute isolation. Not until the creation of a system 

that could indeed provide a means to implement policy and ideological positions 

taken at the Ministerial level would it truly begin to be relevant what urban elites had 

in mind for their indigenous countrymen—this, as I intend to show, would be 

precisely what Warisata managed to accomplish, which is why it does matter after all.

Moreover, if the state had been unable to address its own failings and 

shortcomings, all of which ultimately came down to a simple lack of funding and the 

subsequent inability to impose its will on uncooperative actors outside of the urban 

centers, it most certainly could not begin to hope to resolve them in the midst of the 

severest financial crisis the country had witnessed since its creation in 1824. It should 

be noted that the global crisis that erupted in 1929 had a particularly dramatic impact 

on Bolivian state coffers,60 given its disproportionate dependence on mineral exports 

for state revenues and the high susceptibility of precisely those exports to the 

industrial output of developed countries. Between 1928 and 1932, the state 

experienced a cataclysmic collapse of revenues from mining, leading to a reduction in 

the absolute size of the budget by no less than 55%,61 a reduction that was neatly 

reproduced in the budget apportioned to the Ministry of Education, which fell from 

some Bs. 5,000,000 in 1928 to Bs. 2,600,000 in 1933.62 Even if ministerial officials

understood perfectly what the main obstacles to educational development were—

59. See Hoxie, A Final Promise for a comprehensive overview of assimilationism in relation to 
the United States and its Indian Policy until the advent of John Collier.

60. The best overview of Bolivian state revenues in the first half of the twentieth century is 
without a doubt Carmenza Gallo’s Taxes and State Power.

61. Gallo, Taxes and State Power, p. 108.
62. Dropping from 5,000,411 Bs in 1928 to 2,625,123.99 Bs in 1933. Volume: ANB, vol. 406 

“Presidencia de la República; Palacio de Gobierno; Correspondencia, Consejo Nacional de 
Educación y Empresas Ferroviarias, 1942”, #174, 29 August 1942, Ministro de Hacienda to 
Presidente de la República: “Presupuestos.”
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which, as I have discussed in the preceding chapters, they did not—they would have 

been completely unable to redress them in any conventional manner. Had the 

construction of new schools not been within the means of the state during the 

financial heyday of the mid-1920s, the 1930s produced a degree of fiscal distress that 

would impede even the most modest of concerted efforts.

It should be noted that even though many of the shortcomings of the 

educational system could not be effectively addressed due to fiscal limitations, the 

realization had begun to set in that the continuous sweeping reformism that had 

literally plagued the development of education throughout the nineteenth century had 

done little to improve matters and had in fact resulted in the very chaos that now 

characterized the system as a whole. Here, an effort was made to decouple the 

administration of education from active politics through the creation in 1930 of what 

became known as the Consejo Nacional de Educación [National Education Council]

(CNE),63 which was to function as an independent and permanent body charged 

directly with the formulation and implementation of educational policy, with the 

notable exception of the universities, which had gained autonomy under the same set 

of reforms.64 It is a fatal irony that this particular reform should be among the first to 

be undone during the next spate of military intervention in 1936 and thus essentially 

amounts to no more than yet another example of incessant reformism, rather than a 

solution to it.65 This is even clearer when we take into consideration that the CNE was 

then promptly re-created in an entirely neutered fashion—without budgetary 

authority—negating the whole point of its creation in the first place, until it was then 

re-abolished several years later.

Nonetheless, in spite of the inability of the state to undertake the large-scale—

or, for that matter, small-scale—construction of schools in the rural areas, an 

educational system of sorts had come into being through the enthusiastic intervention 

of the indigenous communities themselves. The state remained unable to compete 

63. With the exception of the universities, which gained their autonomy in the same reforms. 
Decreto Ley of 25 July 1930, promulgated under the military junta of Blanco Galindo in the 
aftermath of its overthrow of Hernando Siles. See Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, 
pp. 285–299

64. The notion of autonomía universitaria is still cherished in the country's academic circles. See 
Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 285–299.

65. Per decree of 1 July 1936, which reorganized the Ministry of Education and created a new 
Dirección General de Educación Pública to oversee the educational system. Achá, Proceso, p. 
180.
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with them, as the budget still prevented it from actively constructing new schools. It 

could not appoint or replace the teachers, since it did not possess a system of training 

new ones,66 nor did it have the means to provide the teachers with guidance, given 

that no teacher’s manual existed.67 It could not even establish exactly what went on in 

these schools, since it also had no viable system of inspection.

I would argue that these circumstances are not accurately reproduced in the 

majority of the extant literature that has dealt with the founding and importance of 

Warisata. The notion that Warisata appeared amidst an ever-expanding system of 

rural education that served primarily to further the eradication of indigenous culture

and destroy what remained of the ayllus and he cultural heritage they harbored is 

patently false. The educational system had expanded into the rural areas, but this had 

been the consequence of self-motivated indigenous activism and the resulting schools 

existed on a plane far beyond the reach of the state and its educational agenda of 

societal transformation. If nothing else, the indigenous school was above all else an 

indigenous affair that functioned beyond the purview of the Ministry of Education. 

Rather than constituting a means for the state to impose its vision of modernity and 

progress on a victimized population of defenseless indígenas, the indigenous schools

that arose in the aftermath of the Federal War and into the 1920s—and beyond—

amounted to yet another layer of education over which the state had ceded control, as 

it had done previously with the municipal schools, parochial schools, thus adding to 

the bureaucratic and administrative chaos that characterized the educational system.

Until it established a method that would allow it to gain some measure of 

control over the extant schools, any discussion over the potential merit of indigenous 

education as a means of transforming rural society—regardless of the ideological 

underpinnings—would remain rather pointless: it remained no more than merely ins 

Blaue hinein richtungweisen. The primary need of the state, consequently, was for a 

means of establishing some degree of control within the existing indigenous schools

and thus to be able to use them to implement its vision of the future, without requiring 

much—preferably any—investment or resources. 

66. Nor could it successfully identify all of the teachers who worked in the unitarias.
67. The first teacher’s manual was to be introduced in 1947. See Chapter VI.
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An	Of icial	School

There, of course, lies the crux of my argument. At the experimental school of 

Warisata, Elizardo Pérez and his collaborators ultimately managed to create an 

educational model that could effectively address many of these shortcomings, while 

neatly remaining within the confines of official policy as it had developed in terms of 

the state’s desire to ‘improve’ the indigenous condition in a manner that would allow 

the communities to more efficiently contribute to the national good. 

Indeed, continuing along the lines of my earlier remarks regarding the non-

existence of a struggle between ‘official schools’ and the model developed at 

Warisata, I have already indicated that the notion that the escuelas unitarias or 

escuelas indigenales were particularly ‘official’ to begin with is a bit of an 

overstatement given the almost exclusive reign over them by the communities in 

which they operated.68 Certainly, the depictions of the indigenous schools as they 

existed prior to the founding of Warisata as representing a style of education 

characterizable as “formal and academic,” “merely alphabetizing,” and 

“encyclopedic” are rooted in highly idealized visions presented by early twentieth-

century bureaucrats rather than reflecting any of the goings-on in the schools 

themselves.69 Moreover, the suggestion is of course that the institution created by 

Siñani and Pérez and their collaborators was itself somehow ‘unofficial,’ adding to its 

presumed status as a revolutionary institution that stood in solitary opposition to an 

official system bent on the oppression and cultural destruction of its charges.

On the contrary, the famed escuela-ayllu was very much an ‘official school’ in 

that it was created in 1931 not only at the behest of the minister of education,70 but 

68. As I have indicated in the preceding chapter, the terminology used in official documents can 
be confusing in that many overlapping categories of schools existed, none of which at this 
time referred specifically to indigenous schools: the phrase escuela indigenal was used, but 
did not exist as an official category. The term was used largely interchangeably with the term 
escuela unitaria, which although it did not specifically denote an indigenous school, it in 
practice generally was one. The official designation, however, referred only to a school that 
offered less than a full curriculum and had only a single teacher. That is to say that while an 
unitaria was not necessarily an indigenous school, virtually all indigenous schools were 
unitarias, and the majority of unitarias were indigenous. 

69. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 22; Pérez, Warisata, p. 86; Stephenson, Gender and 
Modernity, p. 54.

70. Min. Bailón Mercado. In fact, Pérez was given a sum of cash to help him create the school. 
National Archives and Records Administration–Volle Park Building (NACP), Record Group 
229 (RG229); Office of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA); MLR #87, Records of the 
Department of Information, Education Division (RDIED); General Records relating to Field 
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indeed by a long-time ministerial apparatchik with funding from the minister 

himself.71 The first stone was laid on 2 August 1931 in the presence of provincial 

authorities who had traveled from Achacachi for the occasion.72 Throughout its 

existence, it could count on the active support—including funding—from the 

Ministry,73 which kept a very close watch on the experiment as it unfolded.74 Indeed, 

the profile of the school was sufficiently high that the vice-president of the republic, 

José Luís Tejada Sorzano,75 along with the minister of education, Alfredo Otero, 

visited the school while it was still being constructed in 1932.76 If anything, the 

escuela-ayllu that has long been regarded as a lone voice of justice in a wilderness of 

oppression was by far the most actively supported and supervised indigenous school

in the history of the country, having received a special status within the administrative 

structure of the educational system and having sparked particular interest among 

advocates of indigenous education as a potential model for reform.77

Indeed, the celebrated architect of the school, Elizardo Pérez, was no stranger 

to the peculiarities of the Bolivian educational system, having himself not only been a 

product of it, but a long-time participant in it.78 Pérez graduated from the Sucre 

Normal School and then followed in the footsteps of his fellow alumni, working his 

way up through the ministerial ranks; indeed, very few of the normalistas ever 

became educators themselves. As inspector of indigenous schools, he had become 

keenly aware of the shortages that existed in the schools and the inevitable problems 

with quality control in the absence of formal teacher training, also coming to realize 

the primary obstacle to educational development: the almost complete absence of 

Operations (Field Operations), Box 1175: Bolivia (Bolivia) Map “F2 Bolivia, 7a Special 
Reports” (F2 Special Reports), 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck, “Elizardo 
Pérez,” f. 10.

71. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 69–71; NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 
Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck, “Elizardo Pérez,” f. 10.

72. Adolfo Velasco, La escuela indigenal de Warisata, Bolivia; Escuela de recuperación indígena 
de Caiza, Bolivia; Indios selvícolas bolivianos. Mexico: Departamento de Asuntos Indígenas, 
1940,  p. 21.

73. It paid the salaries not only of Pérez, but also several of his closest collaborators, including 
José and María de la Riva and Juan Velasco. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 18. In 1939, its 
budget consisted of Bs. 424,080. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p.45.

74. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 69–71.
75. He was to briefly become president in 1935 after the military overthrow of President Daniel 

Salamanca. See Klein, Bolivia, pp. 199–200.
76. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 267.
77. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 

“An Experiment in Internationalism,” ff. 4–7.
78. See Pérez’s autobiography. Pérez, Warisata. 
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funding. As someone dedicated to indigenous education, by the late 1920s he had 

assumed the directorship of one of the experimental normal schools that had been 

created since the mid-nineteenth century to demonstrate some particular principle of 

education that had become fashionable at the time. The experimental escuela normal

rural de Miraflores, which Pérez briefly administered, had been created as an 

example of vocational training adapted to the practicalities of rural life as understood 

by planners in the Ministry of Education, and it was the first attempt at the creation of 

a normal school for aspiring indigenous teachers since the last had been closed down 

in the 1920s.79 It was, in fact, in that capacity that he realized the futility of the 

approach chosen. Miraflores, now an organic part of the city of La Paz itself, then lay 

on the fringes of the city, amid the haciendas that still surrounded it; Pérez instead 

proposed to create a new experimental school that would exist in closer proximity to 

the indigenous communities,80 an idea for which he quickly received the blessing of 

Bailón Mercado.81

Pérez was charged with the creation of precisely that, an indigenous school

that would be an integral part of the indigenous community itself,82 and his tenure at 

Warisata was an entirely official one; he was a full-fledged government employee 

throughout the development of Warisata, which was itself regarded very much as an 

official institution. In his account, Pérez actually goes into quite a bit of detail 

describing how he came to found the school in Warisata as opposed to several other 

locations he had weighed and inspected,83 but it is of particular import to note that one 

of the chief attractions at Warisata had been the presence of indigenous educators, 

such as Avelino Siñani and others, who had had experience teaching in indigenous 

schools and were intimately familiar both with the problems in indigenous education

and the needs of the community itself.84 Here he had collaborators who understood 

79. Suárez, Historia, p 319; Fell, “Warisata,” pp. 209–211.
80. In the case of Warisata itself, it would be more appropriate to describe it as an ex-comunidad

which, at the time of the founding of the school, was slowly going extinct as a result of 
encroachment on the part of the surrounding hacendados. Velasco, La Escuela Indigenal, p. 
16

81. Of course, the only detailed account we have of these events is that penned down by Pérez 
himself in his autobiography.

82. Lora, Magisterio del magisterio, p. 271.
83. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 71–73.
84. Indeed, Fell indicates that he had previously visited the school operated by Avelino Siñani. 

Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 210.
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the problem and had seen it first-hand, with whom he could discuss his plans.85 It is, 

rather sadly, entirely unclear how much Siñani and the other indigenous educators 

contributed to the creation of the model implemented at the school.86

While Warisata was certainly not the first experimental school constructed in 

Bolivia to help formulate an answer to the problem of indigenous education, it was 

the first to approach the problem on a much more fundamental level than any of its 

predecessor institutions. Indeed, the single most important difference between Pérez’s 

experimental school and the many escuelas granjas (farm schools), escuelas 

vocacionales (vocational schools), escuelas de trabajo (industrial schools), and

escuelas normales rurales in whose footsteps it followed resided in the fact that its 

primary purpose was not to formulate a brand-new approach to education itself, based 

on whatever ideological wind was blowing at the time, but to create a school that 

could function under the adverse circumstances that had killed each and every 

experimental school of note to date.

That is to say that Warisata was designed specifically to deal with the 

underlying problem that had hampered educational development so far: the failure of 

similar institutions—sometimes within weeks of their creation—that had become so 

utterly predictable due to the severe limitations in terms of financial and material 

support to be expected from the state. Indeed, even if such a school survived—as did 

the equally experimental Sucre Normal School—the means did not exist to apply any 

of the school’s principles and lessons to the daily reality of rural schools, since the 

means to do so did not exist in terms of financing and administration. 

It was important, therefore, that the school be able to function with an absolute 

minimum of resources, while depending—much as the escuelas unitarias had done—

on the contributions of the community for its support and maintenance. At the same 

time, it was considered important to play into the ‘natural abilities’ of the indígena

and to incorporate elements of the indigenous lifeways into the program.87 As such, 

by 1933 the school possessed seven hectares of land—donated by members of the 

community—for the production of crops and the maintenance of livestock, a 

85. Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 210.
86. It is, however, clear that Siñani’s school—which had been maintained by the community as 

was commonly the case—should be regarded as the precursor to Warisata itself. Fell, “La 
irradiación,” p. 210; Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 267.

87. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 30.
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carpentry workshop, as well as a workshop for the production of textiles, one for 

metal working, and a facility for the production of brick.88 Thus, the school managed 

to incorporate all of the elements for vocational and agricultural training—long 

regarded as the future of indigenous society—while each of these sections served a 

particular purpose above and beyond professional training for some future occupation. 

The bricks were used for the construction of the main building, as well as several 

‘pavilions’ that were added later, while the carpentry workshop produced the desks

and chairs needed for the school, the metal workshop produced the beds and other 

necessities, and the agricultural section provided the school with its provisions.89 In 

addition, excess production—agricultural or otherwise—would be marketed and thus 

contribute financially to the school, allowing it a degree of financial independence 

from the perpetually strapped national budget.90

In this sense, the much touted move of the school into the heart of indigenous 

life—certainly one of the principal innovations of Warisata—as opposed to remaining 

on the fringes of the urban centers, where many of the previous experimental schools 

had existed—including, of course, the Indigenous School of Miraflores that had 

originally inspired Pérez to establish Warisata—can also be regarded as a question of 

practicality, in that it was well understood that the existing indigenous schools had all 

been constructed and maintained by the indigenous communities, demonstrating their 

ability and willingness to support education in their very midst. What Warisata had 

done was to duplicate the success of the communal escuelas unitarias by 

incorporating itself within the community to such an extent that it could count on the 

community for its material support.91 In addition, we must recall that according to 

88. Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 211.
89. According to Salazar Mostajo, it was “From each according to his ability,” and even the 

kindergarteners were expected to contribute “fabricando menudos adobes para el gallinero. 
[make small adobes for the chicken coop].” Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 27.

90. Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 71. Pérez himself stated that: “La escuela indígena es una escuela 
industrial, de organización económica autonómica. Debe implantarse en centros que posean 
posibilidades de desarrollo en este sentido [...]. [The indigenous school is an industrial school, 
with an autonomous economic organization. It must be built in centers that possess 
possibilities for economic development in this sense].” Perez, Warisata, pp. 222–227 as 
quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

91. Indeed, far-reaching efforts had been made in order to incorporate the school into the 
community as an organic part of the community itself, not least by the creation of the consejo 
de amautas, an advisory organ populated by community members who were deemed to have 
been “indios respetables, de alta moral y sin vicios” [respectable Indians, with high morals and 
without vice] (Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 40.) who would advise the school and 
essentially act as intermediaries between the community and the school. George Greco of the 



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

175

prevailing views of the indigenous population, any attempt to remove the indígena

from his natural surroundings exposed him to the temptations of modern life, thereby 

undermining the very efforts of indigenous education itself, which should serve to 

preserve the rural nature of the indigenous population, rather than drawing it nearer 

the cities.92

The building itself, erected by Pérez, his collaborators, and countless unnamed 

local indígenas through endless blood, sweat, and tears has been viewed by 

contemporary observers as a monument to the needs of the indigenous people. Carlos 

Salazar Mostajo, who had himself been intimately involved in the project, describes it 

as a monument to the sacrifices made by Pérez.93 Later observers were not so very 

kind: Porter Claxton of the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación [Inter-

American Cooperative Educational Service] (SCIDE)—of which we will learn more 

in later chapters—described it as a “huge [his emphasis] monumental adobe structure, 

or stone and adobe, half completed, with extravagant hand-carved slabs of stone […].

My impression a year ago was that that place was undoubtedly one of the bleakest, 

barest, coldest, most uncomfortable excuses for a school that I had ever seen.”94

The	Theory	of	Warisata

Carlos Salazar Mostajo, who was himself intimately involved in the creation of 

Warisata,95 made a point of emphasizing that the escuela-ayllu was a ‘socialist 

school,’ explaining that it not only celebrated indigenous culture and survival, but also 

sought to instill socialist values of collectivity.96 Of course, this collectivity was and 

remains at the core of the ayllu itself—which is precisely why some authors, such as 

Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación describes it as essentially equivalent to a 
Parent-Teacher Association. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 
Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck, “Elizardo Pérez,” f. 10.

92. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 271.
93. Velasco goes into quite a bit of detail with regard to the construction of the main building. 

Velasco, Warisata mía, pp. 20–27.
94. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948, 

Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, “Disloyal Campaign.”
95. He penned down his experiences in: Salazar, ¡Warisata mía!
96. Actually, Pérez himself occasionally employed the term also in describing the labor of the 

schools. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 169–170.
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Mariátegui, have described indigenous culture as proto-communist97—and we can 

therefore wonder to what extent the collectivity upon which Warisata’s survival 

hinged was ultimately an indigenous or a Marxist influence. Pérez and his colleagues 

seem to indicate the former rather than the latter, and it is noteworthy that collectivity 

was necessary to the survival of the school from the outset. The pay scale, 

nonetheless, reveals something quite different from the socialist ideal by which the 

labor of each individual is regarded as equally important: the vast majority of the 

labor performed in and around the school and fields was provided without 

remuneration by members of the community, while Pérez himself earned almost eight 

times as much as the majority of the paid faculty and staff.98

Given the context and the many discussions on the merits of Warisata as a 

school that incorporated values and ideals that stood in opposition to those of the 

mythical escuelas oficiales, Salazar’s claims do raise an important question: how 

should we regard the philosophy of Warisata? This is an interesting question, also 

when we consider that beyond the tremendous importance attached to the presumed 

pro-Indian nature of the institution, very little analysis actually exists at this time with 

regard to its goals other than general platitudes regarding the liberation of the 

indígena—or indiecitos, as the director of the school’s sister institution at Vacas put 

it—from oppression and exploitation. Exactly how did Pérez cum suis hope to achieve 

what Guillermo Lora described as the “liberación del indio, si por tal se entiende la 

‘solución histórica del problema indígena’?”99

What the creators of Warisata certainly did have was a grandiose vision of the future 

and of the role that the indigenous population should play in the development of the 

nation. What Pérez had in mind was in effect the industrialization of the indigenous 

communities. He stated the ultimate goal of the escuela-ayllu in the 1936 Declaración 

de los principios de la escuela campesina, which laid out the guiding principles upon 

which the school was founded, as follows: 

97. It is noteworthy to point out in this regard that this somewhat complicates the use of the words 
‘comunista’ and ‘comunismo,’ especially in the late nineteenth century, when these terms 
denoted the collectivity of the ayllu and were used to refer to indigenous traditions rather than 
modern Marxist theory.

98. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 45.
99. “Liberation of the Indian, if by that we mean the ‘historic solution to the Indian Problem.’” 

Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 263.
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Nuestro ideal es que los núcleos escolares, apoyados en la 
colaboración de sus filiales, se conviertan en grandes centros fabriles 
que reemplacen la pequeña industria indígena […]100

Likewise, he indicated that:

La escuela indígena es una escuela industrial, de organización 
económica autonómica. Debe implantarse en centros que posean 
posibilidades de desarrollo en este sentido [...]101

The idea was to awaken the spirit of the indígenas102 and to push them towards 

greater productivity and prosperity, transforming the communities into ‘industrial

centers’ and commercially oriented farming communities. 

These were certainly all very lofty goals—though profoundly paternalistic, 

when we consider the amount of cultural ‘improvements’ these men listed as 

prerequisites—and while they painted an image of the kind of rural society Warisata’s 

creators wished to build, they lacked specifics. Indeed, other than such broad 

statements with regard to the need for the liberation of the indígenas, there is very 

little in these documents that would give us much of an idea as to how this utopian 

vision should be made real. The strategy seems to have revolved around hard labor, so 

much so that Carlos Salazar Mostajo stated that “habíamos hecho del trabajo una 

religión.”103 Indeed, the importance of labor and dedication are stressed so often that 

one would be forgiven for thinking that the school’s creators did not think all that 

much about the work ethic of the indigenous community as they had encountered it.104

In effect, we can describe the language employed by Pérez, Salazar, and other 

champions of the escuela-ayllu as consisting of a great deal of platitudes regarding the 

innate nobility of the indígenas, while emphasizing at the same time the amount of 

vice and traditionalism that continued to impede indigenous progress. What does not 

emerge from the writings of these enthusiasts is language relating to the specifics of 

how this labor should be done. In terms of the educational philosophies employed, an 

100. “Our goal is that the school centers, aided with the collaboration of its branch-establishments, 
become great industrial centers that replace the small Indian industry.” Perez, Warisata, pp. 
222–227, as quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

101. “The Indian school is an industrial school, with an autonomous economic organization. It 
must be implanted in regions that possess prospects for development in this sense.” Perez, 
Warisata, pp. 222–227, as quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

102. Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 270.
103. “We had made labor into a religion.” Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 45.
104. Indeed, Toribio Claure, who founded the núcleo escolar campesina de Vacas, modeled 

specifically after Warisata, does specifically make a point of mentioning laziness as one of the 
main obstacles to the advancement of the indiecitos. Claure, Una escuela rural, p. 54. 
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emphasis existed on how things should not be done—lessons learnt from earlier 

experimental schools—and on fairly general principles. Carlos Salazar Mostajo 

describes the main educational goals of the escuela-ayllu as follows:

— Supresión del horario, lo que, lejos de sembrar el desorden, 
facilitaba las labores a un grado asombroso.

— Supresión de exámenes, lo que equivale a eliminar esa carga 
inhibitoria que pesa sobre los niños como una pesadilla anual.

— La co-educación, o sea la educación sin discriminación de sexos, ya 
establecida por Rouma en 1909 pero nunca aplicada a la educación 
fiscal, salvo excepciones. Su consecuencia, el internado mixto, fue 
admitida de modo tan natural en Warisata, que nunca dio lugar a la 
menor nota negativa en la relación entre ambos sexos.

— La reducción del tiempo de escolaridad. Warisata tenía un Jardín 
Infantil, al que ingresaban niños de cuatro a siete años de edad; una 
sección Prevocacional, con tres años de duración, una sección 
Vocacional, también de tres años, y una sección Profesional que, con la 
sección Normal, no tenía un plazo fijo. De esa manera, las dos 
primeras promociones de maestros indigenistas fueron resultado de 
once años de trabajo en la Escuela (además del Jardín Infantil), 
concepción adecuada al medio económico y social del indio, hoy 
olvidada en aras de una supuesta "escuela única" que uniformiza 
arbitrariamente tiempos, programas, organización y finalidades de la 
escuela urbana con la rural.

— El bilingüismo en la enseñanza, que nunca fue problema en 
Warisata como no debe serlo en su aplicación a escala nacional. 

— La formación o educación del espíritu a través del trabajo, 
restablecimiento de la moral aimaro-quechua [sic] en toda su 
dimensión hasta llegar al heroísmo permanente. 

— El desarrollo de cualidades y aptitudes psico-motores mediante la 
plástica, la música y la educación física, problema hasta ahora 
escasamente comprendido por la docencia boliviana.

— La reducción de la carga curricular, suprimiendo todo aquello que 
no correspondiera a las necesidades inmediatas de la vida campesina. 

— La alimentación y la higiene, como bases para un desarrollo mental, 
solucionadas en gran medida con los internados, que tampoco eran 
encierros permanentes, sino lugares de refugio y, de reunión 
compartida con la comunidad.

— Por último, esa decisión heroica, inadmisible en la actual educación 
campesina, de suprimir también las vacaciones anuales, pues siendo 
una empresa de actividad permanente, siendo la vida misma de la 
comunidad, no reducida al aula, no tenía sentido interrumpirla ni un 
solo día. Claro que, de acuerdo a las necesidades del indio en tiempo 
de siembras y cosechas, se daba permiso a los niños para que fueran a 



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

179

colaborar con sus padres; pero las labores educativas, en sí mismas, no 
se interrumpían.105

However, other than indicating that the lesson plans should not be too highly 

regimented, and that a good deal of flexibility was required due to the circumstances 

and conditions of rural life, silence reigned when considering what should be taught 

during contact hours and how it should be taught. The truth is that Warisata’s creators 

spent much more time contemplating what the ideal society should look like and what 

role the indigenous population should play in that society than they did planning how 

to reach those goals. While Pérez and Salazar Mostajo would wax poetic about 

justice, suffering, and the innate nobility of the indígena, their program remained rife 

with generalizations and tired clichés, while severely lacking specifics with regard to 

the educational philosophy and methodology to be employed. The closest that the 

escuela-ayllu came in its 1936 Declaración de principios was in effect to embrace a 

whole array of educational approaches: “Dalton, Montessori, Coussinet, Decrolly, 

Tagore, Tolstoy, Angelo Patri, etc.”106 There were certainly enough options to appear 

impressive, yet also far too many to be at all meaningful. Indeed, by 1940 the director 

105. “—Abolition of the timetable, which, rather than sowing disorder, facilitated our work 
tremendously; — Abolition of exams, which meant eliminating that forbidding load that 
weighs upon children like a yearly nightmare; —Co-education, that is education without sex-
discrimination, already established by Rouma in 1909 but never implemented in state 
education, with exceptions. The result, the co-ed boarding school, was accepted in such a 
natural manner at Warisata, that it never gave rise to the slightest negative note in the 
relationship between the sexes; —Reduction of school time, Warisata had a Kindergarten, that 
children attended between four to seven years of age, a pre-vocational section, of three year 
duration, a vocational section, also of three year’s duration, and a professional section along 
with a normal section, without a set duration. Thus, the first graduations of indigenous 
teachers were the result of eleven years of work at the school (not counting Kindergarten), a 
concept adapted to the socio-economic conditions of the Indian, today forgotten on the altar of 
a supposed ‘unified school’ that arbitrarily standardizes timetables, programs, organization, 
and objectives of the urban school at the expense of the rural school; —Bilingualism in 
education, which was never an issue at Warisata, just as it should not be on the national stage. 
—Spiritual formation or education through labor, reestablishing the Quechua-Aymara morals 
in every dimension until we reach permanent heroism; —the development of psychomotor 
aptitudes and qualities through sculpture, music, and physical education, a problem scarcely 
understood by Bolivian teachers; —Reduction of the curricular load, abolishing everything 
that does not meet the immediate needs of rural life; —Nutrition and hygiene, as a basis for 
mental development, largely resolved by the boarding schools, which were not permanent 
prisons, but places of refuge, and places to gather with the community;—lastly, this heroic 
decision, inadmissible in current rural education, abolishing also the annual vacations, being a 
permanent enterprise, being the life of the community itself, it made no sense to interrupt it 
even a single day. Of course, in accordance with the needs of the Indian at harvest, permission 
was given for children to go help their parents; but the business of education was never 
interrupted.” Salazar, Warisata mía, pp. 269–271.

106. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 35.
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of the directorato de educación indigenal of the briefly reconstituted CNE, Vicente 

Donoso Torres, complained that

La falta de orientación llega al extremo de no existir hasta ahora un 
plan de estudios, quiero decir una distribución científica de materias, 
de actividades de trabajo, menos programas y métodos de enseñanza, 
pues los profesores indigenales improvisados dictan sus lecciones al 
acaso, sin trazarse siquiera un bosquejo de preparación, reduciéndose 
sus afanes a una rutinaria alfabetización […]107

In effect, Pérez’s vision had been quite limited in scope when he embarked on his 

project; his primary motivation consisting of the need to move the indigenous school

into the indigenous communities—something the state had not yet succeeded in 

doing, even if communities themselves had—and to incorporate the school into the 

structure of the communities themselves, thereby permitting it to tap into the very 

same resources that had made the development of the already extant escuelas 

unitarias possible. In essence, Pérez and his collaborators sought to duplicate the 

success of these escuelas unitarias in an effort to bring the state and its resources into 

the communal schools.

At the same time, it is of interest to consider the degree to which even the 

general platitudes that constituted the philosophical basis for the escuela-ayllu can be 

considered revealing with regard to the attitudes shared by Warisata’s architects 

towards the indigenous community and culture it had been created to serve. The 

language employed by Velasco, Claure, Pérez, Salazar, and others deeply invested in 

the development of what was to become the núcleo escolar campesino (NEC) betrays 

a series of preconceptions shared among these men and many of their contemporaries 

107. “The lack of direction reaches such an extreme degree that even now there is no study plan, I 
mean to say a scientific distribution of subject matters, of work activities, and even less of 
teaching programs and methods, so the Indian teachers give their lessons as they please, 
without so much as sketching a lesson plan, reducing their efforts to a routine 
alphabetization.” Bolivia/Consejo Nacional de Educación, El estado de la educación indigenal 
en el país. La Paz: Editorial del Estado, 1940, p. 106. It should be noted that this document in 
particular constituted an absolutely scathing report on Warisata and the other núcleos 
escolares campesinos that was used to close down the Normal School section of Warisata for 
several years. Vicente Donoso Torres, who was vice-President of the Consejo Nacional de 
Educación and was responsible for the publication of the report, in particular has been 
regarded as nothing less than the arch-enemy of Warisata and an enemy of the indigenous 
peoples to boot. In the following chapter, I will indicate that much of the criticism with regard 
to Warisata had been, in fact, fair and that Donoso Torres has been singled out for a great deal 
of unfair criticism for his attack on Warisata. On the lack of educational philosophy, also see: 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism,” ff. 6–7.
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that belie a deep understanding and appreciation for indigenous culture: these men 

envisioned what indigenous society could become, what it could be made into, rather 

than what they actually encountered. 

El indio será educado para vivir en el agro, cultivarlo, impulsarlo, 
enriquecerlo, llevarlo a la expresión máxima de riqueza. [...] 
Suscitaráse pues la formación de un hombre cuyas condiciones
especiales le hagan inconfundible: sobrio, esforzado, alegre, idóneo, 
limpio, sano de cuerpo y de espíritu, dueño de su personalidad y 
sentido de responsabilidad, libre del egoísmo que el hombre atesoró 
para defenderse de las invasiones anegadoras de la esclavitud feudal. 
Hombre de multitud, destinado a constituir en no lejano tiempo la 
unidad del Estado colectivista que haya borrado todos los linderos de 
la ambición punible de los hombres.108

When we look at the official philosophy of Warisata, expressed in the Declaración de 

los principios,109 it is striking that the stated goals of this new model of indigenous 

education that has long been touted as a move away from the assimilationism inherent 

to ‘official education,’ in effect was constructed on the basic premise that indigenous 

culture and society were profoundly broken and backwards.110 It posited that the 

survival of indigenous culture hinged on a process of modernization, improvement of 

the culture itself, and an active effort to combat the many vices that supposedly 

plagued the indigenous communities. In effect, the creators of Warisata regarded 

indigenous society as one plagued by alcoholism, superstition, coca-abuse, 

backwardness, and ignorance, while superficially lauding what they considered the 

more attractive aspects of the indigenous heritage, consisting largely of particular 

traditions that revolve around dance and other ‘positive’ cultural legacies. The goal of 

Warisata was to fix indigenous culture and society and to propel them into the modern 

era, to create a more ‘positive’ force for the good of the nation, a ‘new kind of Indian’ 

108. “The Indian will be taught to live on the land, to cultivate it, to stimulate it, to enrich it, to take 
it to its highest degree of enrichment. We will bring about the formation of a man whose 
special circumstances make him unmistakable: sober, hardworking, happy, apt, clean, healthy 
of body and mind, master of his personhood and his sense of responsibility, free from the 
egotism that the man accumulated so as to defend himself from the overflowing invasions of 
feudal slavery. A man of the masses, destined in short order to become the oneness of the 
collectivist State that has erased the boundaries of man’s punishable ambition.” Perez, 
Warisata, pp. 222–227, as quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

109. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172.
110. Indeed, Pérez himself regarded the comunarios as rather simple folk, describing his reception 

there as that of “algo así como un ser sobrehumano [something like a superhuman being].” 
Pérez, Warisata, p. 79.
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who could more actively and constructively contribute to both the national character 

and the national economy. Indeed, the declaración stipulated that:

Nuestro ideal es que los núcleos escolares […] se conviertan en 
grandes centros fabriles, que reemplacen la pequeña industria indígena
y subviertan de este modo al primitivismo de la vida aborigen por la 
introducción de medios modernos […].111

In fact, when we compare the program outlined in the declaración to that of the 1919 

estatuto, we find that both are essentially built on a very similar understanding of the 

ills facing indigenous society and the manner in which education could and should 

seek to remedy them. To an astounding extent, given the role that has traditionally 

been attributed to Warisata and its architects as a crucial expression of resistance, the 

declaración that expressed the foundation of the philosophy behind Warisata appears 

to reflect the same guiding principles and desired outcome as the estatuto, which 

embodied the very essence of what many have considered an ‘official education’ 

geared towards assimilation and cultural homogenization. In the eyes of advocates of 

the model developed at the escuela-ayllu, indigenous society was no less primitive 

and dysfunctional than it had been in the eyes of the very Liberal reformers who have 

been relentlessly accused of seeking to obliterate the indigenous heritage in the 

Bolivian highlands. As Toribio Claure, the director of Warisata’s sister institution at 

Vacas, put it:

Frente a la realidad desesperante: estatismo, indigencia, pereza, mugre, 
enfermedades y vicios cebados en la masa abyecta y absurda, y por 
otra, el fantasma del terror, de la inhumanidad, del abuso
inmisericorde, del comensalismo humano de los gamonales adherido 
sobre la tullida economía del autóctono idiotizado, hice un balance de 
los recursos inmediatos y de las posibilidades mediatas que podían 
ofrecer la sinceridad, el esfuerzo, el sacrificio y el ideal obrando sobre 
la frialdad del ambiente tan nuestro y tan suicida.112

Speaking directly to the indígenas who inhabited the region served by Warisata, he 

stated:

111. “Our goal is to convert the School Centers […] into great industrial centers, that will supplant 
the small Indian industry and thus dislocate primitivism from aboriginal life by introducing 
modern means.” Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172.

112. “Faced with the despairing reality: stagnation, indigence, laziness, filth, disease and fattened 
vice in the abject and absurd masses, and on the other hand, the specter of terror, of 
inhumanity, of merciless abuse, crippling exploitation by gamonales at the expense of 
aboriginals driven to madness, I balanced the immediate resources y medium-term 
possibilities that sincerity, effort, sacrifice, and the ideal, setting about work in the cold 
environment that is both ours and suicidal.” Claure, Una escuela rural, p. 54.
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Quiero que ustedes [...] mejoren sus condiciones de vida habitando en 
casas cómodas y limpias, durmiendo en catre y cama confortables, 
vistiendo buena ropa, comiendo mejor y más abundantemente.113

In this manner, Velasco indicates that the indígena would thus be

[convertido] de esclavo que es, en un elemento social liberado y apto 
para engrandecer su país mediante su trabajo honrado, su fortaleza 
moral y su pensamiento creador.

Pérez’s vision, and by extension Warisata’s mission, then was to remake indigenous 

society, by placing an emphasis on the confluence between modernization and the 

continued rural nature of the indigenous. Thus, even though Warisata has been 

interpreted by historians as some profound rejection of educational policies bent on 

the annihilation of indigenous culture and society, the reality of the school was rather 

different. To the contrary of a hagiography that depicts the escuela-ayllu as a 

momentous reinvention of educational policy itself, the stated goals of the school’s 

creators in terms of what they intended for the school to accomplish in the indigenous 

communities it would serve fit very neatly within the cultural and ideological 

parameters of established official policy. The founding document and statement of 

principles elaborated at the school elegantly reflected prevailing cultural attitudes that 

regarded indigenous culture as deeply flawed and in need of salvation, while 

advocating a curriculum that was uniquely adapted to the supposedly limited 

intellectual needs and capabilities of the indigenous child and emphasized the 

importance of maintaining him in his ‘natural habitat.’ In other words, the indígena

should do what he had always done, but should be taught to do it better and more 

efficiently.114 In 1937, Pérez stated that the indigenous schools

Deben ser más educativas que instructivas; deben enseñar el cultivo y 
explotación de la tierra, a la que no debe abandonarla jamás el indio: 
deben saber ejercitar los trabajos manuales, para que se abastezca el 
indio a sus necesidades domésticas por sí mismo: deben enseñar, la 
higiene personal y la reforma de su modo de vivir: deben inculcar una 

113. “I want you […] to better your living conditions, living in comfortable and clean houses, 
sleeping in a comfortable bed, wearing decent clothes, eating better and more abundantly.” As 
quoted in Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 265.

114. “[Converted] from the slave he is today to a liberated socialized element, ready to make his 
country great though honest work, his moral strength, and his creativity.” Salazar Mostajo 
writes that one of the main principles at Warisata consisted of the “reducción de la carga 
curricular, suprimiendo todo aquello que no correspondiera a las necesidades inmediatas de la 
vida campesina. [reduction of the curricular load, suppressing all that which does not 
correspond to the immediate needs of peasant life].” Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 70.
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moral práctica: hacer cumplir los deberes de ciudadano, ya como 
elemento productor e integrante de la nacionalidad, o como reformador 
de su propia clase. Enseñar esto es más importante que enseñar a leer y 
escribir.115

The escuela-ayllu sought to remedy the most fundamental problems the state had 

faced in its endeavors to implant a transformative system of education in the rural 

areas, while at the same time directly and actively furthering the goal of indigenous 

betterment. This is hardly surprising, given that the school was very much an official 

institution that counted on the active support of the state, which would not have been 

forthcoming if it had been somehow directly opposed to the state’s goals in terms of 

indigenous education and the manner in which it should transform indigenous society. 

In spite of Salazar’s depiction of the school as a ‘socialist’ undertaking, its philosophy 

was squarely rooted in the visions of indigenous society that prevailed during the last 

years of the Liberal Era:116 that is to say, that it operated from the basic premise that 

indigenous society was sick and degenerate, out of touch with modern life, and 

therefore in need of the guiding hand of the state and its more illuminated agents in 

order to eradicate vice and idleness, to instill modern values of hard work and 

progress, while at the same time emphasizing the importance of the linkage between 

the indigenous and the land and deemphasizing intellectual development, given the 

limited capacity for learning of the target audience.

This, of course, did not run counter to official policy at all. The 1931 decree

that created the new indigenous normal school that was managed by Pérez prior to his 

founding of Warisata stipulated, among other things, that: 

Aparte de estos fines, las escuelas normales para preceptores de 
indígenas formarán profesionales indígenas en algunos oficios o artes 
manuales [...], dándose preferencia a los oficios compatibles con el 
medio en que vive cada alumno, sus inclinaciones, capacidad mental, 
etc., y teniendo en cuenta estos dos aspectos primordiales: a) Buscar el 
resurgimiento de los oficios y artes tradicionales de cada región, b) 

115. “They must be more educational than instructional; they must teach farming and exploitation 
of the land, which the Indian should never abandon: they must know how to perform manual 
labor, so that the Indian can meet his own domestic needs himself: they must teach personal 
hygiene and reform his way of life; they must inculcate a practical morality; make him comply 
with his civil obligations, both as a productive element and integral part of nationhood, or as a 
reformer of his own class. To teach these things is more important than to teach reading and 
writing.” Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 30.

116. Not to be confused with the Era of Liberal Party rule, which ended in 1920. The Liberal Era is 
understood as the era period between the 1880 constitution and the military overthrow of 
1935.
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Que ninguno de los obreros formados en el establecimiento se sienta 
distanciado de la aldea o estancia de donde procede, a la cual debe 
retornar como un factor útil de perfeccionamiento colectivo.117

It is indeed true that for the time, and in the context of earlier visions of a wholly de-

Indianized society, this was a notably progressive stance which allowed for the 

continued existence of the indigenous as neatly indigenous, but it should not be 

confused with some profound appreciation for indigenous society as it existed. 

Warisata, as much as it championed the cause of indigenous rights in the face of 

oppression, exploitation, and encroachment, was still an intensely modernizing 

creation rooted in the firm conviction that indigenous society would perish without 

outside assistance, slowly but surely drinking and drugging itself into oblivion if not 

for the intervention of enlightened ‘superhumans’ who knew better.118

The focus on ‘practical skills’ in agriculture, construction, hygiene, and crafts 

perfectly mirrors what politically dominant society believed the indígenas to be 

capable of, while reinforcing the notion that they belonged in the countryside. The 

117. “Apart from these goals, the normal schools for indigenous teachers will form indigenous 
professionals en some trades and manual arts […], giving preference to those trades that are 
compatible with the environment in which each student lives, with his inclinations, his mental 
capacity, etc. and taking into account these two pivotal aspects: a) To seek the resurgence of 
traditional arts and crafts of each region, b) that none of the trained laborers in the school feel 
alienated from the hamlet or farm he hails from, and to which he must return as an element of 
use to the collective betterment.” Decree of 21 January 1931, as quoted in Lora, Sindicalismo 
del magisterio, p. 231. This somewhat neatly mirrors similar declarations made by Bautista 
Saavedra during his tenure as minister of education under Ismael Montes. In 1914, he 
indicated that “La escuela rural no debe ser alfabética. El problema está en hacer del indio un 
miembro útil en la colectividad boliviana, no instruirle únicamente, ni llevarle a la enseñanza 
primaria superior, porque esto sería un peligro. Con una cultura puramente intelectual, el 
habitante de los campos será un elector manejado por el cacique o corregidor. Hay que 
educarle, y educarle dentro de su medio ambiente, destinarle a sus propias inclinaciones, a que 
cumpla su misión étnica, a que sea obrero de la faena campestre, de la labranza manual. Como 
educación general habrá que inculcarle hábitos higiénicos y antialcohólicos, deberes cívicos y 
capacitarlo para labores agrícolas adecuadas a cada zona geográfica [...]. [The rural school 
must not be alphabetizing. The problem resides in making the Indian a useful member in the 
Bolivian collective, not only educating him nor bringing him to superior primary education, 
because this would be dangerous. With a purely intellectual culture, the rural inhabitant will 
be a voter manipulated by the cacique or the corregidor. We must educate him, and educate 
him in his natural habitat, guide him towards his own inclinations, so that he fulfills his ethnic 
mission of manual labor, so that he will be a worker on the farm. By way of general education 
we must cultivate in him hygienic and anti-alcoholic habits, civic duties and train him for 
agricultural labor appropriate for each geographic zone].” Mensaje del Presidente 
Constitucional de la República, La Paz, 1914, as quoted in Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, 
p. 201.

118. Eusebio Reyes Beltrán, director of the NEC of Llica wrote in 1944 that “Los vicios son: el 
alcohol y la coca. [The vices are: alcohol and coca].” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; 
Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes 
Beltrán to Toribio Claure: “Respuesta a Circular 2/44.”
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rejection of ‘encyclopedic’ teaching reflects the outright rejection of the notion of the 

indígena as even potentially intellectually capable; in fact, quite a few instances exist 

in the public record where it was argued that esoteric subjects such as literature, 

among others, would be a complete waste of time, as the indígena would never have 

any use for it because his destiny was a life of manual labor, whether in industry, 

mining, or agriculture. The heavy emphasis on hygiene and sanitation indicate the 

degree to which the indígena was regarded as filthy, while a separate emphasis on the 

struggle against the ‘Indian Vices’ of alcoholism, drug abuse, and superstition 

illustrates the belief in his weakness and susceptibility to worldly temptation.

Ultimately, of course, we can look, as has been traditionally the case, on the 

formulation of Warisata’s educational program as a celebration of indigenous cultural 

values and traditions, but we can also regard it as demonstrating a belief in the 

indígena as less capable, both morally and intellectually, and therefore in need of a 

specialized curriculum. According to Pérez, his indigenous charges viewed him as a 

‘super-human being,’ and his program was dedicated to the creation of a more 

responsible, clean, healthy, and productive individual than the modern-day indígena

he saw around him.119 In other words, is program was completely in line with official 

policy as it had been created and with the general attitude of the politically and 

intellectually dominant segment of Bolivian society. The great difference was that it 

could now be implemented in an entire group of schools, overseen by the 

“superhuman being” himself.

In fact, there is something very fundamentally anti-cultural about the position 

taken by Pérez and his collaborators. In choosing to emphasize practical skills such as 

agriculture and craftsmanship while foregoing purely academic subjects, they 

indicated that academic subjects could not possibly benefit the indígenas; Pérez and 

his collaborators would plan the transformation of indigenous society and lifeways 

according to how they perceived the flaws and weaknesses of indigenous society. 

Academic subjects centered on knowledge that could not reasonably be obtained any 

other way than through schooling were set aside in favor of a program to reform the 

manner in which the indígenas practiced agriculture and engaged in their daily 

activities. That is to say, not only would general knowledge be wasted upon the poor 

119. Pérez, Warisata, p. 79.
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indígenas, but the way they engaged in their daily lives was all wrong, too. Who 

better than a set of urban mestizo intellectuals and professionals to teach the colonos

and comunarios how to work the land that they had successfully tilled for perhaps 

more than a thousand years?

The indígena should be liberated as much from oppression and exploitation as 

from his own weaknesses and shortcomings, or to put it in Pérez’s words: 

[…] hacer hombres de los que hoy sólo son esclavos, esclavos no tanto 
de los gamonales—que por otra parte lo son—, cuanto esclavos de su 
rutina, de su atraso y de su mentalidad estratificada.120

This was, of course, a tremendously paternalistic approach to the Indian Question, by 

yet again pointing to the indigenous communities themselves as the main source of 

the problem. The solution was to improve the indigenous work ethic, since only 

through honest and hard work would the indígena ever progress. The liberation of the 

indígenas was to be a labor that involved protection against local powers that had 

genuinely ill designs on their communities, but it would also require the remaking of 

indigenous society, the improvement of the indigenous condition, and the extinction 

of a variety of vices that plagued the highly susceptible indígenas. The survival of 

indigenous culture and society required the gently guiding hand of a superior or “ser 

sobrehumano,” as Pérez himself expressed it.121

True	Innovation

Warisata was very much a transformative project that sought to use education in an 

effort to introduce profound change in indigenous society. It was a celebration of 

indigenous identity and culture only to the point where it celebrated what its founders 

imagined indigenous society might become and what it had been in the very distant 

past. Its protection of the indigenous population was an ultimately paternalistic affair, 

a reality that is not reflected in the praise that has been heaped on the institution and 

its founders by historians and anthropologists. 

120. “To make men of those who are now mere slaves, slaves not so much of the gamonales—
which they also are—but rather slaves of their drudge, their backwardness, and their stratified 
mentality.” Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 43.

121. “Superhuman being.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 79.
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The revolutionary nature of the escuela-ayllu very clearly did not reside in its 

pro-Indian program or philosophy. As I have indicated, the goals of indigenous 

education as envisioned by Pérez were very much in line with official policy. Indeed, 

Pérez would eventually graduate to formulating indigenous policy as director general 

de educación indigenal y campesina in 1937, the position from which he penned his 

response to complaints made by the Sociedad Rural Boliviana (Bolivian Rural 

Society).122 The notion that Warisata ran counter to official policies and prevailing 

cultural attitudes is simply rooted in a vision that assumes that the opinions of 

Liberals in the early twentieth century were carried over wholly into the 1930s.

Nor did Warisata represent a deep appreciation for indigenous culture itself. 

Even though the school was the first state-funded institution of significance to have 

been created in the heart of the indigenous community, it still operated from the basic 

premise that the indígenas themselves were in dire need of ‘correction’ and 

modernization. Regarded as filthy, lazy, and unproductive, the aim of indigenous 

education as Pérez and his followers and colleagues saw it was still to combat the 

indigenous condition as they had encountered it:

Y de aquí que nuestras escuelas no persiguen hacer su progreso a base 
de la resucitación retórica de los símbolos arcaicos de la vida indígena, 
enseñando a las nuevas generaciones a amar la wifhala de los kollanas, 
la agresividad magestuosa [sic] del cóndor, y todos los demás símbolos 
de la literatura aymara [sic]; amar los instrumentos rudimentarios con 
que el indio rotura las tierra desde épocas inmemoriales; es decir; 
nuestra escuela no es tradicionalista, sino nacionalista; desea hacer de
las nuevas generaciones indígenas generaciones que se preparen 
resueltamente a ingresar en el camino de la Civilización y no a 
restaurar el imperio indígena dé Tiahuanacu, cuya grandeza no 
pertenece a las verdades históricas sino a la leyenda o a la arqueología, 
pues esta grandeza es anterior a los Incas, que estos al hablar de ella 
decían que se había realizado en épocas inmemoriales. […] Sólo deseo 
hacer ver las consecuencias y prácticas que esta orientación pudiera 
deducir:—La wifhala que deben amar los indios y los no indios en 
Bolivia es la tricolor de la autonomía, la tricolor de Ballivián, de 
Abaroa y de Pabón; la agresividad que deben imitar los jóvenes indios 
no es la del cóndor sino la del hombre instruido, conocedor de sus 
deberes y por tanto deferente con las leyes y con las autoridades que 
representan esas leyes; y los instrumentos de labranza que deben 
exaltar no han de ser aquellos rudimentarios, por más que hasta hoy se 

122. In Pérez, Orientación agrícola.
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los use; porque con ellos Bolivia nunca va a ser un imperio como 
Tiahuanacu sino que no saldrá de su atraso vergonzoso de hoy.123

Nevertheless, even if we can consider some of the positions taken by Pérez, Salazar, 

and Claure in particular as somewhat distasteful by the standards of the early twenty-

first century, it is certainly true that the escuela-ayllu was to have a tremendous 

impact on the development of indigenous education in Bolivia, and indeed even 

beyond the country’s borders. It is particularly interesting to note that the most 

transformative aspect of the school, the one aspect that more than any other would 

guide the transformation of education in the rural areas, was unforeseen by Pérez and 

had not been an integral part of its initial design. 

For the first years of its existence, Warisata had remained a relatively 

simple—though effective—experimental school that served its particular communities 

and those individuals who were close enough that they could attend it on foot. As 

news of its program spread, however, outlying communities began to request 

assistance in the creation and management of their own schools,124 leaving Pérez cum 

suis to ponder how to extend the reach of the experimental school without having 

access to decent teachers. The fundamental problem that had long kept the state from 

implementing any of the principles of the experimental schools that had come and 

gone had remained unchanged, after all. In effect, the school was presented with 

essentially the same problem that had long hampered the state in its approach to the 

problem of indigenous education, having the desire to provide educational resources, 

but lacking the teachers and funding to do so. 

123. “And thus let our schools not seek to make their progress based on the rhetorical revival of 
archaic symbols of indigenous life, teaching the new generations to love the wiphala 
[indigenous flag] of the Kollas, the majestic energy of the condor, and all the other symbols of 
Aymara literature or to love the rudimentary implements with which the Indian ploughs up the 
land since times immemorial; that is to say, our school is not traditionalist, but nationalist. It 
desires to make the new generations of Indians into generations that prepare themselves with 
resolve to enter the path of Civilization and not to restore the indigenous empire of Tiwanaku, 
the greatness of which does not belong to historical truths but to legend or archaeology, since 
those who speak of it say that it had been created in times immemorial. […] I only wish to 
make it clear what the consequences and practices of this direction could entail:—the wiphala 
that the Indians and non-Indians must love is the flag of our sovereignty, the flag of Ballivián, 
Abaroa, and Pabón; the energy they must emulate is not that of the condor, but that of the 
educated man who knows his duties, and is therefore deferent to the law and to the authorities 
who represent the law; the farm tools they must extol must not be those primitive ones, even 
more so because they are still used today; because with them, Bolivia will never be an empire 
like Tiwanaku but will not emerge from its shameful backwardness of today.” Pérez, 
Orientación agrícola, p. 41–42.

124. Ernest E. Maes, “Los núcleos escolares campesinos y el desarrollo de la educación de la 
educación rural en América Latina.” In. Educación Boliviana III/2 (1955), pp. 2–25: pp. 4–7.
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This left Pérez and his collaborators with a serious problem: they could remain 

within the limits of their funding and original mission and ignore these requests for 

assistance, once and for all proving that the scope of the type of education that 

Warisata offered would remain limited in the same way as it had been for all the 

earlier failed experiments, or they could offer material and financial assistance, and 

thereby sap Warisata itself of its precious resources and thereby doom the experiment. 

The very notion behind Warisata had been a grandiose vision of societal 

transformation, and here they found themselves confronted with a challenge: could 

they make good on their promise, or would their efforts be as limited and their 

promises as hollow as ever before?

The solution to the problem was hammered out in cooperation with the 

Minister of Education: Warisata was to be transmogrified from a simple escuela 

experimental (experimental school) into a brand-new institutional category known as 

the núcleo escolar campesino (NEC).125 Under this new designation, the school itself 

was transformed into the administrative heart of a larger body consisting of multiple 

schools, the former known as the escuela matriz (mother school) or escuela central

(central school) and the outlying former escuelas unitarias would become escuelas 

seccionales (sectional schools) under the direct administrative control of the escuela 

matriz. The director of Warisata now became the director of the NEC and as such was 

placed in charge of both the escuela matriz and the escuelas seccionales. In this 

manner, the communities that had requested assistance could be incorporated into the 

body of the NEC simply by adding extant escuelas unitarias to it.126

It was a brilliant concept that paradoxically at once decentralized 

administrative jurisdiction by removing the escuelas unitarias from the direct control 

of the state—which had never possessed the capacity to exercise its authority in any 

meaningful way to begin with—and re-centralizing it in the hands of the much 

smaller escuelas matrices, which were physically nearby and possessed some of the 

scarce resources so badly needed: it had certified normalistas, a budget, and expertise 

125. Maes, “Los núcleos escolares campesinos,” p. 6.
126. Larson notes that the structure of the NEC was strikingly similar to the so-called colonia 

escolar (school colony) envisioned in the 1919 estatuto, foreshadowing the NEC in that this 
colonia was to consist of a central school (solar) and a number of satellite schools organized 
around it. Pérez, however, paints a picture of the gradual development of Warisata that does 
not refer to this prior utopian model. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 189–190.
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gained over the course of the experiment. This meant that the administration of these 

schools now rested with a very local state institution that could effectively exercise 

control over them due to its very proximity and knowledge of the surrounding areas.

The ingenuity of the solution resided in the fact that this model allowed the 

schools to stretch scarce resources to their absolute maximum potential benefit. In one 

fell stroke of the pen, upon the invention of the NEC, a solution had been found for 

the most fundamental problem in the state’s efforts to bring education to the 

indigenous masses and indeed to establish some degree of control over the existing 

escuelas unitarias. As I have reiterated several times, the most basic obstacle to the 

development of an indigenous educational system overseen by the state had always 

been a lack of resources: there were no teachers to teach in these schools, nor was 

there a system of supervision that could even conceivably offer a credible level of 

guidance and correction to existing schools, nor was there a viable system of 

distribution of as yet non-existent teaching materials. The creation of the NEC and its 

implementation at Warisata resolved some of the most fundamental of these issues by 

physically transplanting administrative and organizational functions into the 

indigenous communities by concentrating them in the escuela matriz, which had been 

furnished with some of the basic resources needed.

To further optimize its use of scarce resources, a decision was made to attempt 

a separation of functions between the escuelas seccionales and the escuela matriz in 

that the latter would be responsible for imparting more academic subjects that 

required teachers with a higher degree of learning, whereas the former would be 

tasked with agricultural and pastoral training, as well as the application of learnt 

lessons in daily practice, for the children of the local communities they served. In this 

manner, a single normalista could reach a much larger audience than merely that of 

the community surrounding the escuela matriz itself, while mere reinforcement of 

applicable skills would take place at the seccional, thereby unburdening the teachers 

of the escuela matriz. Any significant problems at the level of the escuelas 

seccionales could be quickly uncovered and effectively addressed.

The effect of this transformation went far beyond issues of inspection and 

teaching methodologies. This centering of educational authority around a single 

escuela matriz, allowing it to take responsibility for the curriculum and giving it a 
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means to implement and enforce it locally, also had the effect of achieving something 

that had never before been possible in the absence of viable methods of distribution of 

didactic materials: the much sought-after and highly elusive unificación de enseñanza, 

or the standardization of teaching methods and practices, even if only on a regional 

scale.127 Meanwhile, the escuelas seccionales would be required to adapt to the model 

of communal collectivity that had been developed at Warisata—as I have indicated, 

mirroring already extant practices of the escuelas unitarias—and use learned skills in 

agriculture and craftsmanship to support themselves, using the marketing 

infrastructure of Warisata to bring its produce to market and thereby generate the 

resources needed to sustain them. In this manner, the addition of the soon-to-be-

former escuelas unitarias did not place much of an extra financial burden on Warisata 

or, more significantly, on the budget that had been allotted it when it was still just an 

experimental school. This in turn, of course, means that this budget for the escuela 

matriz now covered a quickly expanding amount of schools—reaching a total of 

thirty-four at its peak, including the escuela matriz itself. 

What the NEC of Warisata constituted was, without a doubt, the most 

efficient use of abysmally scarce resources imaginable, allowing the flourishing of an 

educational model amid the direst of circumstances. It aimed to produce its own 

foodstuffs, trained its own support staff, and depended on the labor of the community 

to construct its buildings and fields, to a large extent even depending on the 

community to provide the land it needed to accomplish these feats. At the same time, 

by concentrating certain academic areas within a single central location, it could 

stretch the use of a handful of trained individuals without necessarily needing to 

immediately supply normalistas to all of the schools that it oversaw. Furthermore, by 

concentrating the most highly trained individuals available in the escuela matriz, it 

had the opportunity and ability to offer training to the many teachers that worked 

under its expanding umbrella, allowing a gradual improvement of the quality of 

teachers in the escuelas seccionales. 

The administrators at the escuela matriz had both the knowledge and ability to 

offer supervision to all of the schools within its system from this one central location: 

all of the escuelas seccionales and their teachers were known entities and close 

127. Warisata was, at its peak, to have 33 escuelas seccionales.
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enough by that they could be regularly inspected, thereby resolving the problem faced 

by inspectors in previous decades, who had been unable to locate many of the schools 

within their jurisdiction and certainly did not have the means or the time to regularly 

visit even those schools known to them. At Warisata, when problems arose, it was 

relatively easy to intervene on short notice, whereas inspectors in other zones had 

very little ability to resolve any of the many problems they frequently encountered. 

Not	What	It	Seems

Pérez accomplished something tremendously important, even if he was hardly an 

advocate for full indigenous equality. Warisata would indeed continue to inspire the 

almost complete transformation of indigenous education in Bolivia, the reach of the 

model extending far beyond Bolivian national borders in the years after the 

transformation of the experimental school into the very first núcleo escolar 

campesino. Indeed, my observations with regard to Pérez’s philosophical inclinations, 

and especially his somewhat negative view of indigenous society and culture, should 

not be regarded as a denigration of the tremendous effort he made on behalf of 

indigenous education. It would be a clear anachronism and an injustice to judge the 

man and his accomplishments by the perhaps more enlightened standards of today. 

When he founded Warisata, his vision for the future was certainly quite progressive.

At the same time, it is important to make explicit note of the fact that the 

standards by which Warisata itself has been judged in the existing literature are 

problematic given the realities of the institution and how it came into being. Its 

creation most certainly was not an act of indigenous resistance to an evil program of 

assimilationism wrought upon defenseless communities by a wicked state through its 

agents in ‘official schools.’ In fact, there had never been an indigenous school more 

official than Warisata—though there had been some that had been as official, such as 

the failed school at Miraflores that eventually drove Pérez to undertake his most 

celebrated endeavor—and the school that resulted from this effort was in every 

imaginable way an institution supported and ultimately controlled by the state. In 

fairness, Warisata should no more be considered an act of resistance than any 
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government sponsored public demonstration in the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea. 

Not only was the school an integral part of ‘official education,’ but it indeed 

embodied the very principles that guided public discourse on the place and role of the 

indigenous population, offering administrative reforms and programs premised on the 

basic notion that indigenous culture was in dire need of repair, and that the 

communities themselves were plagued by ignorance, primitivism, and vice. The 

rhetoric surrounding the school may have referred over and again to the validation of 

the indigenous cultural heritage, but the reality validated only a very narrow subset of 

behaviors and traditions deemed sufficiently harmless by the school’s architects, 

including dance and song along with artesanía (craftsmanship), while adamantly 

rejecting a whole slew of traditions and behaviors judged noxious and presupposing a 

predilection towards immorality, laziness, stupidity, and substance abuse. To Pérez, 

indigenous society was defective and the indígena himself his own worst enemy, as 

much to blame for his state of misery and backwardness as the gamonales who 

exploited him. What he championed was not indigenous culture and its survival, but 

its transformation and incorporation within the broader fabric of Bolivian nationhood.

Viewed within a modern context—which would admittedly constitute an 

anachronistic misreading—the language of Warisata’s founders and most fierce 

advocates echoed an entrenched legacy of repugnant racial and cultural prejudice. Of 

course, the fact that this institution is still regarded as the epitome of cultural 

resistance and forward thinking by most scholars fits within a tradition in which many 

Bolivians themselves still regularly base their assessment of the ‘national character’ 

on the profoundly misanthropic and deeply racist teachings of Alcides Arguedas’s 

1909 Raza de Bronce,128 which features high still on the list of readings in public high 

schools and escuelas normales.129

Nevertheless, the establishment of Warisata altered the course of educational 

development, not only in Bolivia but far beyond its borders, as its revolutionary 

organizational structure was adopted by neighboring countries such as Peru, but 

carried also to faraway countries with similar demographic structures such as 

128. Salmón El espejo, pp. 77–80; Zayas, La novela indigenista, pp. 31–33. Also, Francovich, El 
pensamiento, pp. 54–74, and 93–100

129. Aurolyn Luykx, The Citizen Factory: Schooling and Cultural Production in Bolivia. Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1999. 



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

195

Guatemala, in particular through the oddly secretive intervention of the United States

and its wartime development agencies such as the Institute of Inter-American Affairs

(IIAA)—of which we shall learn more in the following chapters.130 In this particular 

and specific sense, there is no argument that Warisata was revolutionary: it created a 

model that was specifically adapted to the fabric of Bolivian rural society while at the 

same time offering a solution to the financial and administrative problems that had 

until then hampered the development of the indigenous school and forced the state to 

actively distance itself from the operation of the schools that had appeared throughout 

the countryside in the preceding decades.

It is important to stress again that this school was very much a state-sanctioned 

school that was much more a part of the state’s educational bureaucracy than any of 

the escuelas unitarias had ever been. This particular fact would come to be 

immensely important in the years after the initial creation of Warisata, as the model 

pioneered there by Pérez and Siñani was spread through the countryside. Whereas the 

escuelas unitarias had in theory been institutions that pertained to the state, the núcleo

was so in actual fact and remained within the reach of government officials who could 

not only locate the school but exercised real power over its operations. This is not a 

minor detail: there had never before been any institutions of the central state at all that 

had successfully penetrated the rural communities, and now that such an institution 

existed, it would alter the manner in which the relationship between the communities 

and the state was to develop.

Ideologically, however, it was not quite as far a stretch as has popularly been 

imagined. Here, too, the emphasis on arts, crafts, and vocational skills stemmed from 

a belief that the indigenous population had no need for an abundance of intellectual 

stimulation and development, and that it should not aspire to much more than its rural 

existence, even if that could be made ‘better.’ There certainly was an element of 

liberation from oppression, but that was aimed quite squarely at the abuses of 

landowners and other members of the rural elites: to lessen the power of the rural 

elites, however, was to transfer power to the central state rather than to the 

communities themselves. In this vein, it is of interest to note that even though the 

130. See Marten Brienen, “Histoire secrète d’une présence étrangère dans l’éducation rurale 
bolivienne, 1944–1956.” In Histoire et Sociétés de l’Amérique Latine vol. XII/2 (2000), pp. 
29–49.
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involvement of the members of the communities in the school itself—through the 

council of amautas131—has been touted as evidence of indigenous empowerment 

through the school, it is generally overlooked that the school itself gained tremendous 

power over the community as a whole and that this power would grow exponentially 

in the years after the Chaco War (1932–1935).

This, however, does not in any way diminish Pérez’s accomplishments at 

Warisata or the significance of the escuela-ayllu. It merely means that we need to 

carefully examine and assess what those accomplishments were and how they 

contributed to the development of the educational system as well as to the 

development of the indigenous communities. What Warisata constituted was a means 

for the state to effectively and efficiently penetrate communities that had long 

remained far beyond its sphere of influence, allowing for the construction of some 

new schools, but also for the standardization of teaching methods and goals in extant 

ones. Over the years, the núcleos would include an ever increasing array of 

government services never before seen in the rural areas, while a means had now been 

implemented to actively oversee the labor of the schools and to peer inside rural areas 

to determine the conditions of life and the needs of the indigenous population. 

Ultimately, the most salient aspect of Warisata, the one aspect that would help 

cement it at the very heart of the development of indigenous education, was the fact 

that it was repeatable. Its dependence on collective labor, shared between faculty, 

staff, students, and other members of the community, allowed it to function with an 

absolute minimum of support from the state. Other experimental schools had either 

failed outright, or could not be repeated—the Sucre Normal School being the most 

significant example thereof—which necessarily limited their scope and impact on the 

development of the educational system. Warisata’s promise lay in the fact that it 

placed very few demands on the structure and resources of the state, creating much of 

what it needed on the spot and otherwise stretching scarce extant resources to their 

absolute limit, while contributing very significantly to the ability of the state to 

establish control over existing schools and reach deep into the heart of indigenous 

communities from which it had previously been shut off. In contrast to the 

131. In this case, community elders who were consulted on matters of significance to the school 
and essentially acted as the intermediaries between the school and the community. Pérez, 
Warisata, pp. 82–83.
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achievement in Sucre, what had been accomplished at Warisata could also practically 

be done elsewhere without demanding more than was available from the state.

Sadly, perhaps, it has been the almost exclusive focus on the cultural meaning 

of Warisata and its role as the locus of education-as-resistance that has obscured the 

true significance of the school. In the following chapters, I will show how the model 

developed in this community by Siñani, Pérez, and their many collaborators, would 

utterly transform the reality of indigenous education, even if not necessarily in the 

manner imagined by many observers.
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Chapter	V:
The	Nuclear	Age	Begins

The	Legacy	of	Warisata

The history of Warisata and the model it spawned coincides neatly with a period of 

unprecedented political instability. Its creation came on the heels of the most severe 

economic crisis the country had ever faced, and it coincided with the outbreak of the 

Chaco War (1932–1935),1 which devastated the country and precipitated the collapse 

of the political system originally established in 1880.2 At the same time that Warisata 

became the first núcleo escolar campesino, the political fortunes of the country were 

marked by the military overthrow of José Luís Tejada Sorzano, himself installed by 

the military in 1935 while serving as vice-President under the much reviled President 

Daniel Salamanca, and the establishment of the first permanent military junta since 

1. On the Chaco War, see Brienen, Military Socialism, pp. 37–57; Klein, Bolivia, pp. 188–201; 
Tomás Guillermo Elío, La paz del Chaco: una decisión política. La Paz: Los Amigos del 
Libro, 1988; D.H. Zook, The Conduct of the Chaco War. New York: Bookman Associates, 
1960; Julio C. Saracho Calderón, Una ráfaga en la historia de la guerra del Chaco. Potosí: 
Editorial Urquizo, 1980; Alejandro Mazacotte, Ensayo sobre la guerra del Chaco, 2 volumes. 
Asunción: Ediciones Mediterráneo, 1984. Although the Chaco War is generally understood to 
have ended on 14 June 1935, that date really only marks the signing of the armistice 
agreement. A peace agreement was not signed until 21 July 1938 (see Brienen, Military 
Socialism, p. 87) and even then only because the Paraguayans had been placed under 
tremendous pressure by the international community to end the conflict. The French envoy 
noted that the new Paraguayan government had been warned that “s’il s’obstinait à rendre 
impossible la solution du conflit, il serait l’objet d’hostilité de toute l’Amérique et risquerait 
peut-être même son existence indépendente au cas d’une nouvelle guerre, au cours de laquelle 
toute aide serait refusée [if it continues to obstinately obstruct a solution to the conflict, it will 
become the object of hostility from all of the Americas and may even risk its own independent 
existence in case of a new war, during which all aid would be refused].” Archives du 
Ministère des Affaires Étrangères de la République Française (AME), Série Amérique 1918–
1940, Sous-Série Bolivie (Bolivie), vol. 20, f. 119, 26 July 1938, Pierrotet: “armistice.” In this 
work, I will honor the traditional understanding of the Chaco War and consider the armistice 
agreement as its conclusion. For a broader understanding of the effects of war on the Latin-
American nation-state, see: Miguel Angel Centeno, Blood and Debt: War and the Nation-
State in Latin America. University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002.

2. Brienen, Military Socialism and Marten Brienen, “Bolivian Liberalism towards its End.” In 
Latinoamerikanskiy istoritcheskiy almanakh, 1/1 (1999), pp. 79–107.
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1880, marking the end of the Liberal Era and beginning a process of unparalleled 

political chaos that eventually sparked the 1952 Bolivian National Revolution.3

The period of the Chaco War and the final throes of the Liberal Era4 witnessed 

the creation of Warisata, and its transformation into the very first NEC inaugurated a 

period of experimentation with this new model for indigenous education. The NEC, as 

I have shown, had been designed to accomplish several things: first, it removed state-

run indigenous schools and teacher training from the fringes of the urban centers and 

into the indigenous communities themselves; second, it created a school that would in 

large part be self-supporting and depend more heavily on the local community it 

served than on the active financial support of the state; finally, it resulted in a model 

that would incorporate existing escuelas unitarias within the structure of the NEC and 

therewith bring them under the control of the escuela matriz, which was itself under 

the control of the state.

The first implementation of this brand-new class of schools—the NEC was, 

after all, an official designation in precisely the sense that the escuela indigenal had 

never been—proved promising enough that even amid the chaos of war, political 

upheaval, and financial crisis an effort was made to expand the NEC from Warisata

into new areas, and indeed two new NECs were created even as the war raged on: the 

NEC of Caquiaviri was created in 1934 and that of Caiza “D” in 1935.5 Caiza “D,” it 

should be noted, was founded by none other than Raúl Pérez, the brother of the much 

more celebrated Elizardo,6 after having been intimately involved in Warisata between 

1931 and 1934.7 These initial institutions, however, were all three still considered 

highly experimental, and the creations of Caquiaviri and Caiza “D” were but a first 

step in the attempt to recreate what had been done at Warisata in new locations.8

3. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 193–201; Gotkowitz, A revolution, pp. 101–114; Brienen, Military 
Socialism, pp. 54–57; Klein, Orígenes de la revolución, pp. 231–262.

4. Not to be confused with the Era of Liberal Party Rule.
5. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 117. Caquiaviri was located in the department 

of La Paz, and Caiza “D” in the province of Linares of the department of Potosí. The former 
was, like Warisata, an Aymara speaking region, whereas the latter was a Quechua speaking 
region.

6. Caquiaviri was the creation of Alfredo Guillén Pinto. Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, p. 117.

7. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 261.
8. It should be noted that there exists a tendency to depict Warisata and Caiza “D” as examples 

of a neatly pro-Indian kind of education, whereas Caquiaviri has been dismissed as the “anti-
Warisata” due to its supposed tendency to “[…] amestizar la población indígena por una 
educación que tienda a acercar sus modelos y prácticas de vida a los occidentales” [turn the 
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After the military coup d’état that brought the so-called Military Socialists to 

power in 1936, however, the model would have to prove its usefulness and viability 

on a much broader scale and show whether it really had the capability of slowly 

transforming the system of indigenous education. In this sense, the period of Military 

Socialism9 marks the transition of the NEC developed at Warisata from an 

experimental stage to one of wide-scale implementation as it became the new norm in 

indigenous education.

The fact that this transition occurred during the short-lived regime of the 

Military Socialists is not coincidental and in effect had a direct impact on the manner 

in which it was implemented as well as on the shape it took. It is in part for this reason 

that it is regrettable that Military Socialism itself has remained somewhat unexplored 

and ill-understood.10 The ideological leanings of the Military Socialists as well as the 

timing of this process of what has been described as ‘nucleation’11 or 

‘nuclearization’12—i.e. the creation of an ever-growing contingent of NECs out of the 

extant escuelas unitarias—were significant in that they determined how the process 

of educational reform took place and what it was meant to accomplish in the long run.

The uncertainty surrounding Military Socialism itself is largely due to the fact 

that the leaders of the 1936 coup d’état—Germán Busch Becerra and Dávid Toro

Ruilova—purposefully obscured their political leanings in order to maintain the 

neutrality of the country amid the growing tensions in Europe. The most common 

interpretation of this period has been a rather generous analysis that has been focused 

indigenous population into mestizos through an education that tends towards western practices 
in its models and life ways].” Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 214. The negativity surrounding 
Caquiaviri and its founder, Guillén Pinto, is the result of an attack leveled by Elizardo Pérez 
against the school on largely personal grounds. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 228–232. In actual fact, 
there was fairly little to distinguish Warisata and Caiza “D” from Caquiviri in terms of its 
ideology or methodology. When Pérez was himself appointed as the first director of 
indigenous education in 1936, he became directly responsible for Caquiaviri and the direct 
superior of Alfredo Guillén Pinto. Had he indeed had serious problems with the manner in 
which the school was run, he would have been able to address his concerns directly. The 
evidence rather suggests that Pérez was perfectly pleased with the school and its progress at 
the time. Pérez, Orientación agrícola. 

9. On Military Sosialism, see: Klein, “David Toro”; Klein, “Germán Busch”; Klein, Bolivia, pp. 
201–211; Ferrán Gallego, Los Orígenes del reformismo militar en América Latina; la gestión 
de Dávid Toro en Bolivia. Barcelona: PPU, 1991; Gotkowitz, A revolution for our rights, pp. 
111–130.

10. The most oft cited sources are Klein and Gallego.
11. This is the term Brooke Larson prefers.
12. This is the term more frequently found in the documents produced by the Cooperative 

Educationl Porgram that was active in the country from 1944 to 1956. See Chapter VI.
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largely on the role of Military Socialism as a precursor to the Bolivian National 

Revolution of 1952, on the basis of some of the ideas espoused by Busch and Toro, 

and on the expropriation of the Standard Oil Company of Bolivia (TSOCB) in 

1937,13which foreshadowed the nationalization of the mines in 1954.14

It is precisely because of the rather poorly understood nature of Military 

Socialism and its exact ideological tendencies that it is important to explore the 

political and social context that spawned this particular period of educational 

transformation, given that the developments in the field of education were driven 

directly by the idealism of the Military Socialists themselves and that the place of 

indigenous education was given particular prominence for much the same reasons. In 

this chapter, I will detail the process of the expansion of the NECs throughout the 

national territory in the context of the troubled doctrines of Military Socialism.

A	“New	Bolivia”	Indeed

As it has been noted, the Chaco War that raged between 1932 and 1935—though an 

actual peace treaty would not be signed until 1938—was a disastrous affair without 

parallel in Bolivian history in terms of the loss of lives, the loss of public morale, the 

financial devastation that followed, and the subsequent disintegration of the political 

order of 1880. In three long years, Bolivia suffered the loss of some 65,00015 lives and 

13. Strictly speaking, the term ‘nationalization’ is incorrect, as the legal approach taken by the 
Military Socialists in 1937 was based on the accusation of breach of contract on the part of 
Standard Oil, leading to the legal expropriation of the company’s assets under the terms of its 
contract. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 76.  

14. This is especially true of Herbert Klein’s analysis of the period, and given the fact that his 
work on the political history of Bolivia still counts as the basis for much of the further work 
that has been done, it should come as no surprise that this notion of the period of Military 
Socialism as a precursor to the National Revolution has been propagated so widely and so 
easily. See Herbert Sanford Klein, Parties and political Change in Bolivia 1880–1952. 
Aberdeen, Cambridge University Press, 1969. Also see James Dunkerley, Rebellion in the 
Veins: Political Struggle in Bolivia, 1952–1982. London: Verso, 1984; Guillermo Lora, 
Historia del movimiento obrero boliviano. La Paz: Los Amigos del Libro, 1980; Alipio 
Valencia Vega, Historia política de Bolivia vol. VI. La Paz: Editorial Juventud, 1987.

15. The actual number of casualties is exceptionally difficult to estimate with any degree of 
certainty. Hylton and Thomson place the number of dead at 52,400, while Gotkowitz 
maintains a number of 65,000, Morales 60,000, Saracho Calderón 30,000, and Matthew 
Hughes indicates a number somewhere between 56,000 and 65,000. Forrest Hylton and 
Sinclair Thomas, Revolutionary Horizons: Past and Present in Bolivian Politics. London: 
Verso, 2007, p. 68; Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 104; Waltraud Q. Morales, A 
Brief History of Bolivia. New York: Facts on File, 2003, p. 108; Saracho, Una ráfaga, p. 296; 
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a significant portion of the south-eastern lowlands. Worse yet, the crushing defeat 

came accompanied by political bickering and unadulterated incompetence; the vast 

majority of Bolivian casualties were attributable to chronic malnourishment, disease, 

and thirst along the frontlines rather than hostile enemy fire.16

So complete was the embarrassment and loss of credibility of the political 

caudillos (strongmen) who had dominated political discourse since the start of the 

century, that even as the military waged a devastatingly mismanaged campaign 

against a supposedly weaker neighbor, it still managed to emerge from the trenches as 

the only institution with sufficient political standing to command the country’s 

political fortunes and to somehow occupy the moral high ground in the Bolivian 

popular imagination. As the few effective soldiers rose rapidly through the ranks and 

replaced the discredited old guard, a group of young and ideologically driven men 

slowly positioned themselves at the helm of the military machine and finally staged 

the coup that would unseat the tremendously unpopular president Daniel Salamanca, 

first handing power to vice-president José Luís Tejada Sorzano on 27 November 1934

and then on 17 May 1936 taking over the reins of power directly in response to 

growing social unrest and the vaporization of support for this last true representative 

of the Liberal political system.17

These young soldiers, who identified themselves as Military Socialists, were 

left to deal with the collapse of the political system, which had left no viable 

candidates for power—both the new left and old parties being hopelessly divided and 

disorganized—and they felt an urgent need to remake the nation as a whole.18 To this

end, they planned sweeping reforms of the political system as well as of the social and 

economic realities of the nation. It is, of course, of interest to note that it is precisely 

this perceived need to “hacer todo de nuevo” that makes the Military Socialists 

Matthew Hughes, “Logistics and the Chaco War: Bolivia versus Paraguay, 1932–1935.” In 
The Journal of Military History 69/2 (2005), pp. 411–437: p. 412. Ann Zulawski presents the 
most conservative estimate, claiming some 50,000 Bolivian casualties, along with 21,000 
Bolivians captured and another 10,000 desertions. Ann Zulawski, Unequal Cures: Public 
Health and Political Change in Bolivia, 1900–1950. Durham: Duke University Press, 2007, p. 
59.

16. Brienen, Military Socialism, pp. 42–43; Saracho, Una ráfaga, 510; Klein, Parties, pp. 196–
197; Zulawski, Unequal Cures, pp. 57–85.

17. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 41; Gallego, Los orígenes del reformismo militar, pp. 22–65.
18. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen military socialista ¿Hay labor gubernativa? La Paz: Imprenta 

Intendencia General de Guerra, 1936, pp. 1–2.
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traditional in the context of Bolivian political history.19 Touting their plans to 

reconstruct Bolivian nationhood under the banners of “Patriotic Resurgence” and 

“National Rejuvenation,”20 they embarked on a three-year experiment to restructure 

Bolivian society in virtually every imaginable aspect of life, promoting a “Socialism 

of State”21 that demanded equality for all Bolivians and the fair and equitable 

redistribution of the nation’s resources for the benefit of all. In addition, they would 

secure the borders and safeguard the country from enemies both within and without; 

lest we forget, the country remained at war with Paraguay until 1938, even though an 

armistice had been signed in 1935.22

The precise content of Military Socialist political and social reformism, 

however, has proven rather elusive and most historians have tended to focus on the 

main accomplishments of this period as constituting something of a precursor to the 

National Revolution that swept Bolivia in 1952.23 The progressive labor code of 1939, 

the nationalization of The Standard Oil Company of Bolivia in 1937, and the rather 

forward-looking constitution of 1938 all tend to bring to mind the reforms that were to 

follow the events of April of 1952, and in that sense it is no surprise that the epoch of 

Military Socialism has largely been studied as a precursor to that much greater 

revolution. Moreover, the Military Socialists themselves very actively cultivated an 

air of ideological squishiness, specializing in a language of political obscurantism that 

employed mostly a list of slogans and phrases so profoundly platitudinous as to be 

devoid of actual meaning: who would oppose, in the aftermath of the Chaco War, the 

“Patriotic Resurgence” of the fatherland? Indeed, they were especially keen to avoid 

even the slightest hint of an association with any of the foreign ideologies that were 

about to explode the world into an unprecedented bloodbath. Thus, when describing 

their leanings as grounded in socialism, they made sure to emphasize that theirs was 

not a ‘foreign’ socialism, but one adapted to the peculiarities of Bolivian society: 

19. “Do everthing from scratch.” That being the argument I have presented earlier in this work 
with regard to the constant reformism of the nineteenth century. Also see: Brienen, 
“Interminable Revolution.” 

20. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 70.
21. Porfirio Díaz Machicao, Toro – Busch – Quintanilla. La Paz: Editorial Juventud, 1957, p. 24. 
22. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 42.
23. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 114; Also see Herbert Sanford Klein, Orígenes de 

la revolución nacional boliviana; James Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian Revolution 
in the Twentieth Century: Some Reflections.” In Merilee S. Grindle and Pilar Domingo (eds), 
Proclaiming Revolution: Bolivia in Comparitive Perspective. London: Institute of Latin 
Amertican Study, 2003, pp. 135–163.
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“[un] socialismo exclusivamente boliviano que, indudablemente, contiene ciertas 

formas adecuadas a nuestra idiosincracia […]”24

They had good reason to be careful with their words and not to explicitly 

embrace any of the three ideological camps in the developing European unease. Given 

the terrible financial state of the country, they needed to maintain good relations with 

anyone who might be willing to invest in Bolivian economic development. Moreover, 

while the most important economic sector, the mining industry, was inextricably tied 

to Britain and the United States,25 the military itself had strong German ties: German 

military missions had been responsible for Bolivian military training since 1909.26

Given Germany’s limited access to raw materials, they were indeed very interested in 

cooperating with the Bolivians—who possessed not only tin, but also antimony, 

bismuth, and oil27—and the Germans proved willing to provide significant amounts of 

financial aid in loans and grants at a time of serious fiscal shortfalls.28 Bolivia found 

itself in the awkward position of needing to stay friendly with both the Axis and the 

Allies, due not only to long-standing financial and personal partnerships with both, 

but also for very direct economic reasons as both parties in the developing conflict 

were vying for access to the strategic subsoil resources this nation possessed. 

24. “An exclusively Bolivian socialism that, undoubtedly, contains certain forms adapted to our 
idiosyncracy” Archivo y Hemeroteca del Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores y Culto 
(ARREE), vol. EEUU 1 R 42, f. 152, #4298/69, 27 April 1939, Guachalla to Ministro de 
Relaciones Exteriores: “Despachos de la prensa.”

25. Since the former was host to the smelters that processed the majority of Bolivian tin and the 
latter the headquarters for Patiño Mines, which was based in Delaware. Luís Peñaloza 
Cordero, Nueva Historia Económica de Bolivia. La Paz: Los amigos del Libro, 1987, p. 130 
and Klein, Parties and Political Change, pp. 34–36.

26. Stefan Rinke, “Der letzte freie Kontinent”: Deutsche Lateinamerikapolitik im Zeichen 
Transnationaler Beziehungen, 1918–1933. 2 vols. Stuttgart: Verlag Hans Dieter 
Heinz/Akademischer Verlag Stuttgart, 1996: vol. 2, pp. 618–638.

27. They were also interested in cocaine, which was rapidly becoming increasingly important to 
German military efforts, since morphine was largely produced in British colonies and would 
rapidly become unavailable.

28. Indeed, Japan also actively sought to increase her trade with Bolivia. ARREE vol. “ED 1 1 
Bancos y ferrocarriles, 1938,” f. 166, #2107, 21 March 1938: “Legación de Bolivia en Tokio”; 
ARREE vol. “Min 1 118 Ministerio de Comercio 39,” f. 36,  #9353, 1 September 1939: “Su
atento oficio No. 82.” Moreover, Germany also made cultural overtures, for instance by 
extending invitation to have Bolivian children join the Hitler Jugend in Berlin in an exchange 
program, an affair made possble in part by the official NSDAP position that Andean Indians 
were ‘Aryan:’ ARREE vol. “Alem 1 R 15,” f. 26, #29, 27 April 1938: “Juventud Alemana”; 
AME, Bolivie, vol. 26 “Autorisations Militaires,” f. 31, 25 August 1938: “Jeunesse 
Hitlérienne”; Gerard Colby and Charlotte Dennett, Thy Will Be Done: The Conquest of the 
Amazon : Nelson Rockefeller and Evangelism in the Age of Oil. New York: Harper Collins, 
1995, p. 128.
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The leaders of the movement itself—David Toro Ruilova and Germán Busch

Becerra—excelled in the use of ambiguous political expression and mostly described 

their ideology as one of socialist slant, but without the international trappings of 

socialism and rooted exclusively in the social, ethnic, and economic realities of 

Bolivian society. Their peculiar brand of socialism was nonetheless a troubled one 

that simultaneously celebrated unions and syndicates as necessary to social 

development and placed them directly under state supervision, while also imposing 

the notorious ‘forced-labor’ decree of 1936 that made returning soldiers subject to 

work assignments imposed by the state in the name of reconstruction and “que tiene 

por objeto principal el proporcionar a las empresas mineras, el suficiente número de 

brazos que facilite su desenvolvimiento en beneficio de los intereses nacionales.”29

Moreover, the political reforms they proposed were constructed on a system of 

mandatory incorporation of each of the economic sectors, including peasants, 

industralists, laborers, and so on to create what they termed a “functional 

democracy.”30 Each of these proposed ‘syndicates’ would then be incorporated into 

the national government,31 with each citizen exercising a dual vote: one as an 

individual citizen and one as a member of one of the corpora. 

Siendo éste el rol que jugará el sindicato desde el punto de vista 
económico y social, deberá estar bajo el control y la tuición del 
Gobierno Socialista y se traducirá en el campo político, sirviendo de 
base para la constitución de los Poderes Públicos. […]

En virtud de tales antecedentes, la organización sindical contemplará 
tanto a los patronos como a los obreros y empleados y cada una de 
estas ramas ocupará igual jerarquía desde el punto de vista jurídico de 
la tuición y el control que el Estado ejercerá sobre ellas. Es indudable 
que desde el punto de vista político y social, la nueva estructura 
elevará a las clases trabajadoras del antiguo nivel de esclavitud a un 
nivel de reposición de derechos económicos y de dignidad en el seno 
de la colectividad, sustituyendo en el campo político al ciudadano—
ente abstracto de la Democracia—, con el hombre concreto, obrero, 

29. “That has as its principal objective the supply of sufficient workers to the mining companies 
to facilitate their development in the national interest.” ARREE vol. “Min 1 102 Ministerio del 
Trabajo y Prevision Social,” f. 140, #4332, 6 July 1936, Waldo Álvarez to Ministro de 
Relaciones Exteriores: “Trabajo Obligatorio.”

30. Gallego, Orígenes del reformismo militar, p. 118.
31. While the Military Socialists regarded this as mandatory unionization, it is more properly 

referred to as the institution of corpora in the political sense.
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empleado, terrateniente o capitalista que concurre en tal calidad a la 
expresión vital de las sociedades.32

The fact that the Military Socialists understood full-well the international implications 

of such a system is highlighted by the fact that they felt compelled to add a 

clarification at the end of their statement on the creation of the corpora which were to 

constitute the basis of the political system: “Debe expresarse […] que la organización 

sindical boliviana será de tipo absolutamente propio, alejado de teorizaciones

inadaptables a la realidad y de experiencias ajenas a nuestro medio.”33 Indeed, if this 

proposed system of government reeks a bit of certain disagreeable contemporary 

European “teorizaciones,” that would be because it did in effect propose a corporatist 

system of government, the very basis for political organization as laid out in 1932 by 

Mussolini and Gentile in their La Dottrina del Fascismo and employing a language 

that very clearly reflects that used in the infamous fascist manifesto.34

32. “This being the role that the sindicate will play, from an economic and social point of view, it 
will have to be under the control and protection of the Socialist Government and it will 
translate into the political field serving as the basis for the constitution of Political Powers. 
[…] Taking these antecedents into consideration, the unionization will take into account the 
employers as well as the workers and employees, and each of these branches will occupy an 
equal place in the hierarchy under the protection and and control of the state from a judicial 
standpoint. There is no doubt that from this social and political standpoint, the new structure 
will elevate the working classes from the old level of slavery to a repositioned level of 
economic rights and dignity in the bosom of collectivity, replacing, in the field of politics, the 
citizen—that abstract entity of Democracy—with a concrete man, whether worker, employee, 
landowner, or capitalist, who in that capacity contributes to the vital expression of society.” 
Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 24.

33. “It should be made explicit […] that this Bolivian sindicalization with be of an absolutely 
proprietary type, far removed from ideologies that are unadaptable to the reality and 
experiences of our environment.” Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 24.

34. “Né individui fuori dello Stato, né gruppi (partiti politici, associazioni, sindacati, classi). 
Perciò il fascismo è contro il socialismo che irrigidisce il movimento storico nella lotta di 
classe e ignora l'unità statale che le classi fonde in una sola realtà economica e morale; e 
analogamente, è contro il sindacalismo classista. Ma nell'orbita dello Stato ordinatore, le reali 
esigenze da cui trasse origine il movimento socialista e sindacalista, il fascismo le vuole 
riconosciute e le fa valere nel sistema corporativo degli interessi conciliati nell'unità dello 
Stato. [...] Gli individui sono classi secondo le categorie degli interessi; sono sindacati 
secondo le differenziate attività economiche cointeressate; ma sono prima di tutto e soprattutto 
Stato. Il quale non è numero, come somma d'individui formanti la maggioranza di un popolo. 
E perciò il fascismo è contro la democrazia che ragguaglia il popolo al maggior numero 
abbassandolo al livello dei più; ma è la forma più schietta di democrazia se il popolo è 
concepito, come dev'essere, qualitativamente e non quantitativamente, come l'idea più potente 
perché più morale, più coerente, più vera, che nel popolo si attua quale coscienza e volontà di 
pochi, anzi di Uno, e quale ideale tende ad attuarsi nella coscienza e volontà di tutti. Di tutti 
coloro che dalla natura e dalla storia, etnicamente,traggono ragione di formare una nazione, 
avviati sopra la stessa linea di sviluppo e formazione spirituale, come una coscienza e una 
volontà sola. Non razza, nè regione geograficamente individuata, ma schiatta storicamente 
perpetuantesi, moltitudine unificata da un'idea, che è volontà di esistenza e di potenza: 
coscienza di sé, personalità. [No individuals or groups (political parties, cultural associations, 
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However, while historians have been exceptionally careful not to directly 

accuse the Military Socialists of having been ‘politically wrong’—Laura Gotkowitz

perhaps goes the furthest, observing that “Toro […] may have aspired to replicate 

aspects of the [Italian] fascist state”35—some of the actual representatives of the 

regime were not quite so guarded and ideologically circumspect. General Julio 

Sanjinés was more than happy to “ratificar mi profesión de fe política nacionalista-

socialista”36 while he was stationed in Berlin, continuing on to state that “[en] Bolivia 

admiramos la Alemania nacional-socialista por lo mismo de que el gobierno actual de 

mi patria está empeñado en realizar la obra de socialismo nacional, cumpliendo el 

programa de reconstrucción,” clearly indicating that he understood what was meant 

by ‘nacional-socialismo’ and making few bones about the direction that his fellow 

Military Socialists were set to follow.37

Likewise, not long before the abrupt end of the Era of Military Socialism due 

to the suicide of Germán Busch on 23 August 1939, the Bolivian ambassador to 

Rome, Antonio Arce Campero, stated that Bolivia would soon join the Anti-

economic unions, social classes) outside the State. Fascism is therefore opposed to Socialism 
to which unity within the State (which amalgamates classes into a single economic and ethical 
reality) is unknown, and which sees in history nothing but the class struggle. Fascism is 
likewise opposed to trade unionism as a class weapon. But when brought within the orbit of 
the State, Fascism recognizes the real needs which gave rise to socialism and trade unionism, 
giving them due weight in the guild or corporative system in which divergent interests are 
coordinated and harmonized in the unity of the State; Grouped according to their several 
interests, individuals form classes; they form trade-unions when organized according to their 
several economic activities; but first and foremost they form the State, which is no mere 
matter of numbers, the sums of the individuals forming the majority. Fascism is therefore 
opposed to that form of democracy which equates a nation to the majority, lowering it to the 
level of the largest number; but it is the purest form of  democracy if the nation be considered 
as it should be from the point of view of quality rather than quantity, as an idea, the mightiest 
because the most ethical, the most coherent, the truest, expressing itself in a people as the 
conscience and will of the few, if not, indeed, of one, and ending to express itself in the 
conscience and the will of the mass, of the whole group ethnically molded by natural and 
historical conditions into a nation, advancing, as one conscience and one will, along the self 
same line of development and spiritual formation. Not a race, nor a geographically defined 
region, but a people, historically perpetuating itself; a multitude unified by an idea and imbued 
with the will to live, the will to power, self-consciousness, personality].” (Translation by H. 
Fertig). Benito Mussolini and Giovanni Gentile, La dottrina del Fascismo. Rome: Ardita 
Publishers, 1935, pp. 7–42. 

35. Gotkowitz, A Revolution ofr Our Rights, p. 112.
36. “Confirm my political nationalist-scoialist faith.” ARREE vol. “Alem 1 R 14,” f. 127, 12 

November 1936, Nielsen Reyes to Enrique Baldivieso: “Discurso del nuevo ministro de 
Bolivia en Alemania.”

37. “[In] Bolivia, we admire national-socialist Germany and by that token, the current government 
of my fatherland is making an effort to bring to fruition its own labor of National Socialism in 
carrying out its program of reconstruction.” ARREE vol. “Alem 1 R 14,” f. 127, 12 November 
1936, Nielsen Reyes to Enrique Baldivieso: “Discurso del nuevo ministro de Bolivia en 
Alemania.”
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Comintern pact and thereby officially become aligned with the Axis, a notion 

confirmed by Busch’s own brother-in-law, Kovichi Seito.38 The Bolivian ambassador 

to Washington, Fernando Guachalla, had a difficult time refuting these stories, and 

claimed that Seito was insignificant and no more than “a Japanese exporter in Bolivia 

who ran away with Busch’s sister.”39 The latter dismissal of Seito is ultimately 

unconvincing, given the rather close relationship between Busch and Seito, who was 

feted by the President at the Palacio Quemado on his birthday—it was, in fact, at the 

end of that very party that Busch took his own life.40

Just as Sanjinés very clearly understood the language he was employing as he 

extolled the virtues of national socialism, Busch himself also demonstrated quite a 

sophisticated understanding of the doctrines of European fascism, quite to the 

contrary of the notion still prevalent in Bolivian historiography that he was somehow 

politically or ideologically naïve and that his employment of a clearly fascist language 

of the state and its role in society should be regarded as reflective of this supposed 

naiveté rather than taken as evidence of a more deep-seated political conviction. 

Indeed, as Busch was one of very few men to emerge from the Green Hell a national 

hero, historians have avoided besmirching his good name and have often acted as 

apologists for his regime, even though there is absolutely no doubt that both Toro and 

Busch knew exactly what ‘national socialism’ and ‘socialism of state’ entailed,41 both 

having worked directly and closely with one of the founding members of the 

Nazionalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP) itself, the unfortunate Ernst 

Röhm, who was not only a close personal friend of Hitler’s, becoming the leader of 

the original Brownshirts—the Sturmabteilung—but who had also served on the 

military missions to Bolivia since 1925 and was himself for a while a member of the 

Bolivian high command (the estado mayor general or EMG). It is inconceivable, 

38. ARREE vol. “EEUU 1 R 42,” f. 174, #5129/83, 22 May 1939, Guachalla to Ministro de 
Relaciones Exteriores: “Proyecto sobre cooperacion americana.” Also see: Anonymous, 
“LATIN AMERICA: Guessing and Steaming.” In Time, Monday, 29 May 1939.

39. Anonymous, “LATIN AMERICA: Guessing and Steaming.” In Time, Monday, 29 May 1939.
40. As was the case on the day of Busch’s suicide. “BOLIVIA: Dead Condor” in Time, Monday, 

Sep. 04, 1939.
41. Indeed, the French envoy to La Paz noted that “[Busch a] si bien encouragé les activités 

allemandes et si prudemment laissé le champ libre aux menées du parti nazi que ce dernier 
forme aujourd’hui un véritable état dans l’état bolivien [Busch has really encouraged German 
activities and so carefully left the field open to the scheming of the Nazi party so that the latter 
today forms a true state within the Bolivian state].” AME, Bolivie, vol. 7, f. 141, 3 May 1940, 
Pierrotet: “Germanophiles.”
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given their personal acquaintances, professional ties, and training, that they were not 

intimately familiar with the political doctrines of European fascism, and their use of 

political jargon that specifically invoked the terminology of German National 

Socialism and Italian Fascism cannot be dispelled as ideologically naïve, innocently 

misguided, or based on some primitive misinterpretation of such hateful doctrines.42

Indeed, Busch’s political sophistication comes through quite clearly in his 

short-lived reign as totalitarian dictator, when he executed a coup d’état against his 

own administration in 1938 to declare a totalitarian state in the sense described in 

Mussolini and Gentile’s manifesto, wherein totalitarianism was defined as a form of 

state that would nurture the nation’s economic and social sectors in an all-

encompassing way and thus be in a position to mediate between capital and labor, 

colono and hacendado.43 Indeed, he argued that direct dictatorship was precisely what 

the country needed, and that “[…] se trata de una dictadura que no tiene otro fin que 

el de preparar al país para que llegue a ejercitar la verdadera Democracia, ya que en 

este instante él no está maduro para caminar por esa senda.”44

It was Busch’s tragic self-inflicted death that once and for all cemented his 

fame as national hero and, interestingly, ‘Martyr of the Left,’45 while also insulating 

the movement he represented from critical examination out of some misplaced respect 

for his person. Of course, the fact that none of the sweeping political reforms—

however “alejado de tendencias de extrema derecha o de extrema izquierda” or

“netamente boliviana, [resolviendo] problemas bolivianos”46 they may have been—

were ever carried out due to the severe limitations of the state and its precarious 

financial state, has also contributed to a willingness to overlook the more unpalatable 

aspects of the successive regimes of Toro and Busch, thereby preserving the positive 

42. Indeed, it should be noted that Busch made a point almost immediately after the coup of 1936 
to ban Jewish immigration: ARREE vol. “F.A. 1 5 Ejercito Nacional,” #4471, 13 July 1936: 
“Queda prohibido.” In addition, Busch showed his sophisticated understanding of the complex 
meaning of totalitarianism in fascist political ideology when he himself employed the term in 
the narrow sense intended by Giovanni Gentile upon staging a coup against his own 
government in 1938.

43. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 24.
44. “It concerns a dictatorship that has no other goal than to prepare the country so that it may 

arrive at the implementation of true Democracy, because at this time it is not mature enough to 
walk on that path.” Díaz, Toro — Busch, p. 95

45. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 124.
46. Resp. “removed from tendencies of the extreme right and extreme left,” and “neatly Bolivian, 

[solving] Bolivian problems.” ARREE vol. “Min 1 121 Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, 
Informes 1939,” #DPP, 14 June 1939, “Circular.”
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reputation of the movement for posterity even as the ideology its leaders embraced 

engulfed the world in flames and death and subsequently expired ignominiously under 

the rubble it left in its wake.

Their political and social legacy was one of failed reforms, even when 

considering those accomplishments most frequently cited as evidence of their social 

conscience; the only way in which the Military Socialists had been involved in the 

undeniably progressive, if incoherent, 1938 constitution was by promptly suspending

it shortly after its finalization, while virtually none of the sweeping social and political 

reforms were ever enforced or indeed enforceable. Their economic policies were 

driven by populism—as in the case of TSOCB—and a need for financial resources 

that could only be met by literally extorting money from an already troubled mining 

sector47 and nationalizing the country’s exports,48 thus further dragging an already 

devastated economy further down a hole from which it has yet to emerge; indeed, 

Carmenza Gallo has argued that state controls and taxes imposed on mining during 

this period ultimately inflicted so much damage on the three largest mining 

corporations that they effectively lost their ability to compete internationally.49

Military	Socialism	and Education

It is not surprising that the attitude of Military Socialist leaders with regard to 

education was informed very directly by the crushing defeat suffered in the Green 

Hell of the Chaco Boreal. While they were perfectly happy to blame the hapless 

military and civilian leadership for the humiliation of the nation, they also understood 

47. Upon learning that Aramayo opposed the decree that nationalized Bolivian exports, Busch 
called the man into his office and condemned him to death on the spot with the complicity of 
his cabinet, only later to grant him ‘amnesty.’ Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian 
Revolution,” p. 146.

48. Through a scheme that required that all foreign reserves from exports be sold to the Bolivian 
Central Bank (BCB) at, to put it mildly, unfavorable rates and thus leaving these companies 
without reserves to trade internationally without buying such reserves back from the BCB at 
quite different unfavorable rates. Gallo, Taxes and State Power, p. 114. The importance of this 
income should not be underestimated. The income from exchange rate-differences accounted 
for thirty-one percent of the national budget in 1938 (ARREE vol. “Min 1 110 Hacienda,” 
#572/9, 20 January 1938: “Presupuesto nacional”), forty percent of the national budget in 
1939 (ARREE vol. “Min 1 110 Hacienda,” #9168/143, 5 December 1938: “Presupuesto 
1939”).

49. A situation remedied temporarily by the outbreak of war in Europe and the Pacific, which 
eliminated one of the two major competitors (The Dutch East Indies) and drove up prices 
sufficiently to survive throughout the war. Gallo, Taxes and State Power, p. 115.
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that defeat at the hands of the supposedly weaker Paraguayans had exposed the very 

serious weakness of the Bolivian state, which in part explains their infatuation with an 

ideology that called for an especially strong state. Indeed, part of the problem that had 

doomed the Bolivian military campaign had been the inability of the military to 

properly supply the warzone due to lack of infrastructure,50 and this was well-

understood by men like Busch, who had fought on the frontline and had been 

personally confronted with the inadequacies of both the high command and the 

country’s infrastructure. Thus, the country required not only a strong state but also a 

significant effort to draw the remote areas of the country into the center, making them 

accessible and therewith defensible. 

Likewise, the notion had taken hold that in addition to the failings of the high 

command and the political leadership—especially in the person of Daniel 

Salamanca—the indigenous population was to blame for the disaster that had taken 

place; the majority of conscripts, especially at the frontlines, had been members of 

rural indigenous communities and these were held partly responsible for the 

disastrous campaign in that “por su deficiente educación cívica, faltaron a sus deberes 

patrióticos.”51 In true paternalistic style, it was furthermore assumed that the ultimate 

blame for this lack of zeal lay not with the indígenas themselves, but with prior 

regimes which had thitherto failed to instill in them a proper sense of Bolivian 

national identity.

In addition to their lack of patriotic fervor, the disjointed nature of the 

Bolivian national territory was also viewed as a consequence of indigenous 

detachment, especially in the lowlands, while the failure of the communities to 

contribute more actively to the national economy was regarded as equally destructive 

in the context of the failed war effort. Here again, the indígenas themselves were not 

so much at fault, since it was argued that hacendados and curas were largely 

responsible for maintaining the communities in a state of dependency and 

backwardness, thus causing the downfall of the nation for their own selfish greed.52

50. Indeed, Ann Zulawski has argued that racial prejudice itself was in part to blame for the poor 
provisioning, stating that this was partly rooted in “the apparent belief that Indian recruits 
were so stoic and inured to suffering that they did not even need basic provisions to be 
effective soldiers.” Zulawski, Unequal Cures, pp. 53–54.

51. “Due to their deficient civic education, they failed to fulfill their patriotic duties.” Bolivia, 
Bajo el regimen, p. 36. Also, Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights,pp. 117–127.

52. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, pp. 44–45.
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In and of itself, the notion that indigenous backwardness—both economically 

and politically—was at the root of the nation’s ills was not new, nor was the notion 

that the project of national construction would require a concerted effort to 

incorporate the “raza esclavizada” into the nation.53 However, in the aftermath of the 

country’s most stinging military defeat and in the context of very severe social 

upheaval resulting from the particularly devastating combination of recession and 

war, the issue of national integration had attained an urgency that had not been felt by

the predecessors of the Military Socialist regime.54 In the minds of the military 

socialists, these were not problems that should be resolved in order to pave the way 

for a better and more prosperous future, but ones that required immediate attention in 

order to safeguard the actual survival of the nation in the short term, declaring it in 

fact to be, as Gotkowitz has pointed out, the most serious problem facing the nation.55

In that sense, and viewed alongside the political reforms outlined above, the 

approach taken by the new regime thus was marked by a particular sense of urgency 

as well as a territoriality that in and of itself marked a change from earlier approaches 

to the so-called Indian Question. To these men, the question of indigenous integration 

into the national project was not merely one of economic and social progress, but very 

much one of the territorial integrity of the nation. As we will see, this focus on the 

territorial integrity of the nation was to have a profound impact on the direction that 

educational reforms would take in the years after the military takeover. Likewise, the 

desire not only to bring about social justice but to significantly expand the reach of 

the state into the more remote areas would produce a rather new approach to the role 

and place of the schools themselves, a fact that would affect the shape and form of 

reforms under Military Socialism.

Consequently, the approach of the military socialists with regard to the Indian 

Question was not in and of itself a great departure from earlier analyses of the ills of 

the nation, which, as I have shown, revolved equally around the notion that the 

persistence of indigenous culture posed an obstacle to national construction. As 

53. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 96.
54. “la ignorancia y el analfabetismo […] son […] tan enemigos de la Patria, como las invasions 

armadas a nuestro territorio. [ignorance and illiteracy […] are […] as much the enemies of the 
fatherland as armed invasions of our territory].” Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 47.

55. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 114.
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before, the problem of economic development remained, in their view, a problem of 

unproductive and anti-modern Indians on the one hand, and exploitative landed 

classes that held the colonos and comunarios in a perpetual state of ignorance and 

backwardness on the other.56 Indigenous culture was still regarded as 

underdeveloped—though, significantly, no longer as completely absent—and 

indigenous resistance to modernity would have to be overcome for the benefit of the 

nation as a whole.57 More importantly, the solution to these woes still lay in 

education, to which the Military Socialists attributed the power to “convertir las 

densas masas indígenas en elementos útiles a la economía del estado.”58 Indeed, not 

only was it necessary for economic development to incorporate the indigenous masses

into the national economy, but the political stability of the nation itself hinged upon 

correcting the injustices suffered by the indigenous population: 

[Es] de mayor interés para el estado socialista que desea regular la 
economía sobre una base de justicia, eliminando toda explotación, 
atender de modo señalado e inmediato el problema campesino con 
mayor razón si su descuido podría ocasionar el levantamiento indígena, 
con el más perfecto derecho.59

While many of the main themes regarding indigenous backwardness and 

unproductivity remained the same, and mirrored the attitude of earlier 

56. ARREE vol. “Min 1 R 107 Oficios Recibidos del Ministerio de Educación,” #0011/38 r1919, 
16 March 1938, Ministro Peñaranda to Ministro de Educacion: “Proyecto de Decreto 
Supremo.” The Minister of Fine Arts and Indigenous Affairs—a brief creation, until 
Indigenous Affairs was moved to the Ministry of Labor, and later to Education—Adolfo Villar 
commented that “el llamado ‘Asunto Indígena’, no se resuelve con la simple creación de 
escuelas, precisando para su solución paulatina y orgánica del concurso de todas las esferas 
del estado, ya que se trata de la clase mayoritaria del país que ignora desde la lectura tan igual 
como las formas de la vida civilizada, viviendo en un aislamiento cada vez más notorio […]. 
[the so-called ‘Indian Issue’ will not be solved by the simple creation of schools, requiring for 
its eventual and organic solution the cooperation of all the sectors of the state, since it 
concerns the majority class of the country that is as ignorant of reading as it is of the civilized 
forms of life, living in an ever-more notorious isolation].” ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 
1936–1942,” 21 August 1936, Adolfo Villar to Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“Educación.”

57. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, pp. 113–114.
58. “To convert the dense Indian masses into elements useful to the economy of the state.” 

ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Educacion y Asuntos Indigenales,” f. 61, #273/4/37, 13 January 
1937: “Seccion de asuntos indigenas.”

59. “[It is] of the greatest importance to the state that wishes to regulate the economy on the basis 
of justice, eliminating all exploitation, to tend to the peasant problem immediately and in an 
appropriate manner if for no other reason than that to neglect it might cause an Indian 
uprising, and rightfully so.” ARREE vol. “Min 1 102 Ministerio de Trabajo y Previsión 
Social,” f. 7, #3781, 16 June 1936, Waldo Álvarez to Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“Plan de organización y proyecto de presupuesto.” 
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administrations,60 there were nonetheless some particular aspects to Military Socialist 

educational policy that stood out. While earlier administrations had without exception 

touted the importance of indigenous education as the necessary step towards true 

nationhood and progress, the Military Socialists managed to dedicate comparatively 

significant financial resources to the issue, a striking feat given the utter disarray of 

the state’s coffers in the aftermath of economic crisis, war, political collapse, and 

military defeat.61

Likewise, while the theme of unificación escolar had been a central tenet of 

official policy since the late nineteenth century—even if it had never materialized in 

the face of the organized opposition of the municipalities—the Military Socialists 

were driven by their fear of territorial collapse as well as by their strong ideological 

tendencies towards an all-powerful state to push the matter very hard indeed, making 

use of the dictatorial nature of their respective regimes to override local and private 

objections that had obstructed the streamlining of the educational system since the ley 

de libre enseñanza, and thus bringing the escuelas municipales under the direct 

control of the state by simple decree only months after the May Revolution.62

By the same token, while the communal schools—the escuelas unitarias

operated by indigenous communities—had officially been designated as public 

60. Indeed, some of the solutions for the lack of educational access were taken from earlier 
administrations, such as the repeated decrees demanding that owners of fundos rústicos fund 
schools at their own expense and ensure that the children who live and work on their property 
attend either those schools or nearby ones. Decreto Supremo of 6 April 1936; Decreto 
Supremo of 19 August 1936; Decreto Supremo of 25 February 1937. These decrees of course 
followed on similar decrees of the 1920s, and indeed on the Estatuto de Educación Pública
(Statute of public education) of 25 September 1930, and were to be repeated once again in the 
decade following the collapse of Military Socialism, indicating the degree to which it proved 
impossible to implement any one of them. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 115.

61. Even though the overall budget for education was significantly reduced during the years of 
Military Socialist rule—hovering around six percent, whereas even during the years of the 
Chaco War it never dipped below nine percent—the Military Socialists made Bs. 3,720,000 
available through an extraordinary budget—outside of the regular post—to be used 
exclusively for the indigenous schools and the expansion of the NEC’s. This built on top of an 
earlier extraordinary budget made available by Tejada Sorzano in 1935 to the tune of Bs. 
1,000,000 for the same purpose. In that same year, the budget for education was Bs. 
13,354,844.42, meaning that the extraordinary budget constituted very significant additional 
funding. ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, Septiembre 1938–Octubre 1939,” f. 57, 21 
November 1938, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Hacienda: “Presupuesto 
extraordinario.”

62. Decreto-Ley of 2 November 1936 and Decreto-Ley of 4 December 1936. See Benjamín 
Torrico Prado, La pedagogía en Bolivia. La Paz: Editorial ‘Don Bosco,’ 1947, pp. 141–142.
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schools,63 their exact status within the ministerial hierarchy had never been 

permanently fixed due to their odd nature as private institutions that were counted as 

public schools for some purposes, but not others, and had consequently fallen under 

the jurisdiction of a variety of ministerial offices, none of which had the capacity to 

lend oversight or indeed support to the schools as the law had required. They had, for 

example, not been brought under the jurisdiction of the Consejo Nacional de 

Educación (CNE) when it was created in 1930. Under the new regime of unificación

escolar,64 the Military Socialist government embarked on an effort to study how these 

institutions could be incorporated in a regularized fashion under the authority of the 

Ministry of Education,65 which created a new dirección general de educación 

indigenal y campesina [directorate general of indigenous and peasant education] 

(DGEIC) for precisely this purpose.66

The idea of unification fit very naturally into their doctrine of the all-powerful 

and all-controlling state and given the reputation that Busch had developed for 

overreacting quite violently to perceived insult or disobedience,67 they had the 

ability—at least in terms of the legal technicalities—to simply decree it to be so. 

Moreover, within the ideological confines of Military Socialism, the integration of the 

schools themselves within a single unitary system served a social purpose in the 

deconstruction of class and ethnic divisions:

63. Escuelas fiscales (state schools). However, in the archives of the Ministry of Education this 
term is very rarely applied to the indigenous unitarias, which are more commonly referred to 
as escuelas comunales, escuelas de comunidad, or simply as escuelas particulares, even if the 
latter designation was factually incorrect.

64. Under the decree of 2 November 1936, the authority of the Ministry to bring precisely these 
schools under regularized ministerial jurisdiction had already been settled, but the means 
through which to accomplish it remained open. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–
1942,” #10/37, 09 September 1937, Peñaranda to Alcalde municipal de Uncía: “Escuelas 
comunales.”

65. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” 27 July 1937, Alfredo Peñaranda: “Circular 
#81.”

66. This dirección general did not survive for long and was replaced by a departamento de 
educación rural in January of 1939. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/491, 28 June 
1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Vice-presidente del CNE: “Departamento 
de educación rural”; ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos 
Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 October 1942, Max Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: 
“Querido Nestor.” Also, Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 116. A dirección 
general de educación de indígenas had already existed within the Ministry of Education as of 
1931, but its authority and jurisdiction over the unitarias remained unclear; moreover, it 
should be noted that indigenous education had explicitly remained outside of the jurisdiction 
of the CNE. Getino, Influencia, pp. 92–94. It should further be noted that this dirección 
general was headed by none other than Elizardo Pérez.

67. Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian Revolution,” p. 146.
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La división de escuelas en municipales y fiscales, no responde a 
ningún sentido ni principio pedagógico y el ideal de todo país que 
encamina sus pasos hacia nuevas orientaciones políticas y sociales, 
sería la creación de la escuela única, con una sola dirección técnica y 
administrativa que borre las diferencias de clases que la escuela 
establece, funcionando en aulas que no tengan otra clasificación que 
las que imponen la ordenación pedagógica, tanto a los hijos de los 
obreros, artesanos e indios, con los niños blancos de las clases 
adineradas.68

It was of course also in the spirit of enhanced state control that the Military Socialists 

abolished the Consejo Nacional de Educación in 1936 and reclaimed its authority over 

schools and educational policy for the Ministry of Education,69 at least until the CNE

was re-created by the Constitutional Convention in December 1938.70 It was also in 

that year that the Busch government published its Bases y normas de educación 

boliviana, which was passed into law in May of 1939 and constituted the legal basis 

whereby public education was regulated, focusing on the administrative aspects of the 

educational system and firmly cementing both the escuela unificada (unified school) 

and the núcleo escolar campesino within Bolivian law.71

The fear for Bolivian territorial integrity in the aftermath of the Chaco War

emerged in a particular emphasis placed on the escuelas fronterizas (border 

schools)—which were, as the name suggests, schools near the national borders—

68. ANB, vol. 129 “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno; Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, MInisterio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales,” #2327/36, 30 July 1936, Alfredo 
Peñaranda to President of the Estado Mayor General (Dávid Toro): “Escuelas municipales.”

69. Per decree of 1 July 1936, which reorganized the Ministry of Education and created a new 
Dirección General de Educación Pública (DGEP) to oversee the educational system. Achá, 
Proceso, p. 180.

70. “The division of the schools between municipal schools and state schools does not in any way 
serve a padogogic principle, and the ideal for any country that is moving in a new political and 
social direction would be to create a unified school, with a single technical and administrative 
management, and that erases the class difference that the school engenders, functioning in 
classrooms that have no other designation than those imposed by pedagogic classification on 
the children of workers, artisans, Indians, and white children of the moneyed classes alike.” 
Getino, Influencia de las transfomaciones, p. 95. Getino states that the decree by which the 
CNE was re-created was passed in 1939 but not enacted until 1940. This, however, is 
incorrect: the CNE was recreated in December of 1938 and by early 1939 was already busily 
taking charge of the indigenous schools which now came under its jurisdiction: ALP/ME vol. 
259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 226, #Circular 556/38, 23 December 1938, Oficial Mayor 
de Educación to Jefe del distrito de Santa Cruz: “Decreto supremo.” The re-creation of the 
CNE, however, was not an accomplishment of Military Socialism, but rather an imposition on 
the Military Socialists on the part of the 1938 constitutional assembly, which enshrined the 
CNE into the constitution itself per article 158, leaving Busch no choice but to enact the 
change. Achá, Proceso, p. 185.

71. And has been promptly forgotten by historians, who do not tend to mention it at all. Canseco, 
who does mention it, is unclear as to its purpose. Getino, Influencia de la transformaciones, 
pp. 122–125.
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which were designated as a special class of schools with preferential access to books, 

teachers, and other necessaries. Teachers at these institutions were promised a higher 

rate of pay, and these schools were allowed to run with only ten children rather than 

the normally required minimum of thirty.72 That the Military Socialists remained 

worried about the territorial integrity of the country becomes clear when the question 

was asked whether “Bolivia [puede] confiar indefinidamente en el respeto a su 

soberanía territorial, en una zona totalmente ocupada por el extranjero?” with regard 

to border areas with high levels of Brazilian and other foreign occupancy.73 Indeed, 

this concern over the encroachment of foreign nationals into the national territory 

ultimately prompted a constitutional article, stipulating that “[dentro] de 50 

kilómetros de la frontera los extranjeros no pueden adquirir ni poseer por ningún 

título, suelo y subsuelo, directa o indirectamente, individualmente o en sociedad, bajo 

pena de perder en beneficio del estado la propiedad adquirida, excepto el caso de 

necesidad nacional declarada por ley expresa.”74 The escuela fronteriza, then, became 

“una centinela avanzada de la soberanía patria.”75

The	Expansion	of	the	Núcleos

In the context of the sweeping reforms enacted by the Military Socialists during their 

three years in power, it comes as little surprise that the rhetoric with regard to 

education was also one marked by a desire for all-encompassing change in order to 

further the political goals of these aspiring fascists. I have already noted that their 

stance on indigenous education, while it mirrored general cultural attitudes of the 

72. ALP/ME vol. 506 “Correspondencia 1949, tomo II,” no date (1949), Ministro de Educación: 
“Respuesta a petición de informe escrito”; ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” #O/748, 18 
August 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Director de la colonia escolar 
Copacabana: “Colonia escolar de Copacabana.” Teachers in these schools received an extra 
twenty percent above the normal pay grade.

73. “[Can] Bolivia indefinitely keep confidence in the respect for its national sovereignty in a 
region that completely occupied by foreigners?” ARREE “Presidencia de la República, vol. 
10, 1939,” f. B146, #1288, 8 February 1939, Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores to Presidente 
de la República: “Zona fronteriza.”

74. “[Within] fifty kilometers of the border, foreigners may not acquire or possess by any title, 
whether land or subsoil, directly or indirectly, individually or jointly, under pain of losing to 
the state the acquired property, except in case of declared national necessity as determined by 
law.”Article 19 of the 1939 constitution.

75. “A remote outpost of national sovereignty.” ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 
1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”
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time, was marked by a sense of urgency that earlier administrations had not felt. They 

believed that the very survival of the nation hinged on the ability of the state to bring 

outlying areas into the national fold and to instill in the indigenous population a sense 

of patriotic fervor that would ultimately result in a more zealous defense of the nation 

in the face of unfriendly neighbors and other internal and external threats. Indeed, 

remarking on the imperative of change, the new Minister of Education—Gen. Alfredo 

Peñaranda—remarked that “[…] se trata de una revolución de contenido renovador, 

socialista y entonces en todos los ramos y acaso más en él de educación pública que 

en otros, hay que hacer todo de nuevo.”76

What makes this remark especially interesting is the fact that this was 

precisely what the Military Socialists chose not to do. The drive towards the escuela 

unificada had, as I have shown in the previous chapters, long been a dream of 

educational reformists and did not in any way constitute a new idea. In terms of 

indigenous educational policy, they also chose not to develop some new idea or to 

pursue some new theoretical solution to the issues at hand, but rather to continue 

along the path set forth by their immediate predecessors, and especially by Tejada

Sorzano during his very brief tenure as president between the coups d’état of 1935 

and 1936.77 That is to say that the recognition for the warisateño model as a 

promising solution for some of the most pressing problems in indigenous education 

predated Military Socialism, and indeed Tejada Sorzano’s tenure saw not only the 

initial expansion of the model into two new schools—Caquiaviri and Caiza “D”—but 

76. “[…] It concerns a revolution of a renewing character, socialist and thus in all branches [of 
government], and perhaps more so in public education than in the others, we must do
everything from scratch.” Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 40.

77. Pérez has nothing but kind words for Tejada Sorzano, whom he described as a friend to the 
indigenous school like no president before him: “nadie nos ayudó como él, y un historiador 
imparcial tendrá que reconocer, por fuerza, la amplitud de sus miras respecto a la grave 
cuestión indígena. Otros gobernantes vieron en el indio a un menor de edad, digno de lástima 
e incapaz de valerse por sí mismo: hicieron tutelaje del indio; algunos, quizá los más, lo 
consideraron un enemigo al que había que arrinconar y extinguir. ¡No pocos intelectuales se 
sumaron a estos criterios! Pero Tejada Sorzano lo respetó y lo estimó en toda su condición 
humana, sin prejuicio alguno de casta o de clase. [No-one helped us like he did, and an 
impartial historian will have to recognize his extent of his intentions with regard to the grave 
Indian problema. Other leaders saw in the Indian a minor, worthy of pity and incapable of 
amounting to anything in his own right. They assumed guardianship over the Indian; some, 
maybe even most, considered him an enemy that should be locked up and exterminated. Not 
few intellectuals agreed with such ideas! But Tejada Sorzano respected him and valued him in 
all his human condition, without prejudice of casteo or class.]” Pérez, Warisata, pp. 136–137.
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an additional budget of Bs. 1,000,00078 to establish a series of new schools with the 

intention that they be evenly distributed among the different ‘ethnic zones’ of the 

country.79 It was Elizardo Pérez himself who had been tasked with traveling 

throughout the country to scout out the best locations for the new NEC’s and to use 

the available budget to begin work in the chosen locations. Even before the May 

Revolution, Pérez had already founded new núcleos in Cañadas (Cochabamba),80

Huacharecuré (Beni), Parapetí (Santa Cruz), and Tarucachi (Oruro),81 bringing the 

number of extant núcleos to seven.82

Almost immediately on the heels of the May Revolution, the Toro

administration abolished the CNE and, in the vein of centralization suggested in the 

Dottrina, reincorporated its functions into the Ministry of Education under the newly 

reorganized dirección general de educación pública (DGEP), along with a newly 

created dirección general de educación indigenal y campesina, which operated 

independently from the former, marking an administrative divide between indigenous 

and non-indigenous education and at the same time elevating indigenous education to 

the same administrative level as the education of non-indigenous Bolivians.83 It was 

none other than Elizardo Pérez himself who took charge of the DGEIC and therewith 

became directly responsible for the operation of extant indigenous schools and for the 

expansion of the system of núcleos,84 a project he embarked upon in close 

78. Which was roughly equivalent to $250,000. Pérez, Warisata, p. 149. This sum is particularly 
impressive when we take into account that the budget for education in that same year 
amounted to no more than Bs. 5,025,997.90. ANB vol. 406 “Presidencia de la República, 
Palacio de Gobierno, Correspondencia Ministerio de Educación, Ministerio de Hacienda, 
1942,” #174, 29 August 1942, Ministro de Hacienda to Presidente de la República: “Anexo.” 
Bolivia, Consejo Nacional de Educación, El estado actual de la educación indigenal en 
Bolivia: informe del vice-presidente del consejo nacional de educación. La Paz: Editorial del 
Estado, 1940, p. 17.

79. Since two of the three extant NEC’s had been located in Aymara territory.
80. Which was soon moved to Vacas by its director. Pérez, Warisata, p. 154.
81. The Taracuchi núcleo was later moved to Curahuara, and then in 1937 to Caquingora (La Paz) 

where it was to remain. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 180, 220.
82. It should be noted that a number of these schools would not survive for long in their initial 

locations. Thus, Huacharecure was moved to Casarabe and Cañadas was moved to Vacas. 
Pérez, Warisata, pp. 152–156. The núcleo of Tarucachi is known also as Carangas or 
Curahuara. Choque mistakenly positions the latter in La Paz. Roberto Choque Canqui and 
Cristina Quisbert Quispe, Educación indigenal en Bolivia: un siglo de ensayos educativos y 
resistencias patronales. La Paz: Edobol, 2006, p. 118.

83. Decreto Supremo of 1 July 1936. Torrico, La pedagogía, p. 141; Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, p. 116.

84. This specifically included the communal schools, even though they remained listed in many 
documents as ‘particulares.’ ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 89, #Circular 
81, 27 July 1937, Alfredo Peñaranda: “Unificación.” The incorporation of the escuelas 
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collaboration with Gen. Alfredo Peñaranda Esprella, the newly appointed Military 

Socialist Minister of Education, who himself vowed to create a network of NEC’s that 

was to “[abarcar] en su variedad y extensión a toda la República.”85

A new estatuto orgánico de educación indigenal y campesina (organic statute 

of indigenous and peasant education) was enacted by the Toro government on 16 

December 1936, and it was designed to create a new direction in indigenous 

education, regulating above all the organization and purpose of the núcleo escolar 

campesino, as well as determining the place of the indigenous school within the 

structure of the state system of education. The estatuto had been written by Elizardo 

Pérez along with Bernabé Ledezma and was first presented to the Tejada Sorzano 

administration at the end of 1935, and thus may also be counted as an achievement 

more so of his administration than of the Military Socialists, even if it was not enacted 

until after the Military Socialist takeover.86 Nevertheless, the result was that now, 

really for the first time, the indigenous schools had obtained a fixed place within the 

educational system, with a dedicated and regulated resource of inspection and 

supervision,87 and a plan for future development in the expansion of the NEC’s, 

which continued to incorporate an ever-increasing number of the escuelas unitarias

within their respective areas of influence. Indeed, Warisata alone counted some 

sixteen escuelas seccionales in 1936 and each new NEC drew yet more of the 

escuelas unitarias into its sphere of influence.88

While, as I have noted, much of the groundwork for the expansion of the 

NEC’s had been laid under prior administrations, the Military Socialists most 

certainly did recognize the potential of the system and indeed became immediate and 

comunales—never an official or defined legal term—was accomplished per Supreme Decree 
of 2 November 1936. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 103, #10/37, 09 
September 1937, Alfredo Peñaranda to Alcalde municipal de Uncía: “Decreto supremo.”

85. “Encompass the entire republic in its magnitude and diversity.” Pérez, Warisata, pp. 140–149. 
ALP/ME vol. 497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 294, #206, 20 February 1937, 
Ministro de Educación Tcnl. Moscoso to Presidente centro propaganda y defensa nacional: 
“Valorización de las masas indígenas.”

86. Pérez, Warisata, p. 147; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 116; Achá, Proceso, p. 
180; Torrico, La pedagogía, p. 142. Getino wrongly identifies the date of the statute as 16 
September 1936.

87. ALP/ME vol. 497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 273, #188, 15 February 1937, 
Ministro de Educación to Presidente de la asociación de industriales mineros de Bolivia: 
“escuelas sostenidas por empresas mineras”.

88. Adolfo Velasco, “La escuela indigenal de Warisata, Bolivia, vista por maestros mexicanos 
(1940).” In Revista interamericana de educación de adulto. Nueva época 1/1 (1993), pp. 51–
70: p. 70.
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enthusiastic champions of the system and its expansion. Peñaranda himself was 

especially taken with the promise of progress after decades of failure and, according 

to Pérez, in 1936 “se echó a correr en camioneta por el haz de la República para 

ubicar personalmente, acompañado del Director General de Educación Indigenal [i.e. 

Pérez himself] y otros funcionarios, los nuevos núcleos en los cuales se aplicarían las 

experiencias de Warisata.”89 He thus added the núcleos of Mojocoya (Chuquisaca), 

Llica (Potosí), Talina (Potosí), and Canasmoro (Tarija) in 1936 and the núcleos of San 

Lucas (Chuquisaca), Cliza (Cochabamba), Jesús de Machaca (La Paz), Moré (Beni), 

and Chapare (Cochabamba) in 1937 to the growing system of indigenous education, 

bringing the total number of núcleos in 1937 to sixteen, each of them maintaining its 

own network of escuelas seccionales and thus constituting a significant advance in the 

ability of the state to exert control over indigenous education.90

It is important to understand that, even though this expansion was significant, 

the reach of the núcleos remained limited. The number of escuelas seccionales at the 

end of the period of Military Socialism did not yet exceed seventy-five schools, in 

part because a number of the new núcleos were located in the eastern lowlands, which 

had not seen the development of escuelas unitarias under the guidance of local 

communities and thus could not incorporate any into their broader structure. 

Nevertheless, we must look upon this development as significant in that it showed the 

broader applicability of the model beyond Warisata itself, laying the foundation for a 

system that depended on these schools to transform educational realities. 

Moreover, in so far as the Military Socialists were concerned, the warisateño

model represented the future of indigenous education, the hopes of these reformers

having been pinned very firmly on the ability of the NEC to accomplish what other 

models and experimental schools had failed to do: the creation of a unified and viable 

system of indigenous education that would allow the state to exert true control over 

the schools, and thus over the indigenous population as a whole, allowing them in turn 

to draw the communities into national life. 

89. “Set about going around the whole republic in a truck, accompanied by the director of 
indigenous education and other functionaries, to personally establish new centers in which the 
experiences of Warisata would be put into practice.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 158.

90. Rather than necessarily expanding the number of schools; as I have noted, the seccionales
consisted of already extant unitarias and did not constitute new creations.
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Indeed, even though the previous administrations had been responsible in 

large part for the development and initial expansion of the model, the Military 

Socialists had embraced it wholeheartedly and moved into a new mode in which this 

model became the primary focus in indigenous education and indeed the vehicle for 

its transformation into a state-run system rather than, as it had been until then, a 

collection of largely autonomous communal schools. Moreover, they dedicated a 

significant amount of financial resources to the project, creating an extraordinary 

budget of an additional Bs. 3,720,000 in 1938,91 specifically for the expansion of the 

NEC’s and the acquisition of land for extant NEC’s, including Warisata itself, and 

ultimately intended to jump-start the economies of the individual NEC’s by giving 

them the means to harness the natural environment “con la intención de que ellos, al 

más breve plazo posible, puedan bastarse a sí mismos, liberando al estado de su 

sostenimiento.”92

The	Deadliest	Núcleos

While Pérez himself was fond of noting how the many NEC’s that had been created 

under his leadership—first under Tejada Sorzano and thereafter under Toro—

followed the principles developed at Warisata and laid out in that institution’s 

Declaración de Principios—a document intended to accompany the 1936 estatuto 

orgánico de educación indigenal y campesina—it should be noted that this was not 

quite the case for all of them. In their zeal to spread the benefits of the núcleo beyond 

the Altiplano and indeed to further the goal of national construction, a number of the 

new núcleos had been created specifically in the tropical lowlands.

It was the combination of the notion of the school as the “centinela avanzada 

de la soberanía patria”—especially in the context of the remotest regions of the 

country—and the drive to expand the system of núcleos that would give rise to what 

we must consider as by far the most disturbing aspect of educational advancement 

91. ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, Septiembre 1938–Octubre 1939,” f. 57, 21 November 
1938, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Hacienda: “presupuesto extraordinario.”

92. “With the intent that these should be able to provide for themselves as soon as possible, 
relieving the state of their upkeep.” ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, Septiembre 1938–
Octubre 1939,” f. 57, 21 November 1938, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Hacienda: 
“presupuesto extraordinario.
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during this era, as there was one region of the country where the introduction of the 

núcleos did indeed entail the creation of new schools, rather than the reconfiguration 

of existing ones.93 Given that the lowland areas of the shrunken Republic were 

regarded as by far the most vulnerable to foreign influence, as had indeed been 

demonstrated during the Chaco War, a special effort was undertaken to bring the 

blessings of education—and therewith of civilization—to the tropical lowlands that 

remained home to what Bolivians still commonly referred to as salvajes (savages).94

Indeed, it is particularly interesting that now that official policy as well as common 

urban sentiment had become more sensitive to the need to preserve highland 

indigenous culture95—a process I detailed in the preceding chapters—the locus of true 

savagery as Bolivians saw it had shifted from the highlands to the previously ignored 

eastern lowlands of the Chaco Boreal and the Amazon Basin.96

Thus, while the Quechua and Aymara speaking indígenas of the highlands 

stood accused of lacking the requisite amount of patriotic fervor and were thus 

blamed for the military defeat suffered by the nation in the Green Hell of the Chaco, 

the lowland tribes were regarded as even more problematic in that they lacked even 

the most basic understanding of national identity and belonging and irritatingly 

displayed their national disloyalty by moving across international borders as if these 

held no particular significance to them in their largely nomadic and semi-nomadic 

lifestyles. Given the fact that the attention of the Military Socialists was especially 

focused on the nation’s territorial integrity and on the potential role of the schools in 

safeguarding the borders of the already shriveled Republic, it comes as no surprise 

that the answer to this particular problem was also sought in education, resulting in 

the creation of a peculiar subset of the nuclear system in the form of the so-named 

núcleos escolares selvícolas (NES) or selváticos (school centers for savages).97 The 

four NES’s created during the tenure of Tejada Sorzano and his Military Socialist 

93. As was of course the case with the highland NEC’s, where pre-existing unitarias formed the 
foundation for the núcleo and yet others for the seccionales.

94. This was indeed typically how ministerial officials and teachers of the NES’s referred to them. 
95. Primarily, as I demonstrated in the preceding chapters, out of fear of cholificación of the urban 

centers.
96. It should be noted that this is also by far the most widely ignored aspect of indigenous 

education in the historiography, with few scholars even noting the existence of the NES’s.
97. Both terms were used interchangeably in official documents and neither appears to have been 

more ‘official’ than the other.
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successors were the núcleos of Moré (Beni), Casarabe (Beni), San Antonio del 

Parapetí (Santa Cruz), and Chapare (Cochabamba).98

The NES’s were created specifically to bring education to the remotest areas 

of the republic and thus to create a system of schools that would extend the reach of 

the state to the nomadic tribes that had managed to retain their cultural uniqueness 

even through centuries of conquest and colonization. Indeed, they were intended not 

only to bring education, but civilization and modernization, repeating the original 

intent of the educational policy from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 

the highlands but with the very significant and fundamental difference that these 

were, unlike the latter, actually implemented and resulted in physical institutions 

operated and managed by the state and its officials.99 The goal, then, was to transform 

these nationless savages into proper citizens100 who would be willing and able to 

defend the nation against foreign threats, and thus to further the immediate goal of 

safeguarding the national territory. This required nothing less than the complete 

annihilation of lowland cultures:

el polvo del olvido cubrirá, como si nunca hubieran existido, los 
lugares por donde pasaron estas tribus primitivas, sin dejar más rastro 
que las cenizas en el sitio que acamparon.101

The difficulty resided in overcoming precisely those conditions that had allowed these 

peoples to persist even into the twentieth century. The so-called tribus salvajes had 

been able to maintain traditional lifestyles due to the remoteness of the regions they 

inhabited and the general impassibility of the terrain itself, given that no roads existed 

into the furthest reaches of the tropical lowlands, and many such areas were 

effectively cut off completely in the rainy season.102 The terrain itself posed a host of 

98. As noted above, the Núcleo Escolar Selvícola de Casarabe had been the result of the 
relocation of the original NES of Huacharecuré in 1937.

99. Suarez Arnez, Historia de la educación boliviana, p. 98.
100. Suárez Arnez, Historia de la educación boliviana, p. 99.
101. “The dust of oblivion will cover the places through which these primitive tribes passed 

without leaving a trace beyond the ashes of their campfires, as if they had never existed.” Max 
A. Bairon, “La educación indígena en las selvas de Bolivia.” In América Indígena April 1952, 
pp. 141–147: p. 146.

102. In one letter, parents bitterly complained that several children had died making the trek to 
school, which involved “caminar a pie siete kilómetros en su mayor parte pantanosos, salvar a 
nado, las más de veces, dos ríos que en tiempo de lluvias los adultos no podemos vadearlo. 
[walking on foot for seven kilometers, largely through marshes, usually swimming across two 
rivers that in the rainy season even the adults cannot wade across].” ANB vol. 549 
“Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno, Correspondencia, Ministerios de Defensa 
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dangers to those who dared to enter it in the form of communicable diseases and 

parasites, as well as dangerous wildlife and the complete lack of services and 

communications. Moreover, these peoples had evaded unwanted attention in part due 

to the fact that they were largely nomadic and there was thus no one obvious location 

for the planned NES’s, nor were there preexisting indigenous schools that could be 

transformed into núcleos.

Consequently, what the schools entailed was dramatically different from the 

highland NEC’s. The creation of the NES required the scouting out of a suitable 

location—determined by proximity to indigenous groups103—by the aspiring director 

of the NES himself, and consequently the construction of a school that would house 

not only pupils but indeed also the parents and if possible the entire tribe, thereby 

creating what officials referred to as a reducción (forced Indian settlement), where the 

salvajes could be taught to dress, farm, and abandon their nomadic lifestyles in favor 

of a modern life of manual labor and farming:104 they would be given some land 

adjacent to the school compound for clear-cutting and farming, and thus sedentary 

farming communities were to be created to take the place of the former nomadic 

tribes.105 The NES had staff dedicated specifically to traverse the forests to locate 

groups who could be coerced into the centers: the jefe de exploraciones (chief of 

explorations).106 It is interesting to note that the process was not adequately explained 

to all aspiring school directors and teachers, including one who wrote to La Paz

specifically to complain that he had been sent to the densely forested banks of the Río 

Beni, and noted that there was nothing there: was he supposed to build the school 

himself?107

y Educación,” 13 December 1947, Enrique Hertzog to Amando Alba: “Oficio del subprefecto 
de San Buenaventura.”

103. Which was made difficult by the nomadic nature of many of the groups. The NES’s counted 
with a jefe de exploraciones for the purpose of traversing the rainforests in search of people to 
draw into the schools, an arduous and difficult task not entirely free of frustrations and 
dangers. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos 
Indigenales, 1944,” 20 December 43, Nicéfor Orihuela, Director del núcleo de Casarabe: 
“Informe.” Also, Suárez Arnez, Hacia la nueva educación nacional boliviana, p. 99.

104. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 204–206.
105. Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 71.
106. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 

1944,” 20 December 43, Nicéfor Orihuela, Director del núcleo de Casarabe: “Informe.”
107. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 

1944,” 30 December 1943, Germán Salas Jordán, preceptor de la escuela indigenal ‘Max A. 
Bairon’ to Vocal de educación rural: “Puerto Salinas.”
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Participation in this process of civilization was not voluntary, and one director 

was not alone in complaining that “[constantemente] hay que enviar comisiones a la 

selva u otros lugares con el objeto de recoger a algunos indios que se fugan de la 

escuela.”108 Indeed, the Indians who managed to escape these ‘educational centers’ 

were perfectly justified in their desire to leave; in addition to having been targeted for 

cultural annihilation, the coerced settling of nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples who 

had long avoided contact with authorities and settlements brought to light their lack of 

resistance to infectious diseases which had several hundred years before been 

unwittingly introduced from Europe by Spanish and Portuguese conquerors. That is to 

say that these reducciones, just as the ones they were named after, resulted in the 

deaths of scores of people from disease.109 So significant were the problems that the 

school directors provided annual estimates for the resultant of bajas (casualties).110

In many ways, then, the construction of the NES’s constituted a true departure 

from the warisateño model, if only in that they were new constructions undertaken by 

the state itself with the express purpose of introducing education where none had been 

108. “We [constantly] have to send delegations into the forest or to other places with the aim of 
retrieving some Indians who have fled the school.” ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia 
Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.” This 
happened quite regularly. See also ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios 
Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” 16 October 1944, Director Casarabe to Prefecto del 
Beni: “Indios capturados”: “tengo a bien remitirle adjunta al presente copia del informe de la 
comisión que la dirección de este núcleo mandó a las zonas de San Nicolás y Río San Pablo, 
con el objeto de capturar a algunos indios que se han fugado de esta escuela. [It is my pleasure 
to attach a copy of the memorandum of the delegation that the director of this school sent to 
San Nicolás and Río San Pablo, with the aim of capturing some Indians who had fled this 
school.]”

109. How lucky that their “debilidad biológica” (biological weakness) also served a positive 
purpose: “El oriental en general y el selvícola en particular son de fácil adaptación a las 
costumbres e idiomas modernos inclusive como raza, desaparece a la segunda o tercera 
generación de cruza con el blanco. De ahí que no es raro ver salvajes rubios de ojos azules, 
con el tipo absolutamente europeo desde el primer contacto con él. La pretendida superioridad 
de los orientales, radica precisamente en esta debilidad biológica” [The oriental in general and 
the savage in particular are easily adapted to modern customs and languages. Even as a race, it 
disappears by the second or third generation of mixing with whites. So, it is not rare that one 
sees savages with blue eyes and blond hair, absolutely European in type from the very first 
contact with him. The supposed superiority of the orientals resides precisely in this biological 
weakness]: Suarez Arnez, Hacia la nueva, p. 98.

110. Indeed, the director of the NES of Moré complained of bajas considerables [considerable 
losses] amounting to fourteen deaths in 1938. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 
1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.” At the same site, 
influenza would later wreak havoc among the captured Indians: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #20/44, 15 August 1944, 
Leigue to Vocal de edución indigenal y rural: “salud.” We do not, however, have neat figures 
for the total amount of casualties; while these numbers were included in some of the reports, 
this was not consistent nor frequent enough to allow us insight into the amount of damage 
done. 
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accessible before. If that sounds laudable, the motivation behind it was perhaps not so, 

given the degree by which the undertaking was motivated by a desire to establish 

control over national territory and by an accompanying disdain for the cultures of the 

peoples who inhabited these remote areas. Whereas it was now widely recognized that 

the Aymara and Quechua Indians of the highlands were at least the descendants of 

once imposing cultures, no such grandiose past was attributed to the lowland Indians, 

who were regarded merely as culture-less and worthless savages who were slated for 

rapid destruction, if not culturally then physically. The price for national construction

in the Bolivian lowlands was paid by those who were unlucky enough to be hoarded 

into the unsanitary “centinelas avanzadas” where death and despair ran rampant in a 

distasteful remake of the original conquest of the New World. The prejudice that 

drove the aggressive approach to the problem of uncivilization in the eastern reaches 

was tangible; speaking of the Yuracaré in the Chapare of Cochabamba, the director of 

that NES described the natural state of the Yuracaré before the school had 

transformed him as:

el bruto que en vergonzoso hacinamiento entre padres e hijos se 
dedicaba a los excesos carnales; […] el animal de carga que lo poco 
que ganaba, ignorante de los deberes paternales y de esposo, lo invertía 
todo en alcohol; […] el asqueroso ser humano que invadido por el 
piojo, la sarna y la tiña, ofrecía un aspecto repugnante a quien lo 
miraba.111

The modern Yuracaré was much better off, he argued;

el Yuracaré de hoy, sabe que tiene esposa e hijos a quienes vestir y 
alimentar, sabe de higiene, sabe del trabajo que dignificando al 
hombre, proporciona el bienestar de los suyos; por último, sabe que 
existe una institución redentora que se llama escuela, ante cuya 
influencia sin explotación, se ha rendido, porque en ella ha encontrado 
la madre cariñosa y abnegada que lo defiende y que mitiga sus dolores; 
porque sabe que esa madre, además de cubrir la desnudez de los suyos 
y proporcionarles el alimento, formará también a sus hijos 

111. “the brute who in shameful crowding between parents and children dedicated himself to carnal 
excesses; […] the beast of burden who spent what little he made on alcohol, ignorant of his 
paternal and spousal duties; […] the disgusting human being who riddled with lice, scabies, 
and filth appeared repugnant to whomever looked at him.” ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Oficios Recibidos, 1942,” 14 December 1942, Director del 
núcleo de Chapare to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “el Yuracaré de hoy.” Indeed, 
Pérez himself speaks of the “espantable promiscuidad” (frightful promiscuity) of the groups 
who were captured and brought to Casarabe. Pérez, Warisata, p. 205.
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convirtiéndolos en elementos útiles para sí, para la familia y para la 
patria.112

Thus, what the NES’s demonstrated was a willingness on the part of the state and of 

educational reformers to sacrifice lowland indigenous tribes on the altar of 

nationhood, convinced as they were that the benefits of ‘civilization’ outweighed the

price in human lives, and that the needs of the nation in terms of safeguarding its 

territory against foreign intrusion justified the reduction of these mere savages. 

Thankfully, the action radius of the individual NES’s remained limited and the terrain 

made it possible still for individuals to escape their captivity and forced integration 

into Bolivianhood. Indeed, the schools themselves remained remote, some of them cut 

off from the world for months at a time as a result of the heavy rains that summer 

brought.

The	State	of	Education

Although it is clear that the expansion of the NEC’s—and I am excluding the NES’s 

from this—constituted a true advance in the development of Bolivian indigenous 

education, especially in terms of the real commitment it represented on the part of the 

state to take control over the indigenous schools and to take steps towards the 

improvement of access to schools for the indigenous majority, most of whom still 

lacked any access, it is equally important to acknowledge that this process did not 

result in some rapid change in the overall state of the educational system as a whole or 

indeed herald some instant resolution to the most pressing problems faced by schools, 

students, and teachers alike. To be sure, the feverish activities of the DGEIC and the

CNE, once the latter was recreated in late 1938, seem not to have included the 

construction of new schools and thus the expansion of access to education, with the 

notable and rather distressing exception of the NES’s, still remained the province of 

112. “Today’s Yuracaré knows that he has a spouse and children to dress and feed, he knows of 
hygiene, he knows of the work that dignifies man and provides for the wellbeing of his family; 
in the end, he knows that there is an redemptive institution called a school, to whose influence 
he has given himself over without exploitation, because there he has found the loving and self-
sacrificing mother who defends him and eases his pain; because he knows that this mother, in 
addition to covering the nakedness of his family and feeding them, will mold his children and 
convert them into elements useful to him, to his family, and to his fatherland.” ALP/ME 
“CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Oficios Recibidos, 1942,” 14 December 1942, 
Director del núcleo de Chapare to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “el Yuracaré de hoy.”
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indigenous communities themselves as they continued to flood the Ministry with 

requests for the authorization of community schools which they themselves would 

operate and fund.113

Somewhat paradoxically, it was the ability of the DGEIC—now that the 

indigenous schools had obtained a fixed place within the constellation of the Ministry 

of Education and had a dedicated, if absolutely insufficient, resource for active 

oversight—to inspect the indigenous schools that gives us a much more complete 

picture of just how deficient indigenous education, even in the escuelas seccionales

controlled by the NEC’s, really was. The picture that emerges from the reports of 

inspectors114 who made their rounds on horseback115 is not a pretty one and it is very 

clear that there was relatively little about these institutions that one would normally—

through the magic of perfect hindsight—associate with schooling in any commonly 

accepted modern sense, other than that they consisted of places where children would 

congregate with an adult for a number of hours on every weekday:

Se llaman escuelas, a obscuros tugurios, […] carentes de mobiliario y 
material didácticos y a cargo de maestros impagos y de cultura 
deficiente […]116

113. “Los indígenas comunarios en las zonas donde no ha sido posible establecer escuelas oficiales, 
están autorizados para crearlas y sostenerlas por su cuenta; el material escolar a estas escuelas 
las provee el Ministerio de Educación por medio de sus almacenes escolares. Ocurre 
frecuentemente que mal aconsejados los campesinos vienen hasta la sede del gobierno para 
solicitar dichas fundaciones y obtener material escolar. Estas gestiones, principalmente, la 
primera puedan gestionarla ante los Jefes de Distrito Escolar más próximos. [The comunarios 
of areas in which it has not been posible to establish schools are authorized to create schools 
and maintain them at their own expense; teaching materials for these schools will be provided 
by the Ministry of Education by way of the school warehouses. It happens frequently that ill-
advised peasants come to the seat of government to request such authorization and obtain 
educational material. Such formalities should be handled first by the nearest Head of the 
School District.]” ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 
1941, Ministro de Asuntos Indigenales to Arzobispo de La Plata: “Analfabetismo.” While this 
observation dates to the period after Military Socialism, the archives contain many requests 
for authorization. See for example: ALP/ME vol. 704 “Copiador Varios, 1936,” f. 254, #225, 
4 June 1936, Oficial mayor de instrucción pública to Director general de educación indigenal: 
“resoluciones” which contains several such requests.

114. It should be noted that while the DGEIC really did make an effort to report on the schools for 
which it was responsible, much more frequent and detailed reports really started appearing 
after the recreation of the CNE in late 1938.

115. ALPME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 19 September 1940, 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca: “Informe de la inspeccion escolar realizada por el 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca,” f. 1.

116. “They’re called schools, gloomy shacks, […] lacking furniture and educational materials, in 
the care of unpaid teachers of deficient development.” ARREE “Min 1 126 Ministerios, 
Ministerio de Educación, 1940,” #res 281/40-6238/515, 17 May 1940, Ministro de educación 
to Ministro de relaciones exteriores: “brigadas culturales.”
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Moreover, in indicating that the indigenous school was a ‘place’ rather than a 

structure, I am alluding to the fact that schools in the sense of a dedicated structure 

were exceptionally rare throughout the country. Observers from the United States who 

descended upon Bolivia in 1943 noted that of all the schools in the country no more 

than seven had been constructed for that purpose,117 but even that observation 

understated the problem greatly. Many of the escuelas unitarias in rural areas had no 

structure of any kind, and classes sometimes took place in the open air118 or in 

whatever place could be made available, including the local parish house,119 stores,120

kitchens,121 public markets,122 and most commonly, the private dwellings of the 

indígenas themselves.123

Regardless of the facilities, teaching and learning materials themselves 

remained scarce, if by scarce we mean to say generally unavailable. Only schools in 

cities and towns had access to some of the most basic provisions such as books, paper, 

pencils and so on and so forth, but even they generally lacked them. Inspectors

frequently noted the complete absence of such materials from the schools and from 

the indigenous schools in particular. One inspector lamented that:

[…] no tienen [los alumnos] un lápiz, una hoja de papel, un libro, por 
último se dice que aprendan a escribir. En qué? Y dónde? Desde luego 
como son casas de indios ni las paredes son lisas para que el niño 
pueda apoyar el papel y escribir en ellas.124

117. NACP OIAA RDIED, MLR 87, Project Files (Project Files), Map: Grants for Bolivian 
Teachers (Grants), 8 April 1943, Kenneth Holland to Harold Davis: “Bolivian Commission 
Report.”

118. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #978, 18 September 1939, Prefecto 
to Ministro de educación: “Camacho.”

119. ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” #O/359, 2 June 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación 
rural to Vice-presidente del CNE: “Yaco.”

120. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #126, 11 April 1939, Subprefecto 
de Loayza to ministro de educación: “Subprefecto Loayza.”

121. ALPME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 19 September 1940, 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca: “Informe de la inspeccion escolar realizada por el 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca,” f. 5.

122. ALPME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 19 September 1940, 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca: “Informe de la inspeccion escolar realizada por el 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca,” f. 11.

123. ARREE vol. “Min-1-126 Ministerio de Educación, oficios recibidos 1940,” #Reservado 
281/40-6238/515, 17 May 1940, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“informe reservado.”

124. “[The students] have no pencil, nor a sheet of paper, no book, and then they are told to learn to 
write. On what? And where? Since these are houses of Indians, even the walls are not flat 
enough so that a child can hold his paper and write on them.” ALP/ME “CNE Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 26 September 1940, Director visitador 
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As the aforesaid American observers noted in 1943,125 the vast majority of students 

also did not have the benefit of desks or chairs, a complaint confirmed over and again 

by the inspectors who visited the schools, noting the demoralizing effect the shortages

had on teachers:

[…] pues en la mayor parte de las escuelas, los escolares no tienen en 
qué sentarse ni dónde poder escribir, es penoso ver como se 
desenvuelven los preceptores sin esperanza de mejorar en lo mínimo.

[…] las escuelas […] causan profunda pena, porque no cuentan con 
material de ninguna índole; no tienen muebles y los escolares tienen 
que estar sentados en el suelo de las desmanteladas, sucias y frías 
clases […]126

Even though a system for the distribution of such materials—books, desks, chairs, 

pencils, paper, and so on—had been envisioned in the network of almacenes

escolares, the resources dedicated to these by the state were far beyond insufficient, 

leaving inspectors—who were responsible for resolving the problems they 

encountered in the schools—profoundly frustrated127 with their own inability to 

address the most basic shortcomings of the educational system now that they actually 

had managed to reach into the communities and their schools. Moreover, the 

indigenous schools were not the only ones affected by the continual deficiencies; even 

the escuelas normales rurales where future teachers were to be trained in the fine art 

of teaching were left to improvise.128 When districts did at least receive something 

after endless petitions, the result was hardly promising, as indicated by the inspector

for the district of Uyuni in 1939;

provincial de la provincia Cornelio Saavedra del departamento de Potosí: “informe general,” f. 
20.

125. NACP OIAA RDIED, Project Files, Grants, 8 April 1943, Kenneth Holland to Harold Davis: 
“Bolivian Commission Report.”

126. “[…] in the majority of schools, pupils have nowhere to sit and nowhere to write, it’s painful 
to see the teachers making do without hope for anything better. […] The schools […] are a 
sorry sight, because they have no supplies of any kind; they have no furniture and the pupils 
have to sit on the floor in cold and dirty classrooms in a state of disrepair.[…]” ALP/PA vol. 
212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #978, 18 September 1939, Prefecto to Ministro 
de educación: “Asunto escolar.”

127. Indeed, the inspector departamental (departmental inspector) of Chuquisaca complained 
bitterly of his repeated requests for materials, asking the head of the almacenes escolares to 
explain to him what else he needed to do to resolve the problem. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 
1939,” #O/162, 3 May 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Jefe de los 
almacenes escolares: “Inspector Chuquisaca.” 

128. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/208, 17 May 1939, Jefe del departamento de 
educación rural to Jefe de los almacenes escolares: “Escuelas normales rurales.”
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[…] recibí del distrito de Potosí el material escolar para el presente 
año. Puede Usted imaginarse que 15 lápices de color, 5 hojas de papel 
sábana y 25 tizas puedan alcanzar para el trabajo de un año en las
diferentes escuelas cantonales? […] este es el material que se me ha 
mandado para su distribución en todos los establecimientos de mi 
cargo.129

The issue was certainly taken seriously by the Military Socialists, who introduced a 

variety of measures to attempt to raise money to address the issues of both teaching 

materials and the lack of appropriate facilities, including a lottery130 and a variety of 

new taxes131 dedicated specifically to education. They ultimately even pleaded with 

the general population and the business community to donate money to the cause,132

but the effects of such measures were minimal enough to be completely imperceptible 

in the overall progress of the schools. To put it in the simplest terms, the state lacked 

the resources to provide these materials to all the schools in the Republic and thus 

many would do without.133

No shortage, however, was as crippling to the progress of education as the 

continuing lack of competent teachers. While the ability to gather credible statistics

had not yet fully matured, we do know that of the teachers in rural education—the 

escuelas cantonales (cantonal schools) and escuelas indigenales—not a single one 

was a normalista even by 1940.134 Elizardo Pérez noted the problem when he argued 

against the 1936 decree demanding that all haciendas build schools at their own 

129. “[…] I received from the Potosí [school] district the educational supplies for this year. Can 
you imagine how fifteen color pencils, five sheets of paper, and twenty-five pieces of chalk 
are going to suffice for a year’s work in the various cantonal schools? […] this is the material 
that has been sent to me for distribution among all the establishments for which I am 
responsible.” ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/878, 14 September 1939, Jefe del 
departamento de educación rural to Oficial mayor de educación: “visitador de las escuelas 
rurales de Uyuni.”

130. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 104, #65/97, 7 September 1939, Ministro 
de educación to Ministro de gobierno: “Lotería pro-Edificaciones.”

131. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #47, 4 May 1939: “Decreto 
supremo.”

132. ALP/ME vol. 497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 393, #296, 19 March 1937, 
Ministro de educación to Carlos Víctor Aramayo: “Contribuciones voluntarias”; ALP/ME vol. 
497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 239, #156, 1 February 1937, Ministro de 
educación to Gerente Banco Central de Bolivia: “Fomento educacion indigenal.”

133. Indeed, even though Busch had enthusiastically promised Bs. 10,000,000 for the construction 
of school buildings in November 1937, by July of 1938 the money was withdrawn due to the 
“apremiantes necesidades del estado.” ANB “Presidencia de la República: Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 209 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos 
Indigenales, 1938,” #B1529, 1 July 1938, Germán Busch to Presidente de la Convención 
Nacional: “Corsino Rodríguez.”

134. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. 
(1944) Toribio Claure: “Informe.”



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

233

expense for the children of the colonos, stating that there simply were no teachers to 

man these schools even if landowners could somehow be coerced into compliance.135

As I have shown in the preceding chapters, all efforts to create institutes for teacher 

training, especially for the indigenous and rural schools, had failed most miserably, 

meaning that maestros normalistas were a rare species to begin with, still emerging 

only from the Sucre Normal School.

The last escuelas normales rurales had been closed in 1931, and they had 

produced a grand total of 48 normalistas rurales, of which not a single one chose to 

teach in a rural school.136 Even ministerial bureaucrats understood why: “[sus] 

haberes están lejos de cubrir el standard mínimo de vida [,]” and as a result it became 

“imposible conseguir uno […] que por la miserable suma de 300 bolivianos acepte 

cargo fuera de la capital.”137 In addition, they had been trained to desire the urban 

lifestyle, and their training along with the absolute shortage of certified teachers

guaranteed that they would be able to live much more comfortably in the cities, where 

they were also more likely to actually be paid, since rural teachers frequently went 

many months without pay.138

Thus, even though once again efforts were undertaken to erect escuelas 

normales rurales that would remedy the problem by producing new teachers, the 

underlying issues would undermine that effort. Pérez had long made it clear that the 

escuela-ayllu itself would take on the task of training indigenous teachers once he felt 

that the necessary expertise could be made available to do so, and several of the 

NEC’s opened secciones normales in 1938—Warisata, Caiza “D,” and Casarabe.139 In 

addition, new ENR’s were opened in Santiago de Huata (La Paz), San Lorenzo

135. Pérez, Warisata, p. 187. Such legislative measures had, as I have shown in previous chapters, 
been enacted before without success.

136. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 121. Getino cites Georges Rouma as 
commenting that these teachers “no tienen la cultura y la formación pedagógicas suficientes” 
[do not have sufficient culture and pedogagical training]. 

137. Resp. “[their] wages are far from covering the minimum standard of living [,]” “[it is] 
impossible to get anyone to accept a post outside of the Capital for the miserable sum of Bs. 
300.” ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE”.

138. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/69, 10 April 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Contralor general de la república: “impagados.”

139. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 154, #Circular 165, Oficial mayor de 
educación to Jefes  de distritos escolares: “escuelas normales rurales.”
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(Tarija), Vitichi (Potosí), and Calacala (Cochabamba) in 1938,140 and the venerable 

Escuela Normal de Sucre was reorganized to also produce rural teachers in 1937.141

But these efforts continued to fall flat in the face of the same problems that 

plagued education as a whole: the responsible head of the rural education department 

of the CNE noted in 1939 that it was impossible to attract capable instructors for the 

escuelas normales at the level of pay that was being offered.142 The new ENR’s 

suffered from the same shortages of teaching materials as the regular schools,143 and 

the indigenous students at these schools were often not paid their scholarships, 

leaving them in debt and without a means to pay for their food and education.144 The 

severity of the conditions drove the director of Santiago de Huata to abuse alcohol.145

The predictable result was that the overwhelming majority of all schools—and 

even of the NEC’s themselves—depended on maestros interinos; improvised teachers

with no training. Even the urban schools could not find normalistas at the higher level 

of pay they offered, given that such teachers essentially did not exist. Since the urban 

centers offered significantly better pay and a higher standard of living, very little 

rough talent remained in the rural areas,146 where a sizeable proportion of teachers had 

received little elementary education themselves and consequently may not have been 

the most ideal candidates for the job;147 there were repeated reports of teachers who 

were themselves illiterate,148 and who without the benefit of teaching materials or a 

140. Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 148.
141. Decreto Supremo of 22 May 1937.
142. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” #O/1, 27 February 1939, Max Bairon to 

Vice-presidente del CNE: “Sondeo entre maestros.”
143. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/208, 17 May 1939, Jefe del deparamento de 

educación rural to Jefe de los almacenes escolares: “Escuelas normales rurales.” Also see: 
Choque, “La educación indigenal boliviana,” pp. 151–152.

144. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/146, 28 April 1939, Jefe del deparamento de 
educación rural to Contralor general de la república: “Becados Calacala.”

145. Which cost him his employment. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/451, 19 June 1939, 
Jefe del deparamento de educación rural to Mamerto Ratti: “La bebida.”

146. Writing to the Corregidor of Huancane, who had complained about the incomptency of the 
teacher of the local indigenous school, Max Bairon explained that in terms of the willingness 
of qualified teachers to move to remote locations, “casi ninguno tiene ese espíritu de 
sacrificio” [almost none have a spirit of sacrifice].” ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” 
#O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: 
“CNE.”

147. In 1943, observers form the United States remarked that at that point more than two-thirds of 
all teachers in rural schools had not finished elementary school. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Project Files, Grants, 8 April 1943, Kenneth Holland to Harold Davis: “Bolivian Commission 
Report.”

148. For example: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos, 1941,” 30 
July 1940, Roberto de Rada: “Informe del visitador de la provincial de Loayza,” f. 8.
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classroom did what they could to further the cause with all the enthusiasm they could 

muster. The dire lack of qualified teachers of course also rendered any attempt at 

supervision and correction outside of the NEC’s virtually meaningless, since 

inspectors could not provide for the schools nor could they replace unsatisfactory 

teachers,149 and as such we can only look at the enhanced inspection as an effort to 

peer into the schools and communities and to learn about them, rather than as a means 

to meet the needs of the schools, since that lay outside of the realm of possibility.

The most serious issue facing the inspectors was thus not what they found in 

the schools they visited, since those results were fairly uniform in their awfulness, but 

the fact that there were still so many schools beyond their reach. Inspectors regularly 

reported encountering schools that had long ago ceased to be operated while also 

indicating that some had moved to unknown locations. Above all, the state still 

maintained no actual tally of all the schools that existed within the national territory 

nor indeed of those over which it had direct jurisdiction. Records were also not kept 

for the authorizations the state had extended to communities acting under the 1905 

law that permitted them to open schools on their own account. Thus, even though all 

of these schools now fell within the jurisdiction of the DGEIC and its successor 

agency within the CNE, the actual number of communal schools remained unknown 

as did the location of many of them. Indeed, the numbers produced by the Ministry of 

Education with regard to the number of schools in existence throughout this period 

were ‘calculated’ and revealed mostly the continued inability of the state to gather or 

maintain credible statistical information.

In the same vein, and in part as a result of the above, there existed no capacity 

to keep score of the number of students in the educational system.150 While ministerial 

functionaries happily provided exact-sounding numbers to those who inquired—such 

as members of both the senate and the house—those numbers were almost completely 

fabricated. The statistics provided for actual enrolment were so profoundly at odds 

year-to-year that we can lend them no credibility at all: for 1936, the administration 

claimed a total of 113,767 students in 1,251 schools;151 for 1938, it claimed 208,779 

149. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE.”

150. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 132.
151. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 135.
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students in 2,453 schools.152 It should be noted that in 1930, the inspector general

(inspector general) calculated the total number of schools at no more than 340.153 At 

the same time, in 1938 the administration claimed only 4,389 students in indigenous 

schools,154 which is absurdly low since that number alone should be present in the 

escuelas seccionales and the internados (boarding schools).155 Indeed, just two years 

later, the first administration after the fall of Military Socialism proudly proclaimed to 

have 40,960 indigenous students, which is an equally absurd number. 

While it would be appealing to assume that the truth must be somewhere in the 

middle, the truth is that we have no way to establish at all what number of students 

may have been attending the indigenous schools outside of the escuelas seccionales, 

nor indeed do we have credible data of any kind with regard to overall enrolment in 

urban, municipal, cantonal, and provincial schools. While the vast majority of 

Bolivians remained illiterate and only a small minority of the indigenous population 

had access to schooling—which automatically criminalized their parents, since failure

to send children to school now counted as a criminal offense, and school directors 

were not shy about calling in the services of corregidores and other members of the 

oppressive apparatus to force parents to hand over their children156—those who were 

fortunate enough to have access received an education provided by incompetent 

teachers, without the use of books, pencils, or paper and in facilities that were either 

inadequate or non-existent.

The	Expanded	Reach	of	the	State

The depth of the shortcomings was well known and those parties interested in the 

development of the educational system understood full-well what the obstacles were 

152. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 136.
153. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios” (NSP 

Rurales), f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Los datos que pide.”

154. Counting only attendance. The total number of inscribed students stood at 6,140. Getino, 
Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 132.

155. It seems likely that this number hails from the seccionales alone, but this is never made 
explicit.

156. See, for example: ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/725, 16 August 1939, Jefe del 
departamento de educación rural to Corregidor de Viacha: “Padres de familia”; ALP/ME 
“CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos, 1941,” 18 january 1941, 
Comunarios de  Colcha “K” to Director general de educación: “Policia escolar.”
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in terms of the insufficient budget, the lack of insight into rural communities, and the 

seemingly irremediable inability to establish a program that could not only 

successfully train teachers but that could ultimately entice them to venture into the 

countryside after graduation.157 All of these dire circumstances were precisely what 

had made the NEC such an attractive model, since it seemed to offer a way to bypass 

some of these difficulties by tying the escuelas seccionales to a escuela matriz where 

exceptionally scarce resources could be concentrated and, in essence, shared among 

the community of the extended núcleo, while at the same time addressing the 

budgetary shortfalls and fiscal unreliability by promising to become to some extent 

self-sufficient in terms of not only the production of food, tables, desks, and so on, but 

also in terms of generating an ability to produce income and thus to function with 

very low levels of outside funding.158 There is no doubt that from the perspective of 

the former escuelas unitarias that had been converted to escuelas seccionales, the 

connection to a escuela matriz was an absolute boon, since it guaranteed access to at 

least a minimum of guidance and oversight, as well as on-the-spot training and access 

to some of the resources available at the escuela matriz.

It is, however, important to note that although the expansion of the NEC’s did 

alleviate the impact of the failings of the educational system as a whole in this 

manner, it did not address the severity of those failings themselves. As teacher 

training centers, the NEC’s were hardly more successful than their predecessors and 

they produced not only very few teachers, but really lacked the resources to do so at 

all, which would lead to the closure of some of the secciones normales within just two 

years of their establishment.159 Moreover, while direct oversight was now available to 

the escuelas matrices, they had little ability to remedy the problems they encountered 

in the escuelas seccionales; the discovery of absolutely incompetent teachers could 

not be resolved so long as no replacements could be made available, and the pay was 

157. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE.”

158. “La dirección general del ramo tiene en mira, fundamentalmente, la creación de una robusta 
economía en los núcleos indigenales campesinos, con la intención de que ellos, al más breve 
plazo posible, puedan bastarse a sí mismos, liberando al estado de su sostenimiento. [The 
directorate general has its eye on, fundamentally, the creation of a robust economy in the 
peasant school centers, with the intent that they, as soon as possible, can satisfy their own 
needs, relieving the state of their upkeep].” ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, September 
1938–October 1939,” f. 57, 21 November 1938, Ministro de educación to Ministro de 
hacienda: “Presupuesto extraordinario”

159. Choque, Educación indigenal, p. 115.
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already so abominably low and infrequent that monetary sanctions were not 

practically possible. This means that while the quality of education in the escuelas 

seccionales did improve as a result of the involvement of the NEC, it could still not be 

brought to an acceptable level.

Moreover, as I have pointed out earlier, the significance of the expansion of 

the NEC’s did not lie in an actual expansion of access to education for the indigenous 

majority. The creation of new schools remained the province of the communities 

themselves, and the escuelas seccionales did not constitute the addition of new 

schools in and of themselves. Likewise, the NEC’s could not effectuate any radical 

change in the availability of teaching and learning materials nor indeed of competent 

teachers, even if they did present a method to alleviate these shortcomings: the 

attempts to convert the NEC’s into teacher training centers constituted yet another 

abysmal failure, and thus the utter dependence on interinos continued unabated.

While it is difficult to ascertain the exact efficacy of the educational programs 

developed at the NEC’s—later judgments would prove unforgiving—and even more 

difficult to ascertain the total number of indigenous children attending schools, given 

the lack of credible statistical data, it is clear that the significance of the NEC’s and 

the indigenous schools transcended education. Indeed, it can be argued that just as the 

NES’s were intended as “centinelas avanzadas de la soberanía patria,” so too did the 

NEC’s develop into outposts of the state in remote areas where such direct influence 

had not existed prior to the arrival of the núcleos.

The key difference between the escuelas unitarias that had been founded by 

members of indigenous communities—and which had been staffed with members of 

those same communities, as I have shown in the preceding chapters—and the NEC’s 

was that even though the former may have officially fallen under the jurisdiction of 

the DGEIC—and later, the CNE—the núcleos actually functioned as such, being run 

by state officials and receiving regular funding from the state. Thus while the 

responsible ministerial officials could not so much as provide an accurate statement as 

to the number and location of escuelas unitarias extant in indigenous communities, 

the NECs had been founded directly by officials sent by the state to undertake their 

construction and remained an integral part of the ministerial bureaucracy. The 

directors of the núcleos answered directly to the state and indeed received their 
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support, however insufficient, from the Ministry of Education. While this may not 

have a particularly revolutionary ring to it, the fact is that the NEC’s thus comprised 

the very first state institutions to have penetrated the indigenous communities directly.

As the NEC’s were established throughout the highlands and valleys, an 

increasing number of the escuelas unitarias were incorporated as escuelas 

seccionales, which meant that schools that had operated in almost complete autonomy 

and without oversight—save for the occasional inspection—were being brought under 

the control of the escuelas matrices and therewith of the state. Whereas there had 

been no mechanism to enforce any kind of compliance with standards set by the 

Ministry of Education in the independently operated escuelas unitarias, the escuelas 

matrices certainly could impose teaching methodologies and provide direct oversight, 

thus putting an end to the autonomy of these schools in return for increased access to 

expertise and materials. The expansion of the NEC’s thus constituted a way for the 

state to slowly establish control over the vast network of communal escuelas unitarias

that had since 1905 operated beyond the purview of the state. In essence, then, we can 

look upon the expansion of the nuclear system as a gradual process whereby these 

autonomous indigenous schools were being converted into escuelas oficiales in which 

it would be possible for the state to determine and regulate curricular and ideological 

matters, as the principles, methodologies, and goals set by ministerial officials for 

indigenous education could be effectively communicated to the network of escuelas 

seccionales and overseen by the escuelas matrices.

Whereas the first NEC’s were really intended to solve problems of an 

educational nature—including, above all, the teacher shortage and the presupposed 

prior detachment of rural schools from the environment in which they existed—the 

Military Socialists saw in them an opportunity to vastly increase the reach of the state 

itself, as first observed in the use of the NES’s to advance the state into the remotest 

and most vulnerable areas. While the escuelas unitarias had existed in isolation from 

the state, far removed from any ability of the state to intervene in them in a 

meaningful way, the escuelas matrices around which the NEC’s were organized were 

manned by agents of the state who could realistically be made subject to inspection

and supervision. Since a relatively small number of escuelas matrices controlled an 

ever-expanding array of escuelas seccionales, the NEC’s constituted a brilliantly 
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efficient use of scarce resources, including normalistas in the employ of the state. 

Their very existence constituted a never-before witnessed state foray into 

marginalized areas that had been under the strict control of rural elites, who carefully 

mediated interactions between the state and the indigenous communities through 

close-knit networks of hacendados, gamonales, corregidores, curas and other local 

powers. In this sense, then, the warisateño model not only provided an efficient way 

to spread scarce educational resources, but also an equally efficient way for the state 

to create a presence in rural areas without the intercession of local elites whose 

interests were not always directly aligned with those of the state.

While the teachers of the indigenous escuelas unitarias had already been 

caught in between the state and the communities they served, as evidenced by an 

ever-increasing flow of letters from such teachers to ministerial authorities 

denouncing a host of abuses committed locally against indigenous communities,160

the NEC’s were in a much stronger position due to their more direct ties to the state. 

Individual teachers in schools that only barely registered on the ministerial radar—if 

at all—could be intimidated, threatened, brutalized, and imprisoned in a way that the 

directors of the escuelas matrices could not,161 and this provided a degree of 

protection to the communities who were integrated into the action radius of any of the 

NEC’s.162

This meant that whereas the state had always been dependent upon local 

authorities to provide it with information and data regarding the indigenous 

communities—and even with regard to the existence of schools that officially counted 

as state schools163—the NEC’s completely bypassed this local information filter, and 

furthermore, unlike the corregidores and other local functionaries who controlled 

indigenous life, they were located in the heart of the communities themselves rather 

than in nearby towns and hamlets. Thus, through the NEC’s, the state had now 

160. There are indeed many records of abuses committed against teachers by local elites. Conde, 
“Lucha,” pp. 90–92.

161. Choque, “La Escuela Indigenal”, pp. 27–30; Pérez, Warisata, pp. 137–141; Choque, 
Educación Indigenal en Bolivia, pp. 168–171.

162. Choque, “La Escuela Indigenal”, p. 40.
163. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios” (NSP 

Rurales), f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Los datos que pide.”
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suddenly acquired the capability to collect unfiltered data with regard to indigenous 

life in the ayllus and on haciendas served by some of the escuelas seccionales.164

To be fair, the exchange of information between schools and the state was not 

an entirely new development. The escuelas unitarias had functioned to some extent in 

this capacity, as their teachers were recognized as state officials and they had long 

directed complaints about abuse by local authorities to the Ministry of Education,165

which had then dutifully sent on such complaints to the Ministry of Justice or, in other 

cases, to the responsible prefects and sub-prefects,166 but they had not had the 

capacity to act directly on behalf of the communities voicing their discontent.167

Moreover, the teachers of escuelas unitarias had been much more vulnerable to 

reprisals themselves, given that no help or support other than in words of 

encouragement was forthcoming, and local authorities remained largely disinterested 

or indeed actively opposed to the schools.168

The implications of this newly acquired ability to gather unfiltered data 

through state institutions integrated directly into the communities was not lost on 

administrators in the seat of government. In addition to a directorato general de 

educación indigenal y campesina (DGEIC), there was now also an oficialía mayor de 

asuntos indigenales (bureau of Indian affairs),169 which had been made responsible 

164. A new ability they enthusiastically embraced by sending out lengthy surveys to the NEC’s in 
hopes of gaining new insight into the communities, such as the one compiled by the Oficialía 
de Asuntos Indigenales on 18 January 1937: ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del 
Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” ff. 67–68, 20 january 1937, Oficial mayor de asuntos 
indigenales to Director de propaganda: “Circular.”

165. In fact, so strong was the association between indigenous rights and the Ministry of Education, 
that even communities on haciendas without schools would direct their complaints—in 
person—about abuse and exploitation directly to the Ministry of Education in La Paz. See: 
ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, September 1938–October 1939,” f. 53, #328, 18 
November 1938, Ministro de educación to Ministro de gobierno: “Comisión de indígenas.” 
Also: ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, Ministro 
de Asuntos Indigenales to Arzobispo de La Plata: “Analfabetismo.”

166. Which is, by law, where they belonged, as noted by the very irritated Prefect of La Paz: 
ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939-I,” #52, 17 February 1939, Prefecto to 
Ministro de educación: “Abusos cometidos.”

167. Ana Pérez, ‘Caiza D’: historia de las seccionales, el núcleo y las normales indigenales. 
Bolivia: n/p,  2001, p. 24.

168. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939-I,” #138, 5 April 1939, Director 
general de educación indigenal to Prefecto: “Los derechos de los indios.” Also, Choque, 
Educación indigenal en Bolivia, pp. 167–171. Also, ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” 
#O/564, 11 July 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Prefecto: “Quejas.”

169. Created on 1 January 1937 with the express purpose of creating a legislative framework to 
further the incorporation of the indigenous majority into Bolivian nationhood. ARREE vol. 
“min 1 101 Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales,” f. 61, #273, 13 January 1937: 
“asuntos indigenales.”
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for the overall well-being of the indigenous population. Its creation had been overseen 

by Alfredo Peñaranda in 1936 and 1937 and had taken place against the wishes of 

Elizardo Pérez, who objected to any intrusion in his management of indigenous affairs 

through the DGEIC.170 Notwithstanding his objections, this bureau had a means of 

gathering information about the indigenous communities through the NEC’s that had 

been integrated into them.171 They could inquire about the kinds of services that 

colonos and comunarios were required to perform without compensation. They could 

inquire about the size of the haciendas and of the ex-comunidades as well as about 

their economic activities.172 None of this kind of information had ever been easy to 

gather, since collection of that data was the province of local authorities, whose 

interest was not always served by accurately reporting such information and who 

could not really be punished for non-compliance.

It was that kind of information that informed the decision to abolish all forms 

of unfree or unrecompensed labor, such as pongueaje (a system of coerced personal 

service rendered by colonos to the hacendados and his family).173 Moreover, the 

abolition of pongueaje was communicated to the indigenous communities via the 

schools. In this manner, the NEC’s were not just a means for the state to gather 

information or for the communities to communicate with the state, but also a means 

for the state to bring information and dialogue directly to the communities. The 

significance is clear; while the teachers of escuelas unitarias had long voiced 

complaints against abuse and injustice and channeled their complaints to the Ministry 

of Education, the creation of the oficialía mayor de asuntos indigenales and the 

establishment of the NEC’s meant that there was now a convenient channel through 

170. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 184–186. As far as he was concerned, his approach was the best interest 
of the indigenous population and they required no other office or administrator to guarantee 
their well being.

171. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” ff. 67–
68, 20 january 1937, Oficial mayor de asuntos indigenales to Director de propaganda: 
“Circular.”

172. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” ff. 67–
68, 20 january 1937, Oficial mayor de asuntos indigenales to Director de propaganda: 
“Circular.”

173. ARREE vol. “Min 1 R 107 Oficios Recibidos del Ministerio de Educación,” #0011/38 r1919, 
16 March 1938, Ministro Peñaranda to Ministro de Educacion: “Proyecto de Decreto 
Supremo.” Also: ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educacion y 
Asuntos Indigenales, 1936–1937” f. 68, 20 january 1937: “Disposición suprema”. There was 
an exception for free labor provided to the núcleos themselves. 
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which to communicate back to the communities and to keep them apprised of 

legislation that could aid them in their ongoing struggles against exploitation. 

The usefulness of the NEC’s as conduits for such government services did not 

remain limited to an exchange of information. Indeed, just as the NES’s struggled 

with disease and were thus soon equipped with a basic pharmacy,174 so too did the 

NEC’s became centers for the distribution of state-sponsored healthcare. Each NEC 

was outfitted—in theory175—with a nurse and a small pharmacy and could offer 

services not only to children attending the schools within its sphere of influence but 

also to the community at large.176 Of course, as with the provisioning of teaching and 

learning materials, these lofty goals were not fully fulfilled, but basic pharmaceutical 

supplies and medical care were indeed made available to the NEC’s and NES’s.

The result was a fundamental change in the relationship between the 

indigenous communities and the state, as the state now was directly represented in the 

communities. Not only did it provide a conduit for communication between the 

communities and the state, but it became a center where the state could provide 

services to the rural majority, beginning with the basic medical services that came into 

being under Military Socialism and which would, as I will show in the following 

chapter, be significantly broadened to include a wide array of far-reaching services 

that had never before been made available directly to the indigenous communities of 

the rural areas. Even though the communities had always found ways to make 

themselves heard, they now no longer needed to send representatives to the seat of 

government to file complaints against local officials or gamonales in person, but 

could address their concerns much more directly, removing at least one significant 

hurdle in their struggle for justice and equality. Likewise, they could count on school 

officials to inform them about their legal rights and on the responsible state officials 

to ensure that the appropriate information reached those officials. Laura Gotkowitz

174. Especially malaria, measles, and smallpox earned the constant attention of the administration. 
175. Funds were predictably short, and it did not always prove possible to provide the necessary 

pharmaceuticals. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 209 “Oficios 
recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1938,” #33/38, 3 
March 1938, Alfredo Peñaranda to Germán Busch: “Sanidad indigenal.”

176. Pérez, Warisata, p. 110. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 209 
“Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1938,” 
#33/38, 3 March 1938, Alfredo Peñaranda to Germán Busch: “Sanidad indigenal.”
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suggests that even as early as the mid-1930s, this allowed the schools to develop into 

“sites of struggle for communal land restoration and peasant syndicalism.”177

What this means is that the núcleos themselves were transformed from 

institutes of learning and cultural conservation into centers for government services 

ranging from education to healthcare. More than just constituting an expansion of 

access to education the true significance of the growth of the NEC’s in this period lay 

in the increased access to the state and its resources.

Order	out of	Chaos

Historians have, on the whole, been far too squeamish about accurately recognizing 

the Military Socialist ideal for what it truly was: an attempt to implant the first truly 

fascist government in the western hemisphere, allied both ideologically and 

economically with the Axis. Their “New Bolivia” was a corporatist state in which 

only the productive members of society were to have a vote through their mandatory 

state-controlled unions and syndicates. The one great saving grace of these short-lived 

regimes was their inability to enact the political and social reforms they had 

envisioned due to severe fiscal restraints resulting from the Chaco War and from the 

inherent weakness of the Bolivian state apparatus—certainly a pre-existing 

condition—thus dooming the fascist project. This has allowed historians to largely 

ignore the rather more unpalatable aspects of military policy of this era and to focus 

more on the progressive nature of some of the many thousands of edicts that emerged 

from the Palacio Quemado,178 and thus to draw a parallel between these angry young 

military men and their calls for ‘social justice’ on the one hand and the revolutionaries 

of the early 1950s. Indeed, there are fewer greater ironies in Bolivian historiography 

than the fact that Germán Busch, the violent dictator who actively pursued alignment 

with the Axis even as war was about to erupt in Europe, is now celebrated as a leftist 

martyr.

While historians have made much of the social and political accomplishments 

of the Military Socialists—the most oft cited such achievements being the progressive 

177. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 114.
178. Indeed, the increase in legislative output as evidenced by the sheer size of the anuarios in 

which the totality of decrees and resolutions were published is nothing if not remarkable. 
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Labor Code, the nationalization of TSOCB, and the 1938 constitution—none of these 

were to have a lasting impact on the daily lives of ordinary Bolivians, due largely to 

the fact that legislative measures proved utterly unenforceable, the constitution had 

been promptly suspended, and the Yacimientos Petrolíferos Fiscales Bolivianos 

(YPFB) that took over the resources that had belonged to TSOCB would prove a 

hotbed of corruption and nepotism. Indeed, it is an almost perfect irony that the one 

area in which true progress was made is one that historians have largely overlooked. 

While all of the major achievements attributed to the Military Socialists remained 

paper tigers without any tangible benefit, the few lasting legislative accomplishments 

in education are never once mentioned; the era of Military Socialism brought not only 

an expansion of the nuclear system, but also the until then frustratingly elusive

unificación escolar, the establishment of national educational standards as formulated 

in the 1939 bases y normas de educación boliviana, and the creation of a fixed 

framework for the operation of the núcleos escolares campesinos in the 1937 estatuto 

orgánico de educación indigenal y campesina.

Thus, while we can conclude that Military Socialism most certainly was not 

the kind of progressive political movement that it has been made out to be in the 

popular imagination, we must also acknowledge that true and lasting progress was 

achieved in the field of indigenous education. It is interesting to note that this progress 

was possible precisely because of the absence of sweeping reforms and bold political 

statements, the promoters of indigenous education opting rather for a careful and 

targeted expansion of an experimental model developed under the tutelage of Daniel 

Salamanca and Luís Tejada Sorzano, and thus eschewing the kind of radical 

reformism that had long impeded the kind of incremental change that makes progress 

possible. While seeking to “hacer todo de nuevo” in all matters political and 

economic, to the field of educational policy making they brought relative stability and 

gradual change.

The era of Military Socialism, notwithstanding its many shortcomings and 

more distasteful aspects, was marked above all else by the expansion of the system of 

núcleos into the rural areas, building on the foundation laid by Elizardo Pérez and his 

collaborators both in Warisata and in the offices of the Ministry of Education even 

before the May Revolution. The work done by the Military Socialists, and especially 
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by the energetic Alfredo Peñaranda Esprella who had accompanied Pérez on his tours 

through the rural areas, may not have been revolutionary in size or scope or indeed 

even innovative, but certainly did constitute a tremendous advance for the ability of 

the state to effectively oversee an increasing number of the many escuelas unitarias

that dotted the countryside. 

Not only did this signify an actual expansion of the state’s ability to oversee 

education in the rural areas with much greater efficacy than had been possible before, 

but indeed it constituted an effort to create an actual system of indigenous education

out of the state of chaos that had existed before in the form of hundreds of almost 

entirely autonomous escuelas unitarias, which had done what little they could to 

educate the children of the communities that created them but remained vulnerable to 

violent repression and too far removed from the state to stand even the remotest 

chance of competing for the scarce resources that sometimes existed in the almacenes

escolares. 

What the Military Socialists presided over, then, was the institutionalization of 

the nuclear model, fostering its transition from an experiment in indigenous education

to an actual system of indigenous schools comprising not only the escuelas matrices

but also the escuelas seccionales. The role and place of the núcleos had been 

cemented in the 1936 estatuto orgánico, in the 1938 constitution, and in the 1939 

bases y normas, thus ushering in the age of the núcleo escolar campesino and 

heralding the end of the total state of administrative disarray that had been left behind 

by decades of impotent reformism and the abandonment of the indigenous school to 

the indigenous communities themselves. 

Under the tutelage of Military Socialism, the warisateño model that had 

originally been envisioned as a means of developing an educational approach tailored 

to the needs of the indigenous communities—as interpreted by intellectual urbanites 

such as Pérez himself—was transformed into an answer to the problem I have posed 

previously: since the early twentieth century, the discussions with regard to 

indigenous education had shifted from the need for the construction of indigenous 

schools to the question of how to deal with them, now that the communities had taken 

it upon themselves to construct them in the prolonged absence of government action. 
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The answer was to convert them into escuelas seccionales, which could be controlled 

and regulated by the state through their respective escuelas matrices.

Moreover, as the experimental model pioneered at Warisata was transformed 

into the early stages of a coherent system of indigenous education—where curricular 

matters could be regulated, teachers could be supervised, and standards could be 

imposed—the núcleos themselves began to take on a role that exceeded their initial 

educational mandate in that the realization had taken hold that these institutions were 

not just places of learning, but formed the very first state institutions to directly 

penetrate not only the rural areas, but the indigenous communities themselves. The 

result was a significantly enhanced ability not only to gain insight into the 

communities and the obstacles they faced, but also to communicate directly with the 

communities and to disseminate information about their legal rights, in turn further 

transforming the schools into a bridge between the state and the indigenous 

communities, a role that became more important as the schools became centers for 

state services beyond education alone.

However, although the Military Socialists had indeed greatly expanded the 

nuclear system and managed to impose a degree of centralization that had proven 

elusive in earlier decades, the victory for the expansion of the state in marginal areas 

was not an unsullied advance. The process had, after all, been accompanied by the 

shameful conditions created in the tropical lowlands, where a form of cultural 

genocide was taking shape with little regard for the lives of the individuals who had 

not been lucky enough to avoid capture by predatory jefes de exploraciones. The 

contrast could not be more stark; while the highland communities finally achieved a 

means of engaging directly with the state, receiving a number of real benefits from the 

process, the expansion of the núcleos into the forests constituted a very disconcerting 

destruction of lives and livelihoods in the name of progress, and these much smaller 

tribal peoples proved much less capable of resisting the imposition of new cultural 

and social norms and institutions, let alone the diseases that ravaged the NES’s. 

It had been the superior organizational flexibility of the model pioneered by 

Pérez and his collaborators that had enabled this intrusion into the Bolivian frontiers 

and into areas which had in effect remained safe from the process of colonization for 

centuries due precisely to their economic insignificance. Had not the generación del 
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Chaco (Chaco generation) been so profoundly invested in the consolidation of the 

national territory, many lowland indígenas might have lived to preserve their heritage 

for another generation. Ultimately, the desire of the administration for a very active 

effort of national construction outweighed the needs of marginal peoples. Unlike the 

Spanish conquistadors, who did not understand why their arrival had sparked a 

demographic collapse of devastating proportions, the men who had been involved in 

this effort certainly did understand germ theory and can therefore be held responsible 

for the suffering their zeal had produced in the name of national construction and 

civilization.

Ultimately, it is important to properly contextualize the advance of indigenous 

education during the era of Military Socialism. Their project faced the same 

challenges as the many failed reforms of decades past and indeed they were no more 

successful than their predecessors in addressing the most significant failings of the 

educational system, attributable still to the absence of sufficient funds to meet even 

the most basic needs of the schools, teachers, and their pupils. No successful teacher 

training program had been created, nor could the almacenes escolares even begin to 

provide adequate resources to the schools. That is to say that while the expansion of 

the núcleos may have constituted the beginnings of what we might consider a viable 

system of indigenous education emerging from a state of almost complete chaos that 

had taken shape over the course of a hundred years of incessant reformism, the system 

they had helped spur into being was still rife with overwhelming deficiencies and a 

dizzying array of limitations and weaknesses.
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Chapter	VI:
Internationalization

A	Verdant	Wasteland:	 – 	

The death of Germán Busch on 23 August 1939 ushered in a prolonged era of 

political and social upheaval that was to continue until the Bolivian National 

Revolution of 1952. The intervening period was marked by no fewer than eight 

different presidents and two violent revolutions,1 the first of which was punctuated by 

the lynching of President Gualberto Villarroel from a tree on the Plaza Murrillo in 

front of the Palacio Quemado in 1946.2 Many historians have regarded this period of 

instability as a fleeting and halting return to power of the oligarchy of landowners and 

mining barons—collectively known as la Rosca in the popular imagination3—in the 

aftermath of what many still consider the ‘socialist experiment’ of David Toro and 

Germán Busch.4 As I have nonetheless shown in the preceding chapter, Military 

Socialism was hardly a ‘socialist experiment,’ and the upheaval that marks the 

following era did not really see the consolidation or return to power of any particular 

political faction or segment of society for any significant length of time.5 Indeed, this 

period has been viewed largely as a prolonged interlude of agitation and political 

fermentation, paving the way for the National Revolution and thus barely interesting 

in its own right: any analysis of the political and social upheaval of this period has 

only been seen through the lens of that later formative moment.6

1. In chronological order: Carlos Quintanilla; Enrique Peñaranda; Gualberto Villarroel; Néstor 
Guillén; Tomás Monje; Enrique Hertzog; Mamerto Urriolagoitia; and Hugo Ballivián. See: 
Klein, Bolivia; Klein, Parties and Political Change; Klein, Los orígenes.

2. Herbert S. Klein, A Concise History of Bolivia, p. 203; Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our 
Rights, p. 233; Hylton and Thomson, Revolutionary Horizons, p. 74; Díaz Machicao, Toro –
Busch, pp. 119–128.

3. Klein, A Concise History, pp. 157–158.
4. Klein, Los orígenes, pp. 377–386. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142; Augusto 

Céspedes, El dictador suicida. La Paz: Editorial Juventud, 1979, pp. 235–256; Klein, A 
Concise History, pp. 195–196.

5. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142.
6. Dunkerley, “The origins,” pp. 135–140.
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The development of the educational system and of educational policy has been 

regarded, if at all, in that very same context of chaos and regression. Just as the 

Quintanilla and Peñaranda regimes are regarded as an attempt to undo the supposedly 

leftist legacy of the Military Socialists and return power to the oligarchy that had 

controlled the political arena until the Chaco War,7 so too have educational 

developments been regarded as an attempt to “destroy, or reverse, the dangerous 

indigenista school reforms of the 1930s”8 and as a result of this effort to destroy the 

indigenous school, “la educación [retrocedió] en cuanto a conquistas educativas”9 of 

the preceding period. It is not very surprising, then, that this era in between Military 

Socialism and the National Revolution has been depicted largely, albeit incorrectly, as 

this chapter will demonstrate, as a wasteland in terms of educational development, 

marked by a fundamental relapse to pre-Chaco War conditions and policies, and this 

bias is reflected in the fact that very few pages have been written about educational 

policy in this period.10

The tendency to regard this period as having been of essentially no interest at 

all is due in large part to the fact that the heralded father of indigenous education, 

Elizardo Pérez, bitterly lamented this era—and the early 1940s especially—as 

bringing about the destruction of his legacy and the death of indigenous education.11

Indeed, some authors have taken his damning assertions rather too literally, 

interpreting Pérez’s insistence that Warisata was destroyed as signifying the actual 

closure of the school, even though it remained perfectly open throughout this period.12

In histories of Bolivian indigenous education, the 1940s are generally omitted 

7. Klein, A Concise History, p. 195; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 193; Hylton and 
Thomas, Revolutionary Horizons, p. 71

8. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 194.
9. “[…] education regressed in terms of its educational advances.” Getino, Influencia de las 

transformaciones, p. 142.
10. Even Getino Canseco essentially skips this entire period, dedicating only a few pages to the 

period of Villarroel’s presidency from 1943–1946 and completely ignoring the rest of the 
decade with the general understanding that nothing of interest happened. Of modern analyses 
of Bolivian indigenous education, only Brooke Larson has written somewhat extensively 
about this period, while other authors limit their attention almost exclusively to the National 
Indigenous Congress of 1945.

11. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 290–297; Salazar, ¡Warisata Mía!, pp. 34–36; Stephenson, Gender and 
Modernity, p. 124.

12. Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, p. 31; Pérez, Caiza ‘D’, pp. 43–44; Stephenson, Gender and 
Modernity, pp. 123–124; Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 134; Salazar, ¡Warisata mía! pp. 
19–37; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” 
pp. 193–194.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

251

altogether,13 apart from general lamentations regarding the closure of Warisata and 

the obliteration of indigenous education by racist elites who sought to further the 

exploitation of the indígenas and were somehow irrationally opposed to the very 

notion of an educated Indian. 

This analysis fits the overall tendency to look upon the years of Gen. Enrique 

Quintanilla and those who came after him as a regression from the days of Military 

Socialism, as the ‘forces of reaction’ quickly undid the ‘socialist’ heritage left behind 

by Busch.14 In the previous chapter, I have already detailed the fact that Busch was 

certainly not the benevolent ‘martyr of the left’ that he has become in the popular 

imagination,15 but was rather a violent fascist dictator. In that context, it is odd that his 

immediate successor is now so widely reviled as a military dictator with a rightist 

bent, when that description fits Busch rather better than Quintanilla.16

For all of its political upheaval, the period from 1940 to 1952 was not quite the 

educational wasteland of oligarchical prejudice and anti-cultural assault on the 

indigenous communities that historians and anthropologists have imagined, nor 

indeed was it marked by the ‘destruction of indigenous education’ as Pérez charged. 

Rather, the period saw an impressive further development of the núcleos and their 

sphere of influence, as well as a significant expansion of the role of the núcleos as 

centers of state representation. Moreover, educational policy itself—especially in so 

far as it concerned indigenous education—remained remarkably constant, even amid 

continuous bureaucratic reorganizations.17 Indeed, the continuity in indigenous 

education that can be observed is striking, especially since it appears barely to have 

been affected by the ongoing political and social turmoil that gripped the nation: one 

successive administration after another rather wholeheartedly embraced the nuclear 

model and forged ahead with the further expansion of indigenous education based on 

that model.

In addition, one of the most fascinating developments of this understudied 

period is the ill-understood and largely ignored involvement of the United States in 

13. With the exception of Larson’s “Capturing Indian Bodies.”
14. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142.
15. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 129.
16. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 211–212. See also: Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian Revolution.”
17. The CNE, finally given authority over the indigenous schools in 1940, was to be abolished 

again in 1943 and then re-established in 1950, by which time it would have been created and 
abolished a total of four times in twenty years.
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the consolidation of educational practices initially developed by Pérez and his 

collaborators, which helped to usher in an era of maturation and increased 

internationalization, as the nuclear model was soon exported to other Latin American 

countries by United States aid-workers.18

In this chapter I will demonstrate that much of what little analysis exists about 

this period has been based on the singularly hostile assessment of Elizardo Pérez, 

leading historians and other scholars to mistakenly assume that indigenous education

went through a period of decline and radical political reorientation in the aftermath of 

Busch’s suicide. Rather, educational policy remained unusually stable during this 

period, interrupted primarily by the intervention of foreign ‘experts’ and attendant 

problems. The 1940s were to bring an impressive expansion of the nuclear system, as 

well as a very significant broadening of the services offered in the NEC’s. An 

important but understudied aspect of this history is the direct involvement of the 

United States in promoting the nuclear system, in Bolivia and later to other Latin 

American countries. The second half of this chapter will address in detail this 

fascinating development. 

A	Deconstruction	of	the	Destruction	of	Warisata

As Elizardo Pérez tells the story in his autohagiography, the impressive progress that 

had resulted from the creation of Warisata and its innovative model under the tutelage 

of Alfredo Peñaranda during the brief period of Military Socialism came to a 

screeching halt in the aftermath of the death of Germán Busch in 1939.19 In Pérez’s 

account of the history of Warisata, the demise of Military Socialism prompted a return 

to the oligarchical rule that had been ever so briefly interrupted by the May 

Revolution and with it, the ‘forces of reaction,’20 motivated by their disdain for the 

indigenous majority as well as by their reliance on the exploitation of the masses for 

their own economic benefit, ruined every trace of his hard and patriotic work in the 

early 1940s.21

18. Fell, “La irradiación”; Brienen, “Histoire secrète.”
19. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 290–296.
20. Salazar, ¡Warisata mía!, p. 47; Pérez, Warisata, p. 233.
21. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 290–296. Larson speaks of a “reactionary counterforce of imperialism, 

repression, and […] the ‘feudal reaction’:” Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 193.
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It is Pérez’s position as uncontested apóstol (apostle) of indigenous 

education’22 that has resulted in the uncritical replication of his dire assessment by a 

number of authors,23 but the reality of what happened after the demise of Military 

Socialism is rather more complex than the simplistic picture he painted in which 

‘forces of reaction’ launched a frontal assault on indigenous education in order to 

hand the schools over to “los partidarios […] de la servidumbre y de la esclavitud del 

indio.”24

In effect, the discord between Pérez and what he described as his eternos 

enemigos—especially Rafael Reyeros, Vicente Donoso Torres, and Max Bairon25—

had been brewing since the promulgation of the 1938 constitution, which had called 

for the recreation of the CNE to oversee all branches of the educational system. 

Vicente Donoso Torres—co-founder of the 1915 Umala Rural Normal School26—had 

been named vice-President of the CNE in 1938, while Max Bairon had been placed in 

the charge of the vocalía de educación rural (advisory board for indigenous 

education) and was thus directly in the line of fire of Pérez’s DGEIC, which had 

continued to function independently in contravention of the constitution.27 It should 

be noted that prior to his appointment to the CNE in 1938, Bairon had been the 

inspector general de educación indigenal under Pérez’s wing at the DGEIC, and as 

such had perhaps a more intimate knowledge of the shortcomings and failings of the 

indigenous schools than anyone else.28

In addition, there had been growing rancor between the oficialía mayor de 

asuntos indigenales (OMAI), created in January of 1937 as part of the Ministry of 

Education and headed by Rafael Reyeros,29 and the DGEIC, as Pérez felt that the 

22. Velasco, “La escuela indigenal,” p. 57.
23. See, for example, Velasco, La escuela indigenal de Warisata, p. 16; Stephenson, Gender and 

Modernity, pp. 123–124, where she notes that the 1940 investigation into the NEC’s had been 
undertaken with the purpose of “shutting them down”; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 
193–194.

24. “The champions […] of the servitude and enslavement of the Indian.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 273.
25. Though others were involved, these three were especially singled out by Pérez. Pérez, 

Warisata, p. 279.
26. Suárez, Desarrollo, 212.
27. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #75, 16 March 1940, 
Ministro de educación to Presidente de la república: “educación indigenal”.

28. Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 39
29. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” f. 61, 

#s437/37 r273, 13 January 1937, Ministro de educación to Ministro de relaciones exteriores: 
“asuntos indigenales.”
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OMAI should never have been created, given that he himself was already fighting for 

the well-being of his indiecitos and that there was therefore no need for an 

independent office other than his own to support indigenous rights.30 As the OMAI 

embarked on studies into the conditions of indigenous life as part of a project to ban 

pongueaje and other forms of unpaid labor extracted from the indigenous 

communities,31 Pérez felt that it was intruding upon his private fiefdom and 

vigorously attacked the OMAI for developing its projects through the NEC’s, which 

fell under Pérez’s jurisdiction.32

What had been Reyeros’s sin? His efforts to gather data about the indigenous 

communities and their relationships with hacendados had included inquiries about 

daily life in the ayllus and on the haciendas sent to the directors of the NEC’s, thus 

avoiding having to beg and plead with local officials to provide information as had 

been necessary in the past.33 To the rabidly territorial Pérez, such “perjudiciales 

interferencias” were clear evidence of wicked “manejos de la reacción enmascarada 

en falsos ‘indigenistas’ tan osados como inescrupulosos” in the service of 

gamonalismo.34 Of course, the gravest sin committed by Reyeros had been the fact 

that he had dared to criticize the lack of educational direction of the NEC’s as early as 

1938,35 an offense so severe that it caused Pérez to engage in a fairly shocking series 

of ad-hominem attacks and to attempt in every way possible to obstruct the work of 

the OMAI thereafter.36

30. Pérez rather frequently refers to his charges as indiecitos; he regards them as “gentes buenas y 
sencillas” (good, simple folk) who look up to him as “un ser sobrehumano” (a superhuman 
being) Pérez, Warisata, pp. 79, 336.

31. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educacion y Asuntos 
Indigenales, 1936–1937” f. 68, 20 january 1937: “Disposición suprema.” The resulting 
legislation made an exception for labor provided to the indigenous schools.

32. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 184–185.
33. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educacion y Asuntos 

Indigenales, 1936–1937” f. 68, 20 january 1937: “Disposición suprema”; ALP/ME vol. 822 
“NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios” (NSP Rurales), f. 49, 5 July 
1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Los datos que pide.”

34. Resp. “detrimental interference,” “schemes of the reaction disguised as false ‘indigenistas’, as 
bold as they are unscrupulous.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 185.

35. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 239–251.
36. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 184–186, 213–217, 250–251. His opposition to the OMAI rather mirrors 

his later attempts to sabotage the work of the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de 
Educación (SCIDE) due to the fact that he had taken affront to the fact that the head of the 
SCIDE’s operations in Bolivia had neglected to include him in his negotiations with the 
Bolivian government, thus prompting a smear campaign against SCIDE that lasted until 
SCIDE officials made an express effort to include Pérez as an advisor. NACP RG229 OIAA 
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These, then, were the men accused by Pérez of destroying his life’s work: 

Rafael Reyeros, the “eterno enemigo de Warisata;”37 Max Bairon, the “aspirante 

exterminador de indios;”38 and Vicente Donoso Torres, the “máximo lacayo” of the 

Quintanilla administration.39 All three had enjoyed long careers in indigenous 

education, and all three had run afoul of Pérez in one way or another.

The drama came to a head in early 1940, as in order to comply with the 1938 

constitution, the DGEIC was abolished on 12 January and its functions given over to 

the CNE.40 This simple transition caused significant consternation, as allies of Pérez

waged a media campaign to convince the nation of the fact that this in and of itself 

would spell the immediate end of indigenous education altogether,41 prompting a 

variety of organizations to plead with the administration to reinstate the DGEIC and 

return control over indigenous education to Pérez.42

Following the abolition of the DGEIC, Donoso Torres was asked by Minister 

of Education—Gustavo Adolfo Otero43—to produce a detailed report on the state of 

indigenous education in the country;44 the CNE had been looking into the state of 

RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 Aug 1948: Porter Claxton to 
Willfred Mauck: “Disloyal Campaign.”

37. “Eternal enemy of Warisata.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 287.
38. “Aspiring exterminator of Indians.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 289.
39. “Top lackey.” Pérez , Warisata, p. 29. Donoso had, of course, been appointed by Busch.
40. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #75, 16 March 1940. 
Ministro de educación to Presidente de la república: “CSTB.”

41. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 278–289.
42. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #B137/40, 30 April 
1940, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: 
“Restablecimiento de la dirección general”; ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos 
Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B693/40, 10 may 40, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la 
Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “Proceso administrativo”; ANB “Presidencia de la 
República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de 
Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B694/40, 10 may 40, Presidente de la 
república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “dirección general”; ANB 
“Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, 
Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #75, 16 March 1940. Ministro 
de educación to Presidente de la república: “CSTB.”

43. Described by Faustino Suárez Arnez as “el mejor Ministro de Educación de los últimos 
tiempos.” Suárez, Hacia la nueva, p. 84.

44. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”
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indigenous education since 1938,45 contributing to the growing unhappiness within 

the DGEIC’s leadership.46 It was this report that was to become the pivot-point of the 

high drama that ensued, as the original report produced by Donoso Torres in April of 

1940,47 which was circulated among members of congress soon after,48 was nothing if 

not particularly damning. Much as I have done in the preceding chapters, the report 

outlines the major failings of the educational system, citing above all the dependence 

on maestros improvisados (improvised teachers),49 but also noting the lack of 

teaching materials,50 the low quality of education offered in the schools,51 and the lack 

of direction in terms of a teaching methodology.52

The picture that emerged from Donoso’s assessment was indeed bleak, but it 

is difficult to argue with the accuracy of many of the fundamental findings in terms of 

the lack of qualified teachers, the lack of teaching materials, the lack of guidance, and 

the continued problems with discipline, nepotism, corruption, and incompetence.53 In 

each and every one of these categories, the findings presented by Donoso Torres 

coincide very neatly with the image that emerges from the existing record of 

inspections and correspondence, as I have shown in the preceding chapter. It should 

be noted that Pérez’s response to this report did not focus on the substance of the 

allegations, but rather consisted of an endless stream of personal attacks on the 

integrity of the individuals involved, painting them all as mindless tools of the “forces 

of reaction.”54

45. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/839, 6 September 1939, Jefe del departamento de 
educación rural to Vice-presidente del CNE: “Maestros rurales.” 

46. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”

47. Published shortly after as: Consejo Nacional de Educación, El estado actual de la educación 
indigenal en Bolivia: informe del vice-presidente del Consejo Nacional de Educación, La Paz: 
Editorial del Estado, 1940.

48. Pérez, Warisata, p. 254.
49. A term that more neatly captures the nature of the beast than the more euphemistic maestro 

interinos, given that there was really nothing transitory about the position. CNE, El estado 
actual, p. 18.

50. CNE, El estado actual, p. 23.
51. CNE, El estado actual, p. 23.
52. CNE, El estado actual, p. 18.
53. It is interesting to note, in this context, that the objections voiced most commonly against the 

report have been about the wording rather than about the content.
54. In his autobiography, his response was that “estas falsedades son tan enormes que me excuse 

de comentarlas. [These falsehoods are so enormous that I excuse myself from having to 
comment on them].” Pérez, Warisata, p. 283. His response to the 1940 investigative panel was 
to publish a vicious attack on the panel in La Crónica. La Crónica, 20 August 1940. His 
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So dire were the findings—this at least was the official line—that Otero 

ordered an investigation into the work of the former DGEIC and its leadership to 

establish to what extent the DGEIC could be held responsible for the observed 

failings and to recommend a course of action to remedy them. In order to do this, the 

members of the investigative panel—Vicente Donoso Torres, Alfonso Claros, Max 

Bairon, Gualberto Llanos, Arturo Posnansky, Vicente Fernández, Juan Cabrera 

García, Nazario Pardo Valle, Fernando Loayza Beltrán, and Félix Eguino Zaballa55—

were to visit each of the NEC’s, collect what data was available, interview directors 

and teachers, and inspect the books of each institution for anomalies, given the 

accusations of corruption and malfeasance.56 The tangible result, made public on 20 

August 1940, was yet another damning report, this time focused more specifically on 

Raúl and Elizardo Pérez, effectively accusing them both of malfeasance and 

incompetence, while noting all of the shortcomings already expounded in the first 

report.57

Predictably, both Elizardo Pérez’s wife,58 whom he had named director of the 

Warisata Normal School, and his brother, whom he had named director of Warisata 

itself, lost their positions,59 as did a number of directors of the other NEC’s, while the 

authority over indigenous education was handed over to a new department within the 

CNE—the vocalía de educación indigenal y campesina—to be headed by none other 

than Max Bairon himself.60 With that, the era of the Pérez family’s dominion over 

indigenous education had come to an end—at least until 1949, when Elizardo Pérez 

came back as Minister of Education. Pérez considered the verdict of the tribunal a 

brother Raúl, then still director of Warisata, likewise failed to respond to the content of the 
allegations, also contenting himself to express his extreme displeasure in national newspapers. 
Pérez, Warisata, pp. 285–286.

55. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B693/40, 10 may 
40, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “Proceso 
administrativo.”

56. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B693/40, 10 may 
40, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “Proceso 
administrativo.”

57. Bolivia/Consejo Nacional de Educación, El estado de la educación indigenal en el país, La 
Paz: Prensa del Estado, 1940.

58. Jael Oropeza.
59. Pérez, Warisata, p. 279.
60. ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 

1942,” 02 October 1942, Max Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.”
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personal affront and presented it as nothing less than a direct, and in his view 

successful, attempt to destroy indigenous education altogether. Indeed, he would 

spend most of the 1940s actively obstructing the further progress of the nuclear 

system out of sheer spite.61 This is what constituted the ‘demise of indigenous 

education’ and the ‘destruction of Warisata’ in the eyes of Pérez: the fact that neither 

he nor his brother now controlled indigenous educational policy and decision making. 

However valid the observations made by the investigative panel may have been—and, 

indeed, it would be difficult to argue the substance of many of the allegations 

themselves—the very notion that the state of “alarmante anarquía”62 of indigenous 

education had come as a surprise to Donoso Torres, Bairon, Reyeros, or any of the 

others involved in the process, seems highly improbable. They had all enjoyed long 

careers in indigenous education and Bairon had been Pérez’s inspector general until 

his move to the CNE, which can only mean that they all knew perfectly well what 

they would find once they made an effort to establish exactly what the state of 

indigenous education was. It is therefore unlikely that the investigative panel was 

motivated by some shocking realization that indigenous education was a shambles; to 

expect that anything else was even remotely possible, given Pérez’s relatively brief 

tenure and the crippling inadequacy of funding, would have required an actual belief 

in his superhuman powers. The most pressing problems were the ones that he had 

inherited from his predecessors; the Bolivian state continued to lack the funds needed 

to remedy the shortfall of buildings, teachers, materials, and so on and so forth. 

Indeed, while progress certainly did materialize in the years after Pérez’s 

ouster—as I will show later in this chapter—the problems were too pervasive and too 

deeply rooted in the state’s inherent weaknesses to be at all adequately addressed 

without outside assistance.63 While the charges regarding the lack of teaching 

61. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948: 
Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, “Disloyal Campaign.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck: 
“Elizardo Pérez.”

62. ANB “Presidencia de la República: Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #B398/40, 28 
february 1940, Presidente to Ministro de educación, presidente del CNE: “apremiantes 
ocupaciones.”

63. Which was to materialize a few years later with the involvement of the United States in 
Bolivian education.
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materials, the almost complete absence of qualified teachers, and the inadequacy of 

the facilities were certainly accurate, they were also completely unfair, given that 

these deficiencies were the result of inadequate funding, and thus not an inherent 

shortcoming of the NEC’s.

Nevertheless, not all of the charges leveled against the Pérez brothers were 

groundless. It is difficult to challenge the notion that nepotism ran rampant when 

Elizardo Pérez, as head of the DGEIC, appointed both his brother and his wife to 

senior positions,64 while his brother Raúl handed out scholarships to his own 

children.65 Reports from the NEC’s themselves supports the assertion that little 

financial record-keeping was done, and that not all funds could be accounted for.66

Likewise, as I have noted before, it is undeniable that there was a lack of 

methodology with respect to teaching and useful guidance from the DGEIC was 

absent as well. Indeed, even the notion that the DGEIC was run like a “dictadura sin 

control” was hardly far-fetched,67 as Pérez did indeed not respond well to criticism. 

The other issue raised by the panel, namely the use of free indigenous labor to 

support the grandiose projects envisioned by the Pérez brothers, was likewise very 

troubling.68 While the reliance on free indigenous labor had been crucial to the 

success of the NEC’s, and the communities in general gladly offered their labor in 

support of the schools, Pérez had used it for the construction of what American 

observers called “a huge monumental adobe structure, or stone and adobe, half 

completed, with extravagant hand-carved slabs of stone […], a grotesque monument 

to somebody who did not count the cost or need of the building.”69 It was in that 

context that Reyeros remarked that “la Escuela Indigenal es una carga más para el 

Indio.”70 This criticism was, in fact, fair to the extent that Pérez had undeniably 

grandiose ambitions for his schools that entirely relied on the unpaid labor of the 

comunarios and colonos of the surrounding areas. It was understood that the 

64. Pérez, Warisata, p. 279.
65. CNE, El estado de la educación Indigenal, p. 108.
66. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 

1944,” 10 July 1944, Inspector Enriquez to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Warisata.”
67. CNE, El estado actual, p. 31.
68. CNE, Estado de la educación Indigenal, p. 126.
69. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948: 

Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, “Disloyal Campaign.”.
70. “The indigenous school is another burden for the Indian.” As quoted by Donoso Torres in 

CNE, El estado de la educación Indigenal, p. 126.
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indigenous school, given the fiscal climate, could only survive with the support of the 

communities it served, and this was not a part of Donoso Torres’s critique. Rather, he 

criticized the fact that Pérez had been planning a whole series of very large and 

elaborate structures, evoking the glory of Tiwanaku, which would have been built by 

indigenous farmers, who were already bearing a heavy burden. Not even counting the 

now illegal free services they rendered to landlords and local authorities, they were 

responsible for the maintenance of the existing schools and the fields surrounding 

them; and they also had their own subsistence to consider, in addition to obligations to 

landlords and the prestación vial (a labor requirement whereby the indígenas were 

required to construct and maintain roads).71 Indeed, while Donoso Torres has been 

angrily denounced as an enemy of indigenous education and an enemy of the 

indigenous peoples of Bolivia itself, what he had in fact demanded was that these 

efforts be toned down to a level that would not unduly burden those who were 

expected to bring these extravagant visions into being without compensation or clear 

benefit.

To be sure, what had taken place was a takeover of indigenous education by 

the CNE, specifically with the aim of unseating Elizardo Pérez. Under Military 

Socialism, Pérez had enjoyed the protection of Germán Busch, who blithely ignored 

the constitutional demand for the integration of the functions of the DGEIC into the 

CNE, but with the passing of Military Socialism that protection had evaporated, 

allowing his opponents—whose efforts, no matter how perfectly compatible with his 

own views, he had personally obstructed in every way—to build a case against him 

and, in essence, to simply purge him. There was no particular administrative reason 

that he could not have been transferred to the CNE himself to continue to oversee the 

development of the NEC’s. The one complication they had faced, namely the man’s 

immense popular appeal, required a certain amount of public brouhaha in the form of 

the investigative panel that would allow them to build a case of malfeasance and 

incompetence that would in turn dampen the impact of his departure. Of course, the 

CNE itself was to fall victim to very similar accusations in 1944,72 as I will show later 

in this chapter. At the same time, we can look upon the charges leveled against Pérez 

and his collaborators as perfectly reminiscent of the chaos of institutional reform that 

71. As a result of the measures promoted by Reyeros in 1937.
72. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de motivos.”
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marked much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when incoming political 

factions—as I detailed in the first chapter of this work—made note of the fact that the 

educational system was a disaster and effortlessly blamed whomever it was who had 

taken on the responsibility for that system, without much regard for the budgetary, 

administrative, and practical restraints that prevented the educational system from 

flourishing. 

Nevertheless, leaving aside questions regarding the political motivations 

behind both of the reports that were instrumental to Pérez’s ouster, one of the most 

interesting things about them is that they were produced at all, given that they 

constituted the most complete and public accounting of the state of indigenous 

education—and of the educational system as a whole—compiled up to that moment. 

In that sense, they represent the very first cogent and comprehensive inward analysis 

of indigenous education in existence and are thus valuable in and of themselves as 

evidence of a more critical and systematic approach to the problems plaguing 

indigenous education, based on a far more profound and factual understanding of the 

daily realities of the indigenous school than had been possible before. Indeed, rather 

than marking the `death’ of indigenous education, the 1940s were characterized by a 

significantly increased attention to fundamental questions with regard to what the 

schools were intended to do and how this might be accomplished.

The	Rule	of	the	CNE:	Informed	Continuity	and	Subtle	Change

The transition from the DGEIC to the CNE can hardly be described, as has been 

commonplace in the existing literature, as a radical shift in either content or direction. 

Rather than an “abrupt shift towards work and hygiene, family farming and capitalist 

rural development” and away from the “dangerous indigenista school reforms of the 

1930s,”73 the ideas espoused by members of the CNE almost perfectly mirrored those 

laid out in the 1937 Declaración de principios, which described a very similar vision 

of indigenous progress.74 The program proposed by the CNE was in effect nearly 

indistinguishable from that promoted by Pérez in previous years, offering roughly the 

73. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 194.
74. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172, 222–227.
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same basic mix of rural industrialization,75 modernization of agricultural production 

methods,76 suppression of vice and filth,77 incorporation of the indigenous 

communities into the nation as a patriotic and productive element,78 and a continuous 

effort to ensure that the indígena remained a rural creature, perpetually segregated by 

race, class, and culture from urban mestizos and criollos.79

That is to say that while the charges made by scholars such as Stephenson, 

Gotkowitz, and Larson80 that the CNE’s takeover of indigenous education resulted in 

an ideological vision that was rooted in prejudice and paternalism are certainly true in 

and of themselves, it is certainly not true that this constituted some radical change 

from Pérez’s Warisata or the development of the NEC’s under Military Socialism. 

Donoso Torres and the others were indeed profoundly racist individuals who were, as 

Stephenson has noted,81 obsessed with cleanliness and severely prejudiced against the 

indigenous population, believing that “el indio [es] un retardado mental” and 

complaining about the “olor característico del indio.”82 To read Donoso’s 1940 report 

75. Pérez: “La escuela indígena es una escuela industrial, de organización económica autonómica. 
Debe implantarse en centros que posean posibilidades de desarrollo en este sentido. [The 
indigenous school is an industrial school, with an autonomous economic organization. It must 
be implanted in areas that possess prospects for development in this sense.]” Pérez, Warisata, 
p. 170. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén 
Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta”: “[…] contribuir al progreso nacional, 
incrementando y perfeccionando las industrias rurales, impulsando el mejor aprovechamiento 
de los recursos naturales. [to contribute to national progress, enhancing and perfecting rural 
industries, fostering the most efficient use of natural resources.]”

76. Pérez, Warisata, p. 170; ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, 
Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

77. Pérez, Warisata, p. 224; ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, 
Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

78. Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 41–42; ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 
1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

79. Compare Pérez’s vision: “El indio será educado para vivir en el agro, cultivarlo, impulsarlo, 
enriquecerlo, llevarlo a la expresión máxima de riqueza. [The Indian will be taught to live on 
the land, to cultivate it, to develop it, to enrich it, to take it to the highest level of prosperity.]:” 
Pérez, Warisata, p. 169 to the CNE’s official position: “cooperar al progreso y bienestar de la 
comunidad rural, arraigando al campesino a su medio y proporcionándole los recursos que 
hagan su vida en el terruño. [contribute to the progress and wellbeing of the rural community, 
tying the peasant to his environment and supplying him with the resources that make his life 
on the land.]:” ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto 
Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

80. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, p. 123; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 193–197; 
Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, pp. 125–127. Stephenson’s assertion that the tribunal 
intended to shut the ayllu-schools down—as suggested originally by Pérez—the fact of the 
matter is that not a single one of them was closed for even so much as a day: Stephenson, 
Gender and Modernity, p. 123.

81. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 124–128.
82. Resp. “The Indian is a mental retard.” “The characteristic smell of the Indian.” CNE, El 

estado actual, pp. 18, 22.
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is to be witness to a series of repugnant prejudices that one could scarcely imagine 

being uttered in polite company today;83 if the objection of scholars to the report is 

that it reveals vile bigotry, then the objection is accurate. 

At issue is that this racism, vile and repugnant though it may have been,84 was 

not fundamentally different from the racism exhibited by Pérez and his collaborators, 

who similarly believed that indigenous society was morally defective and required the 

guiding hand of educated urban professionals and, in particular, of Pérez himself.85

Thus, to note that Vicente Donoso Torres, Max Bairon, and Rafael Reyeros were 

racists is perfectly true, but to suggest that their supremacist vision somehow 

constituted a change in direction in terms of educational policy is fundamentally false. 

The conflict between Pérez and his “eternos enemigos” had been a territorial one, and 

not an ideological one as many have assumed. Thus, the shift from Pérez’s authority 

to the CNE’s did not, in fact, constitute as Eve Marie Fell would have it, “el final de 

la orientación ‘indigenista.’”86 It is, in this context, important to make note of the fact 

that much of the criticism leveled against the CNE by scholars of Bolivian indigenous 

education87 has been based on Donoso’s initial 1940 report, even though this 

document had never been intended as a policy statement but rather was a detailed list 

of the shortcomings in indigenous education—and indeed the very first one at that. To 

cite, as is commonplace, this report in order to prove a point with regard to the CNE’s 

educational policy in the years after entirely misses the point of its creation and also 

attaches to it greater significance than it ever had in terms of the further development 

of the educational system.

Despite Pérez’s firmly held belief that only he could give direction to 

indigenous educational policy and that those who unseated him could only have done 

so out of an irrational hatred for the Indians—illustrating yet again that in Pérez’s 

mind, Elizardo Pérez was indigenous education—the most striking thing about 

indigenous educational policy in the aftermath of Pérez’s ouster is that it remained 

83. Unless one were to read The Bell Curve. Even in modern America, such vile preconceptions 
still make for good sales figures. 

84. I am not a relativist, and patently false generalizations remain false regardless of the time 
frame in which they are uttered. 

85. See Chapter IV.
86. “The end of indigenista orientation.” Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 216.
87. Not Pérez himself, as he merely noted the existence of the document but does not cite it in 

much detail.
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virtually unaltered,88 even if many of those loyal to Pérez were removed from their 

positions. Just as the Military Socialists had chosen not to undo the reforms of their 

predecessors but to build upon them, the rapid succession of regimes that followed, 

even when they made it a point to reverse many of the social and economic policies of 

the Military Socialists, did not impose any sweeping reforms on the indigenous 

schools but chose to build further upon the experience of the NEC’s and to allow 

these institutions to expand and mature. That is to say that while Donoso’s initial 

report—which was, as I stated above, not a policy document—suggested reducing the 

size of the rural system of NEC’s—given that the means to support them did not 

exist—this is not what happened when the CNE did take over the reins of power.89 On 

the contrary, two more NEC’s were added to the system, creating a total of eighteen 

núcleos where the CNE had inherited sixteen.90

Perhaps surprisingly, given the enormous significance attached to the abolition 

of the DGEIC, the period of the CNE’s control over indigenous education—and over 

the educational system as a whole—was to prove perhaps anticlimactic; the major 

achievements were the addition of two new NEC’s91—not counting a failed third one 

that existed at Caracara from 1942 to 194392—the development of new rules and 

88. Indeed, rather than destroying Warisata, the school maintained its special position, as 
indicated by the Minister of Education, who wryly remarked that “[la] preferencia con que el 
gobierno atiende al núcleo de Warisata, puede apreciarse por el presupuesto total de la 
presente gestión que alcanza a cerca de dos millones de bolivianos, suma que no se gasta en 
ninguna otra escuela de la república. [the preference with which the administration attends to 
the center of Warisata can be valued by the total budget for the fiscal year, which reaches 
almost two million bolivianos, an amount not spent on any other school in the republic.]” 
ANB vol. 458 “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno, H.Cámara de Diputados, 
peticiones de informe, Ministerio de educación, Ministerio de obras públicas y 
Comunicaciones, 1943,” #B988/43, 8 September 1943, Presidente de la república to 
Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Petición de informe.”  

89. CNE, El estado actual, p. 19.
90. The schools added were Chajnacaya in 1942 (Potosí) and Alcatuyo in 1941 (La Paz). 

ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalia de Educación Indígena y Rural, Informes Núcleos Escolares 
Campesinos, 1944,” #79/44, 9 October 1944, Director del núcleo de Alcatuyo: “Informe 
Alcatuyo.” In 1942, the NEC of Caracara was also founded, but it was closed down in 1943. 
The list now consisted of the following NEC’s and NES’s: Warisata, Caquiaviri, Caquingora, 
J. Machaca, Cliza, Vacas, Chapare, Llica, Talina, Alcatuyo, Chajnacaya, Rosillas, San Lucas, 
Mojocoya, San Antonio del Parapetí, Guarayos, Casarabe, and Moré. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía 
de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 1944,” 1 September 1944, 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Informe.”

91. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 
1944” 1 September 1944, Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Informe.”

92. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 451 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1943,” #95, 17 February 1943, Oficial mayor 
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regulations governing the núcleos escolares campesinos and escuelas normales

rurales,93 and ultimately the development of a plan for the reform of the educational 

system that resulted in its own abolition and reintegration of its functions within the 

Ministry of Education in 1944.94

The importance of this fairly brief period, leaving aside the spectacle with 

which it began, was consequently rather more subtle than one might expect, given the 

melodramatic statements that usually accompany any description of the CNE and its 

apparently nefarious plot to destroy indigenous education. Instead of dramatic change, 

it was during this period that the initial groundwork was laid for the later and much 

more impressive expansion of the nuclear system. The immediate focus of the CNE 

and especially of its vocalía de educación indigenal y campesina (VEIC) was placed 

rather more on a rationalization of indigenous educational policy than on a wholesale 

reformation thereof. Indeed, the very tone employed by the CNE’s functionaries was 

decidedly different from what had been commonplace during the previous era, given 

that these gentlemen had made an extraordinary effort not only to itemize the many 

failings and shortcomings of indigenous education,95 but also to uncover the 

underlying reasons for them. While much of the blame was placed on the Pérez

family and its acolytes, CNE representatives very clearly understood that the 

fundamental problem was the unequivocal inability of the state to meet the needs of 

the educational system.96

de educación to Secretario privado de la presidencia de la república:  “La escuela selvícola de 
Caracara.”

93. The 1940 estatuto orgánico de educación and the 1942 planes y programas for indigenous 
education, including the escuelas normales rurales, the unitarias, and the núcleos, which 
detailed subject matters and teaching methods in a manner never achieved by the DGEIC; 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.” Also see 
ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 
1944,” #36/II/44, 25 February 44, Consejo Nacional de Educación to Inspector general de 
educación rural: “concentracion de preceptores rurales de 1943.”

94. In effect, what the Villarroel regime undertook was a change to article 158 of the 1938 
constitution, which stipulated that the members of the CNE were elected directly by Congress 
rather than appointed by the administration, which led to the resignation of the members of the 
CNE and the subsequent reintegration of educational policy-making within the Ministry of 
Education itself. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, 
Jefe del departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de motivos.” 

95. In their 1940 reports: CNE, El estado actual and CNE, El estado de la educación indigenal.
96. A fact also recognized by the Minister of Education, who in his 1941 inaugural address 

lamented the fact that he simply could not attend to all of the pressing needs in education, 
even with the understanding that each of them was of grave importance: ALP/ME vol. 527 
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As a result, there was a repeated insistence on the fact that any development in 

educational policy must be rooted in a factual understanding of what was actually 

feasible given the very limited means with which the CNE was to operate. Thereby, 

the general platitudes that had served as the basis for educational policy under the 

DGEIC had to make way for a more realistic set of immediate goals. In this context, it 

is noteworthy that the inspectores and vocales (board member) responsible for the 

indigenous schools began to employ a language that was much more grounded in the 

at times depressing realities of the practice of indigenous education than the perpetual 

optimism and grandiose planning—often with little eye for detail—that had 

characterized Pérez’s assessments and long-term projections. Max Bairon certainly 

did not hesitate to point out the deficiencies still prevalent in the schools, and the 

difficulties that resulted from inadequate funding, especially in so far as they affected 

the quality of education.97

That is to say that this period was specifically not marked by a significant push 

to introduce drastic reforms to the educational system, but rather by quite sedate and 

incremental modifications to the existing system and a notable emphasis on the need 

to gather credible statistics about the state of the educational system itself as a 

prerequisite for consistent and effective policy making. This period consequently 

marks the beginning of an era in which credible statistical information was not only 

produced, but produced consistently with regard to the schools, teachers, and students 

that formed part of the nuclear system.98

Moreover, the CNE’s unmatched understanding of everything that ailed the 

educational system was the result of its very own efforts to delve as deeply into those 

shortcomings as possible—even if motivated by a desire to discredit Elizardo Pérez

and his DGEIC. This awareness of the unqualified inability of the state to provide 

educators and schools with the tools, materials, and funding they required to meet 

“Correspondencia y varios, 1941,” 3 January 1941, Arturo Pinto Escalier:  “Inauguración del 
año escolar.” 

97. This does mark a difference in tone from the previous period, as the DGEIC tended to be more 
optimistic in its projections on the whole.

98. A change made possible in part by the very existence of the NEC’s, as these institutions were 
by far the most valuable source of information about rural life and strife. In addition, it should 
also be noted that the informes produced in this period were markedly more detailed than they 
had been before. This increased ability to gather information about these schools, however, 
did not extend beyond the nuclear system itself, and statistics regarding population, access to 
schooling, illiteracy, and so on and so forth remained more closely related to fantasy than to 
fact.
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even their most basic needs, resulted in a very pragmatic approach to indigenous 

education that did not depend on funding or revenues that would predictably never 

materialize, and thus forced the responsible vocal to formulate policy statements that 

were within the means of the CNE. Moreover, this thorough understanding of existing 

conditions resulted in a more critical approach to the stated goals of extant 

educational policy, with an eye towards defining more precisely what the indigenous 

schools were supposed to accomplish both in the short and the long term. They did 

not fall back on the general bromides of ‘social justice’ that had informed earlier 

policy makers; the questions asked by Donoso, Bairon, Claure, and Reyeros were 

more direct: what should such ‘social justice’ entail and exactly how might the 

schools contribute to it?

That is not to say that they did not recognize the need for improved buildings, 

teaching materials, or any of the other problems they themselves had identified in 

1940,99 but rather that they effectively acknowledged the need to prioritize each of the 

countless pressing issues and to focus on those that they believed could practically be 

addressed rather than making yet more vain attempts to do everything at once and 

thus depriving each and every separate initiative of the funding it would need to 

succeed.100

The focal point of the CNE’s tenure was to be centered on the quality of 

education in the indigenous schools, which in so far as the CNE was concerned 

depended first and foremost on the quality of teachers.101 There were no normalistas

99. CNE, El estado actual, pp. 37–59. 
100. This had been a hallmark of the Military Socialists, who attempted to solve each of the 

societal ills they had identified, ranging from the political system itself to the construction of 
houses. The predictable result of this effort to legislate away the country’s problem was that 
virtually none of the measures taken by the Military Socialists received adequate funding, thus 
dooming all of them to failure. Brienen, Military Socialism.

101. Minister of Education Gustavo Adolfo Otero remarked in 1940 that “el CNE está convencido 
de que la necesidad de solucionar el problema de la formación profesional del maestro, es el 
común denominador de cualquier plan de reorganización o reforma educacional. Sin maestros 
no pueden haber escuelas. [The CNE is convinced of the need to resolve the problem of the 
professional training of teachers, it is the common denominator for any plan for educational 
reorganization or reform. Without teachers, there can be no schools.]” ANB “Presidencia de la 
República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de 
Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  Ministro de educación 
to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.” 
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in the indigenous schools102 and even the majority of the directors of NEC’s were 

interinos,103 and this was considered by the CNE to be the most damaging of the 

many failings of the educational system.104 The reasons for the absence of normalistas

had been well-established; in addition to the complete inefficiency of the escuelas 

normales rurales, which produced no more than a few handfuls of teachers each 

year,105 even those few who did graduate from these institutions steered clear of the 

indigenous schools due to abysmally low wages, as Max Bairon observed on several 

occasions.106 Moreover, these schools themselves lacked the facilities, materials, and 

human capital needed to be effective,107 meaning that without an effort to remedy at 

least these problems, no effort to create teachers could be successful,108 thereby 

insuring that the quality of education would remain miserable.

102. In 1944, the vocal de educación indigenal noted that not a single one of the schools was 
manned by a normalista: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, 
resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. (1944) Toribio Claure: “Informe.”

103. Of eighteen directors, only seven were normalistas while the remaining eleven were interinos. 
ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 
1944,” 01 September 1944, Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Ministri de educación: 
“Informe.”

104. The Minister of Education—Gustavo Adolfo Otero—stated in 1940 that “La formación del 
maestro es, pues, cuestión medular […] [The training of teachers is, thus, the central 
issue.]”ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos 
y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 
1940,  Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”

105. Max Bairon puts the number at about 80 per year, starting in 1939: ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía 
de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 October 1942, Max 
Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.” That number is borne out by later 
statistics, which show a consistent increase in the number of normalistas rurales in the 
educational system that corresponds to the rate at which Bairon claimed they were being 
produced. 

106. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 142–143; ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 1944,” 01 September 1944, 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Ministri de educación: “Informe.” This in spite of the 
fact that the ENR’s had produced some 235 normalistas between 1939 and 1942. ALP/ME 
“CNE: Vocalía de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 
October 1942, Max Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.”  ALP/ME vol. 259 
“Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” #O/1, 27 February 1939, Max Bairon to Vice-presidente del 
CNE: “Sondeo entre maestros.”

107. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” #O/1, 27 February 1939, Max Bairon to 
Vice-presidente del CNE: “Sondeo entre maestros.” The predictable result of the conditions in 
the Normal Schools was that graduates were perhaps not as well prepared as one might have 
hoped. The director of the Llica núcleo took aim especially at Warisata’s normalistas, who he 
stated “de maestros nada saben.” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; Oficios Recibidos de 
Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes Beltrán to Toribio Claure: 
“Ref. a circular no. 2/44.”

108. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”
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While acknowledging that significant pay increases were impossible, it was 

nevertheless understood that the dismal salaries109 would continue to be an active 

impediment to attracting qualified teachers,110 and the CNE thus proposed to “dotar al 

docente boliviano, dentro de nuestras limitadas posibilidades financieras, de un 

standard de vida honorable,” which was to translate into a thirty percent wage 

increase as of March of 1941.111 In addition, the CNE created two new escuelas 

normales rurales to help combat the teacher shortage.112 More importantly, and much 

to the displeasure of the teachers’ corps, they developed a new policy whereby 

improvised teachers were asked to submit to yearly testing to determine their 

effectiveness,113 while requiring maestros interinos and titulados to take courses when 

they were made available.114

Far more interesting than the CNE’s somewhat staid measures to improve the 

quality of education by focusing first and foremost on teacher-training was its 

insistence on further developing the núcleos as centers of government action, where 

services could be rendered to the indigenous population, and therewith bringing them 

109. The rural school teacher was paid as much as a doorman at the Ministry of Education (in 
1944). Luís Gutiérrez Guerra, “La condición social, económica y juridical del maestro 
boliviano.” In Nuevos Rumbos IX/20 (1944), pp. 156–183: p. 166.

110. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE.”

111. ALP/ME vol. 259, “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 389, #41, 3 May 1941, Gustavo Adolfo 
Otero: “Circular.” this was, of course, also likely a response to the growing political unrest, 
which resulted in teachers’ strikes throughout the 1940s. More importantly, the resultant wage 
was still insufficient and according to the vocal (Toribio Claure) “no satisfice las necesidades 
del maestro rural unitario.” ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, 
resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. (1944), Toribio Claure: “Informe.”

112. These were: Portachuelo (Santa Cruz) and Punata (Cochabamba). ANB Sintesis de labores 41; 
ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.” Within four years, the 
total number of ENR’s was to be dropped down from six to four again. ALP/ME “CNE, 
Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. (1944), Toribio 
Claure: “Informe.” The escuelas normales rurales of Riberalta was closed in 1944 due to lack 
of enrollment (fewer than forty students) and the escuela normal rural of Caiza “D” was 
closed in 1944 due to “numerosos incidentes.” ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 
1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: 
“Petición de informe 90/45.”

113. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.” There is relatively 
scant evidence of such testing ever taking place.

114. Which was not very often, but there was a real effort to provide some level of professional 
training at the NEC’s: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de 
Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #14/44, 24 May 1944, Director del núcleo de Parapetí to Vocal 
de educación indígena y rural: “El núcleo de Parapetí.”
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closer in line with the stated goals of indigenous education as serving an interest 

beyond mere alphabetization.115 Of special interest to the members of the CNE was 

the ability to use the NEC’s to shield the indigenous communities from exploitation 

by local authorities and landlords.116 Indeed, both Bairon and Reyeros had made 

themselves unpopular already in this regard; Reyeros had, as head of the OMAI, 

spearheaded the 1937 campaign to ban pongueaje and other coerced labor extracted 

from colonos and comunarios, while Bairon went as far as to “[impartir] órdenes a las 

comunidades de este cantón a que desconozcan las autoridades superiores y los 

trabajos públicos como son caminos, calles, plazas, prestación vial […]”117 They 

argued that the role of the NEC was to provide a level of legal protection and thus to 

“defender al aborigen de la violencia, del abuso y de la explotación de que es víctima, 

e interceder en su favor ante las autoridades constituidas.”118 As part of this effort, the 

Ministry of Education created a new departamento de asuntos indígenas (department 

of Indian affairs) in 1940, while the Ministry of Justice created an oficina jurídica de 

defensa gratuita de campesinos in 1943,119 the goal of the former being to handle 

115. A trend established during the Era of Military Socialism. See Chapter V.
116. Describing the role of the NEC as an “entidad a suyo cargo [está] la defensa de los indios y 

como representantes del Ministerio de Educación y del gobierno. [entity in charge of the 
defense of the Indians, and representative of the Ministry of Education and of the 
government].” ANB “Presidencia de la República; Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable 
Convención Nacional, Peticiones de Informes, Ministerios de Educación, Gobierno y Obras 
Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 1944, Presidente to Presidence de la Honorable Convención 
Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-44.” 

117. “[gave] orders to the communities of this canton to disobey the authorities and disregard 
public works such as roads, streets, squares, prestación vial.” ALP/PA vol. 212 
“Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” #1586, 19 August 1941, Prefecto to Vocal de 
educación indígena y rural: “Junta de vecinos de Combaya.”

118. “To defend the Indian from the violence, abuse, and exploitation to which he falls victim, to 
intervene on his behalf with legal authorities.” ANB “Presidencia de la República; Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable Convención Nacional, Peticiones de Informes, Ministerios de 
Educación, Gobierno y Obras Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 1944, Presidente to Presidence 
de la Honorable Convención Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-44.”

119. Per Decretos Supremos of 10 May 1940 and 7 April 1943, respectively. ANB “Presidencia de 
la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 458 “Honorable Cámara de Diputados, peticiones de 
informe, Ministerio de educación, Ministerio de obras públicas y comunicaciones, 1943,” 
#B904/43, 21 August 1943, Presidente to Honarable Cámara de Diputados: “Peticion de 
informe escrito.” Naturally, these remained underfunded: “las condiciones económicas del 
Erario no han permitido organizarlo en sus debidas proyecciones, pues demanda recursos y 
gastos apreciables y ha venido funcionando sólo con un jefe de departamento por todo 
personal. [The economic condition of the budget has not allowed its organization as planned, 
since this requires significant resources and expenses and thus it has been operating with only 
a bureau chief as its staff.]” This office was also referred to at times as the Oficina Jurídica de 
Defensa Gratuita de Indígenas. Also see: Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “Apuntes para una 
historia de las luchas campesinas en Bolivia (1900–1978). In Pablo González Casanova (ed.), 
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disputes, “prestándoles […] cooperación en litigios de deslinde y usurpación de 

terrenos.”120 Indeed, the NEC’s were granted the right to intervene on behalf of their 

indigenous charges “en los convenios legales entre la municipalidad y los 

campesinos.”121

This development followed on somewhat similar practices developed during 

the era of the reign of the DGEIC, as I have shown in the preceding chapter, when it 

had become clear that the appearance of official schools in the rural areas would lead 

to an increasing flow of complaints and demands presented by the representatives of 

indigenous communities to the Ministry of Education in general and to the DGEIC in 

particular. This trend had continued after the abolition of the DGEIC, leading the 

Minister of Education to remark in 1941:

Frecuentemente los indígenas llegan hasta la sede del gobierno, 
venciendo a pie enormes distancias a presentar denuncias y quejas 
contra las autoridades provinciales y cantonales, contra los hacendados
por extorsiones y abusos de que son víctimas, ya mal aconsejado por 
los ‘tinterillos’ o ya porque las autoridades más próximas no atienden 
sus demandas.122

The CNE chose to address these issues by very explicitly incorporating the roles of 

mediator and local administrator into the structure of the NEC’s, significantly 

expanding the role of the schools as representatives of the state before the 

communities and vice-versa, and going so far as to create a system whereby the 

directors of the schools could very directly intervene in local affairs:

Historia política de los campesinos de latinoamérica, vol. III. México: Siglo XXI Editores, 
1985, pp. 146–207: p. 165.

120. “Grant them […] assistance in litigation of encroachment and misappropriation of lands.” 
ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 458 “Honorable Cámara de 
Diputados, peticiones de informe, Ministerio de educación, Ministerio de obras públicas y 
comunicaciones, 1943,” #B904/43, 21 August 1943, Presidente to Honarable Cámara de 
Diputados: “Peticion de informe escrito.”

121. “In legal agreements between the peasants and municipality.” ANB “Presidencia de la 
República; Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable Convención Nacional, Peticiones de 
Informes, Ministerios de Educación, Gobierno y Obras Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 
1944, Presidente to Presidence de la Honorable Convención Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-
44.”

122. “Frequently the Indians arrive in the seat of government, traveling enormous distances on 
foot, to present complaints and denunciations against provincial and cantonal authorities, 
against hacendados for extorsion and abuse to which they fall victim, whether it be because 
they have been ill-advised by ‘pen-pushers’ or because closer authorities do not entertain their 
demands.” ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, 
Minister of Education Adolfo Villar to Archbishop of La Plata: “analfabetismo.”
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[Los] directores de los núcleos escolares campesinos tienen potestad 
sobre los indígenas de su jurisdicción, a quienes asesoran en sus 
asuntos jurídicos, económicos y sociales. Juzgan a los indígenas, en 
primera instancia, de acuerdo con los ‘amautas’ y dilucidan sus litigios 
en forma oral. Cuando este procedimiento no es suficiente, acuden al 
Ministerio de Asuntos Indigenales o a los tribunales ordinarios.123

That is to say that the CNE availed itself very actively of the NEC’s in order to 

combat the power of local authorities,124 a development that fit very neatly within 

prevailing indigenista thought, which held rural elites responsible for supposed 

indigenous ‘backwardness.’125 The NEC’s were thus also tasked with ensuring that 

relevant information regarding legal dispositions and other matters that should affect 

them would reach the communities.126

In addition to the enhanced responsibilities of the NEC’s with regard to the 

defense of the indigenous populations they served, the NEC’s were also the access 

point for health services in the rural areas127—at least those served by a núcleo.128 The 

NEC’s were each outfitted with a small pharmacy that would allow it to deal with 

123. “[The] directors of the peasant school centers have power over the Indians in their jurisdiction, 
whom they advise in their legal, social, and economic affairs. They judge the Indians, first in 
accordance with the ‘amautas’ and clarify their litigation orally. When this is not sufficient, 
they appeal to the Ministry of Indian Affairs or to the regular tribunals.” ALP/ME vol. 708 
“Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del departamento escolar to 
Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”

124. “Quitando la intervención de los explotadores y tinterillos.” ANB “Presidencia de la 
República; Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable Convención Nacional, Peticiones de 
Informes, Ministerios de Educación, Gobierno y Obras Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 
1944, Presidente to Presidence de la Honorable Convención Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-
44.”

125. One visitador remarked, when speaking of the local priests in his jurisdiction, that “en su 
ignorancia [de los indígenas] está su tesoro [del cura]. [In his (the Indian’s) ignorance is the 
treasure of the priest.” ALP/ME “Departamento de Educación Rural, informes de visitadores 
rurales de La Paz 1940, tomo I,” 28 August 1940, Director Visitador de Carangas: “Informe.” 
Moreover, one of the official functions of the NEC’s had become the “lucha contra los 
gamonales, autoridades y enemigos de la clase indígena.” ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, Expedidos, 1942,” #230R, 30 March 1942, 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Alfonso Pardo Uzeda: “Justicia.”

126. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, Ministro de 
Asuntos Indigenales to Arzobispo de La Plata: “Analfabetismo.”

127. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, Expedidos, 
1942,” #230R, 30 March 1942, Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Alfonso Pardo Uzeda: 
“Justicia.”

128. Such services were well necessary, given that the NEC’s—and the NES’s even more so—
dealt with some frequency with deadly outbreaks that could cost dozens of lives, especially 
due to malaria, smallpox, whooping cough, measles, and typhoid. Mevirnuc44, dirunuc 
redencion pampa to vocindru, 30 oct 44, informe general; ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, Expedidos, 1942,”  #166, 9 June 1944, 
Director del núcleo de Warisata to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “enfermedades.”
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health issues for the community as a whole,129 while at the same time allowing the 

state to gather information about disease in rural communities. To this end, the NEC’s 

were to have a health officer responsible for treatment of disease and malnutrition as 

well as, more importantly, vaccination campaigns within the action radius of the 

núcleo, offering protection against pertussis, measles, and smallpox.130 The health 

officer was also charged with providing basic health training to students and members 

of the community, focusing especially on sanitation and prevention of disease.131 It is 

significant to note that the reports emanating from the NEC’s indicate that they did 

indeed generally have a health officer and a supply of pharmaceuticals and vaccines.

For those areas that remained outside of the reach of the núcleos, the CNE fell 

back on a model that somewhat resembled the failed escuelas ambulantes of the 

Liberal Era, in the form of so-called brigadas de acción social campesina (peasant

social action brigades)132—usually referred to as the brigadas culturales (cultural 

brigades)—which had first been introduced in March 1939 as the brainchild of Max 

Bairon,133 who had modeled them after a similar program developed by José 

Vasconcelos in Mexico.134 The brigadas consisted of a team of educators, a doctor, a 

nurse, a technician (for radio and film showings),135 and a lineup of artists and 

musicians who would travel through remote areas of significant indigenous 

population to provide rudimentary healthcare, focused especially on vaccinations, 

malnutrition, rickets, and treatable endemic diseases,136 while also serving to give 

129. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 
1944,”30 October 1944, Humberto Caballero to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: 
“Informe general que eleva el director del núcleo de Redención Pampa.”

130. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 
1944,”30 October 1944, Humberto Caballero to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: 
“Informe general que eleva el director del núcleo de Redención Pampa.”

131. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural; Procesos; 1941” 21 December 1943, 
Abel López Lafuente: “Informe anual de 1943.”

132. CNE, El estado de la educación, pp. 6, 111–112.
133. Originally created on 1 March 1939 by Bairon within the Departamento de Educación Rural 

of the CNE, they never fell under the jurisdiction of the DGEIC. Mario Ramírez Escalante, 
Orígen y utopias de la educación: teoría y práctica. La Paz: Ofsetec ‘Gráficas’, 1984, p. 62. 
Also see: Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, pp. 242–243; Suárez, Hacia la nueva, p. 104;

134. Where they were known as misiones culturales (cultural mission). See: Lora, sindicalismo del 
magisterio, p. 243.

135. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Oficios recibidos, Varios, 1941 tomo 
I,” 4 December 1941, Consejo Nacional de Educación: “Circular.” The films were created by 
the Disney Corporation for this purpose: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Project Files, Bolivia, 
Map “Reports B-EF-51” (Reports), s/n, s/d: “Disney Literacy Project.”

136. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.” Also see: 
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lessons on patriotism, civic duty, and very rudimentary instruction on sanitation and 

healthcare.137 The one-time director of the program, Alberto Laguna Meave, 

described the initiative as serving to:

difundir la cultura general, inquietar el espíritu cívico, propagar las 
nociones de pedagogía y metodología, divulgar las nociones 
agropecuarias, canciones, deportes, juegos; curar y vacunar, 
explicando la prevención y curación de enfermedades, distribuir 
personalmente material didáctico, sanitario, folletos, jabones, juguetes, 
dulces y, en fin, llevar las vibraciones de la nacionalidad y de la 
civilización hacia nuestras poblaciones olvidadas y abandonadas
[…]138

In essence, the brigadas functioned as traveling núcleos, taking the model of the 

escuelas ambulantes and expanding it to include many of the functions now 

performed by the NEC’s, including healthcare. Moreover, just as the núcleos and 

escuelas unitarias did, the brigadas fielded complaints from the communities they 

visited, relaying those to the CNE, which in turn could transmit serious issues to the 

appropriate authorities.139 Likewise, they were used specifically to educate the 

communities of colonos and comunarios about their rights in legal disputes, making it 

clear that free services such as pongueaje were against the law and that all services 

and goods rendered by an indígena to a landlord, corregidor, priest, or teacher, for 

example, must be paid for.140

ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 
1944,”30 October 1944, Humberto Caballero to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: 
“Informe general que eleva el director del núcleo de Redención Pampa.” ARREE vol. “Min-1-
126 Ministerio de Educación, oficios recibidos 1940,” #Reservado 281/40-6238/515, 17 May 
1940, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores: “Informe reservado.”

137. Lora, sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 243
138. “To spread general culture, stir the civic spirit, propagate notions of pedagogy and 

methodology, divulge notions of agriculture and animal husbandry, songs, sports, games; to 
heal and vaccinate, explaining prevention and curing of diseases, personally distributing 
didactic materials, sanitary supplies, pamphlets, soap, toys, sweets, and, finally, stir up 
feelings of nationality and of civilization in our forgotten and abandoned peoples.” As quoted 
in Lora, sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 243. Also see: Ramirez, Origen y utopías, 62.

139. For example, see: ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” #O/564, 11 July 1939, Jefe del 
departamento de educación rural to Prefecto: “Quejas.” ANB “Presidencia de la República, 
Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y 
Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #B119/40, 30 April 1940, Diputados R. Soriano and A. 
Villapando to Presidente de la república: “Provincia Charaña.”

140. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” #1586, 19 August 1941, Prefecto to 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Junta de vecinos de Combaya.” Indeed, even trucking 
was illegal: ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936-1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, 
Minister of Education Adolfo Villar to Archbishop of La Plata: “analfabetismo.”
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None of these were particularly heroic measures, nor were they evidence of a grand 

vision of sweeping reforms to once and for all fix all that ailed indigenous education. 

In effect, the measures taken by the CNE were all quite unexciting in and of 

themselves, lacking the level of ambition that had marked the era of the DGEIC. This 

is precisely what makes this fairly short-lived period interesting, since the rather calm 

and deliberate administration of the CNE provides a stark contrast with the 

accusations leveled against it by Pérez and those who have accepted his assessment of 

it. 

In fact, the CNE’s takeover of indigenous education did not constitute the end 

of indigenous education; it was not a return to old ideas; it was not the destruction of 

Warisata; it was not a radical ideological shift; and it was not a profound shift in 

educational policy. In effect, the radicalism of the CNE can be sought in its decision 

to not introduce some significant ideological reorientation, but rather to focus on a set 

of unexciting and humdrum practical issues that were as tame as they were important 

for the real development of the núcleos. Without a significant drive to dramatically 

reform the educational system or massively expand the reach of the NEC’s, the CNE 

could focus on the art of fine-tuning educational practice and introducing a realistic 

Figure	 .	The	Brigada	Cultural	Comes	to	Visit

ARREE	“Min	 Ministerios,	Ministerio	de	Educación,	 ,”
#res	 / - / ,	 	May	 	
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expansion of the role of the núcleos into the daily reality of the communities they 

served, using the relatively cheap means of the brigadas to bring at least some of the 

benefits of the nuclear system to communities beyond its reach. In this sense, we can 

look upon the CNE as an institution that allowed the nuclear system to mature in an 

atmosphere of relative calm in administrative policy and practice and with an eye on 

the practical limits of its budget.

In a particularly Bolivian twist of irony, it was precisely this relatively 

cautious approach to the problems that plagued indigenous education that would 

ultimately prove 

the CNE’s undoing. Just as it had proven easy to assail Elizardo Pérez for a lack of 

tangible results for the many grandiose ambitions that characterized his tenure, the 

scope of which far outstripped his resources, it was now easy to assail the CNE for its 

tendency to focus on implementation and detail, as the results of this were too subtle 

to please those who saw in the state of indigenous education a tremendous problem 

that required a visionary approach. The short-lived revolutionary regime of the ill-

fated Gualberto Villarroel141 abolished the CNE in 1944 by changing article 158 of 

the 1938 constitution,142 effectively squeezing the CNE out of existence.143 The 

accusations against the CNE followed familiar themes of nepotism and 

mismanagement, but cited above all the failure of the CNE to attack the many 

problems plaguing indigenous education with sufficient vigor and determination.144 It 

is particularly interesting to note that the kinds of arguments used by members of the 

infamous tribunal that sat in judgment over Pérez and his collaborators were now 

directed at the CNE itself, charging this institution and the individuals who had taken 

on responsibility for its performance with the failure of education to make good on its 

promise to bring about the sort of profound societal change that intellectuals and 

politicians agreed was necessary for the development of the nation itself. 

141. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 218–221.
142. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” Ministro de Educación: “Inauguracion 

del año escolar 1945.”
143. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de motivos.”
144. “[Se] vio que fue, hasta el final, un continuado fracaso. [El CNE] No aportó en bien de la 

educación, ni de la enseñanza, ninguna directiva sana, ningún plan bien meditado, ningún 
resultado que pudieran aprovechar la docencia o el alumnado. [We saw that it was, in the end, 
a continued failure. The CNE contributed nothing positive to education, nor to teaching, no 
sanitary directive, no thought-out plan, nothing tangible that would benefit teachers or 
students.]” ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de 
motivos.”
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The answer to these fundamental failings of the educational system was time 

and again to simply abolish whatever institution had been placed at the head of 

educational development and to replace it with something new; the CNE was created 

in response to the Ministry’s inability to effectively create and oversee the educational 

system; the DGEIC was created to take over responsibility for the failed indigenous 

educational system from the CNE; the CNE was re-created to correct the errors of the 

directorato general de educación and later to correct those of the DGEIC; the CNE 

was abolished and its functions reintegrated into the Ministry of Education in 1944 in 

response to its perceived failings. 

The Villarroel regime had demanded dramatic results, and in a further twist of 

fate, that is exactly what it would get, though not until after the ouster of Villarroel 

himself. It was not to be, of course, the regime’s doing. Rather, the CNE had actively 

cultivated an outside party with comparatively massive resources and had laid the 

groundwork for a foreign intervention in indigenous education that was to have a 

profound effect on the development of educational policy as well as on the schools 

themselves. 

The	Americans	Are	Coming

While the 1943 revolution that brought Gualberto Villarroel to power has been 

regarded as a watershed moment in Bolivian political history,145 it was interestingly 

not this political change that had the most profound effect on the development of 

indigenous education, even if it prompted the disbanding of the CNE. Rather, the 

defining impulse of the 1940s was to come from much further afield, as the United 

States intervened directly in Bolivian indigenous education from 1944 to 1956 

through the so-called Cooperative Educational Program (CEP) and its successor 

organization, the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación (SCIDE).146 The 

groundwork for this intervention had been laid during the Peñaranda regime, 

negotiations took place during the Villarroel regime, and the resulting program finally 

145. See Klein, Bolivia, pp. 218–221.
146. Brienen, “Histoire secrete”; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies.” In Bolivia, the CEP was 

known as the Programa Cooperativo de Educación (PCE). 
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gained momentum in the year of Villarroel’s brutal demise.147 In that sense, there can 

hardly be a better illustration of the relative constancy of indigenous educational 

policy throughout this period than the fact that the constant political changes that 

marked the decade had no significant effect on this cooperation with agencies from 

the United States that were to become responsible for the subsequent, massive 

expansion of the nuclear system. From one revolution to the next palace coup, the 

CEP was to soldier on, complaining occasionally about the fact that it had to 

repeatedly acquaint itself with a new ministerial staff and leadership.

The story behind the involvement of the United States in Bolivian indigenous 

education is a convoluted one, marked above all by an overabundance of acronyms. It 

gradually evolved from a spirited effort on the part of the United States to secure 

access to strategic minerals in a time of war into what constitutes one of the very 

earliest examples of Official Development Aid (ODA) delivered by a rich country to a 

poor one, and long before terms such as ‘development aid’ or ‘aid worker’ had been 

coined.148

It starts with Nelson Rockefeller, whose family had extensive holdings 

throughout Central and South America, and who grew very concerned early on in 

World War II with United States’ access to the strategic materials as well as with the 

effect of the war on Latin American economies, given that Europe had been by far the 

most important market for the region’s exports and the combination of the Great 

Depression and the war might cause the actual collapse of these economies, leaving 

them fertile soil for ‘extremist ideologies’ at a time when the United States depended 

on the friendliness and cooperation of these countries.149 In order to preempt serious 

problems that would affect the United States’ war effort, President Roosevelt created 

the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs (CIAA), naming Rockefeller 

as Coordinator.150 The task of the CIAA was twofold: a) to secure access to and 

147. On the specifics of his death, see: Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, pp. 233–234. 
148. In fact, about a decade before what scholars of ODA consider the beginning of such programs. 

See: Carol Lancaster, Foreign Aid: Diplomacy, Development, Domestic Politics. London: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007, pp. 27–32.

149. James F. Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism and Inter-American Relations: Guatemala, Bolivia, and 
the United States, 1945–1961. Austin: E. Mellen Press, 1999, pp. 70–72.

150. Initially OCCRBAR and later IIAA: United States Office of the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs, History of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs: 
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enhance production of strategic materials, such as rubber and tin,151 and b) to shift 

consumption of Latin American raw materials and products to the United States as 

primary market, while also developing Latin American economies to foster sustained 

growth.152

Bolivia attracted special attention, since its politics were considered suspect 

given its historically cozy relationship with Germany, unwillingness to abandon 

neutrality, and recent expropriation of TSOCB on the one hand, and its status as a 

critically important producer of raw materials in short supply on the other.153 It should 

not be surprising, in this light, to find that the CIAA’s interest started with a visit 

aimed at inspection of Bolivia’s mining capacity and its potential for rubber-

production by the United States Economic Mission led by Merwin Bohan, which 

arrived in Bolivia in December of 1941.154 It was the Bohan Commission that first 

proposed an aid package to Bolivia, primarily to foster infrastructural projects and 

other improvements that would stimulate production of both tin and rubber. It was 

also the aid package proposed by the Bohan Commission that was ultimately used to 

force the Bolivian government to make reparations for its nationalization of Standard

Oil in 1937, thus setting a precedent for the use of aid as economic leverage to replace 

the gunboat-diplomacy of old.155

Of course, the dual goals of increasing production of raw materials and 

fostering economic and social stability proved to be a difficult balancing act between 

industrial needs and humanitarian ones; to secure cheap supplies of rubber and tin was 

to foster discontent among exploited workers and miners and thus to aggravate 

Historical Reports on War Administration. Washington, DC: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1947, pp. 3–10.

151. CIAA, History of the CIAA, p. 5; André Luís Vieira de Campos, “The Institute of Inter-
American Affairs and Its Health Policies in Brazil during World War II,” pp. 523–524 in 
Presidential Quarterly Studies 28/3 (1998), pp. 523–534: pp. 527–530.

152. Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, pp. 77–78. This growth was not to result in competition for 
American industry, however.

153. Expecially rubber, tin, antimony, oil, and bismuth.
154. The United States Economic Mission to Bolivia is generally referred to as the “Bohan 

Commission.” Kenneth Duane Lehman, Bolivia and the United States: A Limited Partnership. 
Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1999, pp. 85–86, 183–184; CIAA, Activities of the CIAA 
in Bolivia, pp. 5–6. It is interesting to note that it appears that Bohan had once before visited 
La Paz on a mission to explore the country’s mineral wealth in the context of the War Effort, 
to wit in 1937. ARREE vol. “VRE-2-350 Desahucio de la Standard Oil Company of Bolivia, 
1937–1941,” 21 January 1939, Fernando Guachalla to Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“Desahucio,” ff. 3, 8.

155. Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, pp. 80–82.
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tensions and unrest that might jeopardize those very same supplies. This conflict came 

to a head in 1942, when the need for tin prompted the United States government to 

put pressure on the Bolivian government to squelch a miners’ strike against terrible 

labor conditions at the Catavi mining camp, resulting in the infamous Catavi 

Massacre,156 demonstrating to the CIAA that industrial needs, political concerns, and 

humanitarianism were indelibly linked. The episode proved especially painful, given 

that Rockefeller’s influential aide, Joseph Rovensky, had personally interceded with 

the Bolivian government on behalf of Patiño Mines while he himself was on the board 

of directors of that company, making his position at the CIAA untenable and forcing 

Rockefeller to remove him in the aftermath of the massacre.157

It was the Catavi Massacre that demonstrated that it was pivotal to invest not 

only in the industrial development that might guarantee sufficient supplies of wartime 

necessities—as well as cheap primary materials for industry once the war ended—but 

also in the people who provided the necessary labor. The protection of the Inter-

American system necessitated an inoculation against popular discontent and all too 

oppressive working and living conditions.158 To this end, a second commission, the 

Joint United States-Bolivian Labor Commission led by Federal Judge Calvert 

Magruder, was sent to Bolivia in 1943 to inspect labor conditions and to suggest 

improvements to them that would prevent a repeat of the events at Catavi. 

In a major coup, the CNE jumped at the chance to educate the members of the 

Magruder Commission on the state of indigenous education, compiling the data it had 

gathered for the contested 1940 reports into a third report presented directly to the 

Magruder Commission in 1943 and making an apparently compelling case tying 

together the issues of worker unrest, poverty, and indigenous health and education 

that the Magruder Commission ultimately adopted as its own. In its final report, 

signed in la Paz on 14 March 1943, the Magruder Commission noted that the majority 

156. On the Catavi Massacre, see: Jerry Knudson, “The Impact of the Catavi Mine Massacre of 
1942 on Bolivian Politics and Public Opinion,” Americas 26/3 (1970) , pp. 254–276; Klein, 
Bolivia, pp. 216–217; Querejazu, Llallagua: Historia de una Montaña, La Paz: Los Amigos 
del Libro, 1991, pp. 237–257.

157. Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 153–154.
158. Rockefeller stated in 1943 that “[health, nutrition, education] are basic factors which 

contribute to the development and dignity of an individual, a rising standard of living, and 
growing democracy. Only in this way can we hope to have economic, social and political 
stability among the nations of the Hemisphere—without which we can never realize the 
permanent unity of the Americas.” As quoted in Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, p. 143.
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of the miners were indigenous, and that their discontent was rooted not only in the 

absolutely deplorable living conditions in the mines—which needed to be 

addressed—but also in the living conditions of the indigenous population in general, 

noting the lack of healthcare and access to education as crucial issues that could not 

but lead to continued unrest in the rural areas in which the mining camps themselves 

were generally located and whence they drew their laborers.159

The recommendations of the commission were consequently much broader in 

scope than had originally been anticipated, arguing that it was not possible to 

disentangle labor problems from deep-seated societal divisions and inequities, and its 

report included not only a series of suggestions to improve working and living 

conditions in the mining camps but also to improve the living and working conditions 

in the rural areas, especially for the indigenous majority. Indeed, the Magruder 

Commission argued that it was imperative that the United States embark on a mission 

to improve both access to healthcare and to education for the indigenous population in 

order to stave off otherwise inevitable social unrest resulting from the shocking 

inequality that plagued Bolivian society. Indeed, what the members of the 

commission had advocated was nothing less than the invention of ODA.

It was this report that prompted the CIAA to sponsor the creation of the 

Cooperative Educational Program (CEP).160 The cooperation was briefly brought to a 

halt even before it had started by the 1943 military coup that propelled Villarroel into 

power, as the United States initially refused to recognize the new government, thus 

making it impossible to continue negotiations regarding the CEP, but the matter was 

brought up by Avra Warren in his discussions with Villarroel161 when the former was 

sent to Bolivia in 1944 to negotiate the reestablishment of diplomatic ties, which 

159. The conclusions with regard to healthcare and the subsequent creation of the Servicio 
Cooperativo Interamericano de Salud (SCISP) were described in J.J. Bloomfield, Report on 
Industrial Hygiene and Safety in Bolivia, Bethesda: Institute of Inter-American Affairs, 1947. 
Also see: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Project Files, Miscellaneous, Map “Bolivia Labor 
Program” (Labor Program), #SP-149: “Report on “Industrial Hygiene and Safety in Bolivia.” 
Also see: Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, pp. 141–142.

160. The CEP, later the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación (SCIDE), was to be 
funded and overseen by the Inter-American Educational Foundation (IAEF), overseen by 
CIAA, which in 1945 became the Office of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA). CIAA, History of 
the CIAA, pp. 3–10.

161. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Miscellaneous, (Miscellaneous), 4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” f. 2.
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finally took place in June of 1944.162 It was shortly after United States’ recognition of 

the Villarroel regime163 that a new commission164 was sent to Bolivia to finalize the 

agreement between the Bolivian government and the CIAA’s Inter-American 

Education Foundation (IAEF),165 which spelled out the division of labor and funding. 

The IAEF was to contribute $325,000, with another $225,000 coming from the 

Bolivian government, with the understanding that this appropriation could not be 

taken from the existing educational budget and was to be dispensed by the CEP at its 

discretion.166 Given the focus of the CEP on indigenous education and the escuelas 

normales rurales, this constituted an increase in the funding for indigenous education 

of nearly sixty percent.167

In charge of the CEP was Special Representative Ernest E. Maes, who arrived 

in Bolivia on 2 April 1945 to set up the program agreed upon by the IAEF and the 

Villarroel administration.168 The agreement, in addition to determining the allocation 

of funding, spelled out the task before the CEP and its chief administrator: the CEP 

was to develop and distribute learning and teaching materials and other basic supplies 

to the indigenous schools; it was to provide scholarships to Bolivian teachers for 

study in the United States; it was to fund the construction of adequate facilities for the 

162. Cole Blasier, The Hovering Giant: U.S. Responses to Revolutionary Change in Latin America. 
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1976, p. 48.

163. On 7 September 1944: ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d: “Convenio 
con ‘The American Educational Foundation, Inc.”

164. Which resulted in Lloyd Hughes’ detailed assessment of the Bolivian educational system: 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd 
Hughes: “Education in Bolivia.”

165. Ernest Maes, who was at the head of the CEP and SCIDE, commented that the United States 
government, after its negotiations with the Villarroel regime, had sent its commission rather 
sooner than their Bolivian counterparts had expected, leading to some initial suspicion on the 
part of the Bolivians due to apparent over-eagerness on the part of the Americans: NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Map “Miscellaneous” (Miscellaneous),  4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” ff. 2–3.

166. The Bolivian contribution was fixed at Bs. 9,450,000. The number generally cited for the 
American contribution is normally listed at $215,000, but that does not include the additional 
$110,000 the IAEF made available for its own personnel. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: report on 
educational program in Bolivia.

167. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 1743 “Memoria Junio 1945–
Junio 1946, Ministerio de Educación:” Memoria 1946. Larson describes CEP’s funding as 
‘meager, even by Bolivian standards,’ even though it constituted a full 10% of additional 
funding for education as a whole, while the sum was spent on indigenous education, where it 
added 60%. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 202; NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd Hughes: “Education in 
Bolivia,” f. 29.

168. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Map “Miscellaneous” (Miscellaneous), 4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” f. 3.
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núcleos; it was to provide a contingent of American experts in education and health to 

train Bolivian teachers; and it was to aid in the reorganization of the indigenous 

educational system.169 Interestingly, part of the agreement with the Bolivian 

government also detailed how the CEP was to operate within the Ministry of 

Education, working directly as integral parts of the direcciones generales in the areas 

in which they were active.170 This left them essentially invisible, as any policies 

developed by the CEP did go through ministerial offices and thus counted as the 

official position of the Bolivian government.171

Maes, who was to remain in Bolivia as chief of the CEP until his transfer to 

Guatemala in 1948,172 took until July of 1945 to study the conditions of the 

educational system and to determine what the best course of action would be for 

improvement, and soon found himself taken with the nuclear system,173 recognizing 

instantly that it, as Arthur Harris of the IAEF put it, constituted a clever means 

“through which the essential supervision needed by the rural school teachers, most of 

whom require close supervision because of their inadequate training, can be given 

with the least possible personnel.”174 The other thing that drew Maes’s attention was 

the existence of separate systems of escuelas unitarias and núcleos.175 In effect, his 

description of the problem reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of what the 

difference was: Maes understood the escuelas unitarias as ‘rural schools’ and the 

núcleos and their escuelas seccionales as ‘Indian schools,’ fundamentally 

misconstruing the nature of the escuelas unitarias and escuelas rurales, doubtless as a 

169. It should be noted that the CEP staff consistently spoke of rural education, rather than 
indigenous education. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d: “Convenio 
con ‘The American Educational Foundation, Inc.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on 
educational program in Bolivia.”

170. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism,” f. 5. Maes considered it a daunting task: “In effect this 
meant that the U.S. staff was given the job of re-organizing a considerable portion of the 
Bolivian educational system.”

171. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 28 April 1949: 
George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Supreme Resolution.”

172. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 21 April 1948, 
Ernest Maes: “My transfer to Guatemala.”

173. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism.”

174. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 3.

175. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Map “Miscellaneous” (Miscellaneous), 4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” f. 4.
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result of the confused terminology that still plagued the system, where, as I have 

noted before, multiple terminologies were used to describe schools in different 

ways.176 Thus, the term escuela unitaria merely described a school with but one 

teacher, which could be an escuela cantonal, escuela rural or an escuela indigenal—

the latter, of course, not being an official classification to begin with. Indeed, the only 

schools that had ever been government sanctioned and created as specifically 

indigenous in nature were the núcleos escolares campesinos and selvícolas, even if 

the vast majority of the rural escuelas unitarias were primarily indigenous schools in 

that they were built, maintained, staffed, and attended by members of the indigenous 

communities.

Having established that the núcleo formed by far the most efficient basis for 

the development of the schools in so far as it concerned the ability of the CEP and the 

Ministry of Education’s own departments of indigenous and rural education to 

oversee and improve conditions in them, Maes decided that what the CEP would do 

would be three-fold: 1) it would massively expand the nuclear system to encompass 

as many of the known escuelas unitarias as possible, concentrating on the areas of 

densest population;177 2) it would embark on a reform of teacher training, including 

the escuelas normales rurales as well as the Sucre Normal School;178 3) it would send 

its available technicians—nineteen teaching supervisors and twenty-nine health 

officers in 1946179—to the núcleos to oversee and train teachers working in either the 

escuelas matrices or in the escuelas seccionales.180

What the CEP—after 1948 known as the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano 

de Educación (SCIDE)—undertook as a result was nothing less than a transformation 

of indigenous education taking the form of a very rapid expansion of the nuclear 

176. Moreover, much to the unhappiness of the Americans, the Ministry of Education itself 
stubbornly continued to administratively separate the escuelas rurales and escuelas 
indigenales. See, for example: ALP/ME vol. 152 “Correspondencia, 1948,” 21 June 1948, Jefe 
sección estadística to Ministro de educación: “Labor realizada en la sección estadística, 1948.”

177. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 4.; NACP RG229 
OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: “An Experiment 
in Internationalism.”

178. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia.”

179. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.”

180. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.”
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system from its eighteen núcleos in 1945 at the time of Maes’s arrival, to forty-one at 

the end of 1946,181 to fifty-one in early 1948,182 and ultimately to seventy-one in 

1951.183 Thus, from 1945 to 1948 the nuclear system expanded effectively from the 

original 202 escuelas seccionales attached to the existing NEC’s in 1945,184 to 839 

escuelas seccionales by 1947,185 and 1,026 by 1949.186 In turn, this meant an increase 

in children attending schools that fell within the nuclear system from 8,323 in 1942 to 

44,263 in 1952.187 It is important to note, of course, that this increase in the number of 

children attending schools within the nuclear system did not in and of itself constitute 

enhanced access to education, since the expansion of the núcleos was a means of 

integrating existing escuelas unitarias into that system rather than signaling the 

creation of new schools.188

The project came fairly close to accomplishing what Maes had intended to do, 

which was to end the separation between the escuelas rurales and the núcleos

escolares, with the aim to integrate each of the escuelas unitarias into the nuclear 

181. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 4 December 
1945, Ernest Maes to H. Gregerson: “memorandum”, ff. 4–5; NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: 
“Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 4.

182. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 February 
1948, Willfred Mauck to John Floyd: “Confidential.”

183. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 17 July 1951, Jefe de la sección estadísticas to 
Ministro de educación: “Registro de inscripción alumnos.”

184. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” 21 May 1945, Toribio Claure to 
Benjamin Saravia R.: “Las labores de la ex-vocalía de educacion rural.” This is the official 
count reported by the director of rural education in 1945, which is a much lower number than 
the 250 reported by Lloyd Hughes in 1944: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field 
Operations, Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd Hughes: “Education in Bolivia,” f. 31. 
Elsewhere, the Ministry of Education states that no more than 132 seccionales existed in 
1945: ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 1743 “Memoria Junio 
1945–Junio 1946, Ministerio de Educación:” s/d (1946): “Memoria 1946,” anexo #4.

185. ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica 
informa.”

186. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 19.

187. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 30 July 1951: “Infome asistencia escolar.”  And Max 
A. Bairon “La educacion del Indio en Bolivia.” In América Indígena 2 (1942), pp. 7–11: p. 10. 
At the mid-point, in 1947, the Ministry reports 36,487 children in attendance: ALP/ME vol. 
539 “Correspondencia y varios, 1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica informa.”

188. It should also be noted that this integration, even though CEP functionaries spoke only of 
escuelas rurales and avoided the term indigenales, a 1946 rule change had included a 
reclassification of the unitarias to where schools in towns and villages—escuelas cantonales 
and escuelas provincials—were excluded from the category of escuelas rurales, which in 
effect meant that the overwhelming majority of escuelas rurales were escuelas indigenales
even if no such designation was explicity made.
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system. Given that the most credible count for the amount of escuelas unitarias in 

existence prior to the arrival of CEP was a total of 1,182 such schools in September of 

1944,189 it appears that CEP came close to accomplishing its goal.190 Perhaps even 

more importantly, the CEP was to administer sixteen of the new núcleos directly as 

núcleos de ensayo (experimental centers),191 which would allow it to showcase its 

ability to transform the educational experience. The underlying worry that prompted 

the creation of these núcleos de ensayo had been that the many projects that the CEP 

was undertaking were “spread out too thinly over the country […] making it very 

difficult to see that things are really being done,”192 while the núcleos under direct 

control of the CEP would be where its efforts could be concentrated and thus more 

visible “to justify the program's existence in the eyes of our government and in the 

eyes of the Bolivians.”193

In addition to the expansion of the nuclear system, the CEP confronted the 

issue that had so long plagued the educational system: the lack of qualified teachers

and the resultant low quality of education even in the escuelas matrices and escuelas 

seccionales. Where the expansion of the nuclear system was by far the most visible 

result of the CEP’s intervention, the goal it ultimately served was to enable a more 

efficient approach to teacher supervision and training, which given the limited ability 

of the state to provide inspection was essentially impossible with the escuelas 

unitarias.194 Since it would not be possible to replace existing interinos with 

189. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de los distritos 
escolares, 1944,” 1 September 1944, Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Ministro de 
educación: “Informe.”

190. Maes estimated the existence of about 1,600 unitarias but does not specifiy where this number 
came from: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 4 
December 1945, Ernest Maes to H. Gregerson: “Memorandum,” f. 4. Since new schools were 
still being erected by indigenous communities—according to Toribio Claure, hundreds such 
schools were being added: ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” 21 May 
1945, Toribio Claure to Benjamin Saravia R.: “Las labores de la ex-vocalía de educacion 
rural”—it is likely that there were more than the Ministry was aware of, but there is no 
particular indication anywhere outside of Maes’s estimate that seems to confirm his high 
count. 

191. Later reduced to twelve núcleos de ensayo: ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 
1947,” 26 June 1947, Ernest Maes to Ministro de educación: “Resumen de labores del PEC, 
de Junio de 1946 a Junio de 1947.” 

192. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 March 1949, 
George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Our nucleos de ensayo.”

193. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 March 1949, 
George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Our nucleos de ensayo.”

194. The CEP also noted this problem and observed that inspection was organized by schools zones 
(roughly coinciding with the departamentos) and that inspectors rarely went beyind cities and 



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

287

normalistas,195 it was therefore necessary to take a two-pronged approach: first, the 

escuelas normales and escuelas normales rurales would need to be reformed in order 

to become more efficient and to produce teachers of higher quality, as a general 

consensus existed among ministerial officials and the CEP that the teachers currently 

graduating from these institutions were insufficiently prepared for the task at hand;196

secondly, significantly improved supervision and guidance, as well as additional on-

site training, for the teachers of the escuelas seccionales should be implemented at the 

núcleos.197 Maes noted that the absence of teaching materials—handbooks, manuals, 

or guides—was a significant obstacle that could not but engender a lack of 

consistency in education, so this problem, too, needed to be tackled.198 None of these 

ideas, of course, were particularly new and all of them had been staples of discussion 

regarding the state of education for decades,199 but the CEP brought with it the kind of 

towns, due to lack of interest, to great a workload, and a lack of transportation. To remedy this 
problem, one of the reforms it implemented was the creation of a specialized branch of 
inspection dedicated to the rural schools, for which CEP provided trucks and jeeps. NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities 
of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 15. Also 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 3.

195. Since there were too few to be found. Even in 1947, the interinos and titulares accounted for 
at least two-thirds of the entire teachers’ corps: ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 
1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica informa.”

196. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” ff. 
12–15. Lloyd Hughes remarked in his preliminary 1944 report on the state of Education in 
Bolivia that “Even the teachers trained at Warisata are deficient and unworthy of the title that 
has been conferred upon them.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, 
Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd Hughes: “Education in Bolivia,” f. 31. John Grastorf, 
who took over from Ernest Maes, described the state of the rural teachers’ corps in 1950 as 
“Con excepciones muy contadas, lamentamos tener que manifestar a usted que en la docencia 
rural hay anarquía, inmoralidad, falta de espíritu de trabajo y probada ineptitud. Hay casos 
concretos que ilustran estos cargos; [With very few exceptions, we are to sorry to express to 
you that in the rural teachers’ corps there is anarchy, immorality, a lack of a work ethic, and 
probably ineptitude. There are concrete cases that illustrate these charges.]” ALP/ME vol. 607 
“Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de educación: 
“Actividades del SCIDE.”

197. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 23 February 1948, 
Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 4.

198. ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de 
educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

199. Indeed, these formed the basis for the CNE’s programa de acción in 1940 as well as for the 
reorganization pondered by Villarroel’s regime in 1945: ANB “Presidencia de la República, 
Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 442 “Correspondencia, Universidades, CNE, Ref. Judiciales,” s/d 
(1943), Ministro de educación: “Plan mínimo de labores de la vocalía de educación primaria.” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”
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financial support that would enable it to tackle the problem with at least a greater 

chance of success.200

Thus, the CEP decided that four of the new núcleos should function alongside 

the existing escuelas normales rurales as it was considered odd that they should 

remain separated, denying teachers-in-training the chance to put their training into 

practice.201 Additionally, a fourth year was added to the three-year curriculum of the 

escuelas normales rurales, while the broad scope of the curriculum was toned down, 

allowing more preparation in fewer core subjects.202 Since the vast majority of 

teachers in the escuelas unitarias and escuelas seccionales were interinos or titulares, 

the CEP embarked on a project to bring training to the núcleos themselves; 

specialized technicians were posted to the núcleos to provide training on an ongoing 

basis—especially in health care and agricultural education203—while programs were 

also created to bring groups of teachers together at the escuelas normales rurales204

and during special summer programs to provide as much training as was feasible.205

In addition, the shortage of teaching and learning materials was also 

addressed. The CEP’s funding made it possible to provide materials—ranging from 

books to trucks and jeeps206—to a number of the núcleos. Indeed, the CEP’s 

200. It did, after all, directly control slightly over a third of the total budget allocated to indigenous 
education.

201. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 4.

202. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 19 August 1946, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “The cooperative educational program’s contribution to 
normal education,” ff. 11–13.

203. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 May 1947, 
Porter Claxton to Arthur Harris: “Memorandum.” ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y 
varios, 1947,” 26 June 1947, Ernest Maes to Ministro de educación: “Resumen de labors del 
Programa Educativo Cooperativo, 1946–1947.”

204. Especially at Santiago de Huata, which became the base for the CEP’s training programs: 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 February 
1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors.” ALP/ME vol. 152 
“Correspondencia, 1948,” 18 February 1948, Raúl Bravo: “Informe sintético, jornadas 
pedagógicas de Santiago de Huata.”

205. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on 
educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5–6. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field 
Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American 
Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 21. ALP/ME vol. 152 “Correspondencia, 1948,” 
18 February 1948, Raúl Bravo: “Informe sintético, jornadas pedagógicas de Santiago de 
Huata.”

206. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 7. NACP RG229 
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willingness to take on the provisioning of the núcleos was sufficient to cause the 

Special Representative to remark in 1949 that “for facilities in all [emphasis in 

original] the rural setup they were depending on the Program,”207 indicating the level 

to which the Ministry counted on foreign funding to meet some of the most basic 

needs of the schools. The most pressing issue, beyond training and the reform of the 

escuelas normales, was the creation of a rural teachers’ handbook, as none had 

existed until the arrival of the CEP. It was argued that the lack of such a handbook 

necessarily made it much more difficult to foster any level of uniformity in the 

curriculum and the manner in which it was delivered.208

At the same time, it was understood that the functionaries of the CEP had 

insufficient knowledge of indigenous customs and traditions among the Aymara and 

Quechua speaking peoples they served, and thus a decision was made to create a 

provisional Guía didáctica (didactic guide) for rural teachers that would largely 

forego cultural tailoring.209 Work on the Guía didáctica was begun in 1946,210 and 

accelerated in 1947 in meetings organized by the CEP at the escuela normal rural of 

Santiago de Huata211—which was under direct CEP supervision, and also served as a 

basis for a variety of training programs for directors and teachers212—initially 

resulting in a series of pamphlets that could be distributed among teachers in the 

núcleos.213 These pamphlets would be combined into a series of publications 

OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the 
Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 15.

207. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 March 1949, 
George Greco to Wilfred Mauck: “Our núcleos de ensayo.”

208. ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de 
educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

209. “[the] lack of social and economic data about the Indian communities of the highlands and 
valleys that has hampered the development of an effective rural curriculum […]” NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, 
Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5.

210. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5.

211. These meetings were to be annual in nature and aimed at directors of the núcleos together with 
representatives from the CEP, the Ministry of Education, and colleagues from Peru and 
Ecuador, where the CEP was also active, in order to discuss the progress of the schools and to 
finetune the curriculum. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special 
Reports, 23 February 1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 5.

212. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 630 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1949,” 2 July 1948, Albertano de Baca to Ministro de educación: 
“Informe del anterior Representante Especial del Programa Cooperativo de Educación, Ernest 
E. Maes,” f. 3.

213. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” ff. 
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distributed among the teachers of the núcleos beginning in 1948,214 each addressing 

one particular aspect of rural education, ranging from “Foundations of Rural 

Education” to “Objectives of Nutritional Education.”215 The CEP also created twelve 

technical committees consisting of ministerial and CEP officials who spent most of 

1947 going from núcleo to núcleo to oversee the implementation of the handbook’s 

prescribed teaching methods.216

The oddness of the resultant Guía didáctica has been commented on in a 

variety of unflattering ways, largely because of its cultural strangeness given the 

conditions in which it was to be applied. Indeed, Larson describes it as “[funny], 

absurd, trivial,”217 given its emphasis on domestic bliss and its offerings of sewing 

patterns that do seem out of place in the context of the Bolivian Altiplano.218 The 

otherworldly character of the handbook, however, has its roots in something other 

than “a new doctrine of domesticity.”219 The handbook had been compiled largely by 

members of the CEP, with the cooperation of ministerial functionaries; indeed, the 

first pamphlets written for the CEP by ministerial officials and distributed in late 1946 

and early 1947 had a decidedly different tone; what had changed? The problem, as 

Maes and Harris pointed out, was that there was no earlier work to build upon, and 

21–23. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 
February 1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 4.

214. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, Map “F2 Bolivia 7 Reports 
(Monthly)” (Monthly Reports), 08 December 1948, George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Report 
on activities in Bolivia,” f. 1. 

215. Respectively, Bolivia/Ministerio de Educación, Guía de instrucción para maestros rurales
vol. 1 “Guía didáctica.” La Paz, Unknown: 1948 and Bolivia/Ministerio de Educación, Guía 
de instrucción para maestros rurales vol. 6 “Economía doméstica.” La Paz, Unknown: 1948. 
The remaining volumes were dedicated to, in order: 2. Agriculture; 3. Health and Sanitation; 
4. Livestock Breeding, Poultry and Rabbit Breeding; 5. The Rural Community and 
Organization of the Clubes Escolares Campesinos. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, 
Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the Cooperative Inter-
American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 21.

216. ALP/ME vol. 599 “Varios, 1948, tomo I,” 16 February 1948, Ernest Maes to Ministro de 
educación: “Las actividades del PCE durante el año 1947.”

217. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 201.
218. Larson is not alone in her criticism: Marcia Stephenson has used the later edition of the Guía 

Didáctica para Maestros Rurales to describe Bolivian notions of modernity and indigenous 
transformation: Stephenson, Gender and Modernity in Andean Bolivia, pp. 128–157. For a 
similar example based on the earlier versions of the Guía Didáctica, see: Salmón, El Espejo 
Indígena, pp. 141–147. It is interesting to note that in both of these cases, it was not clear that 
the Guías they commented upon as illustrations of Bolivian cultural attitudes towards the 
indigenous population had been written by Americans ensconced in the Ministry of Education.

219. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 201. In addition, it should be noted that the notion of 
domesticity and a particular role for indigenous women in the household was not altogether 
new, having been a staple of discussion in the DGEIC as well as the CNE even before the 
arrival of the CEP.
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while they recognized that it would be necessary to adapt teaching methods, styles, 

and objectives to Bolivian cultural realities, they also felt that no anthropological 

studies suitable for such an endeavor existed.220 Indeed, the CEP funded a series of 

studies into indigenous life throughout its presence in Bolivia.221 Given the absence of 

such studies at the time and their pressing need for a solution to educational 

anarchy,222 they chose to work with the tools available to them, which largely were in 

the form of teachers’ handbooks from the United States, which had been intended for 

an altogether different audience.223 Indeed, the CEP worked closely with colleagues in 

Guatemala, where Ann Nolan Clark had been 

elaborating a similar teachers’ handbook 

based on her earlier work in the United 

States, where she had been especially well 

regarded for her work in North-American 

Indian education, authoring a series of books

utilized on United States Indian reservations 

in both day-schools and boarding schools.224

Perhaps more importantly, it should be noted 

that despite its absurdity, the Guía didáctica

compiled by the CEP was to serve as the 

basis for indigenous education in Bolivia 

until the late 1960s.225

The last of the major efforts 

undertaken by the CEP was a cooperative 

effort with its sister organization, the 

Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Salud Pública (SCISP), an organization 

along the lines of CEP/SCIDE, but dedicated to the provisioning of healthcare in 

220. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5.

221. Based on these studies, it would in later years publish an anthology of anthropological and 
sociological studies on indigenous peoples in the Americas. SCIDE, Estudios sobre el Indio. 
La Paz: Talleres Gráficos del SCIDE, 1957.

222. ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de 
educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

223. Namely the American Indian Audience as I will show. 
224. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 28 February 

1949, Willfred Mauck: “Minutes of the Quito conference on rural education.”
225. Brienen, “Histoire secrète,” pp. 44–45.

Figure	 .	Dress	for	Success

Bolivia,	Guía	para	maestros	rurales ,	
p.	 .
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those countries where it was active—including Bolivia.226 The sections of the Guía 

didáctica dedicated to healthcare and hygiene had been compiled by members of 

SCISP and focused on remedies for common illness as well as on general hygiene. 

The CEP sponsored health officers—maestros sanitarios—to be posted to núcleos

around the country,227 where they were to supervise the implementation of the Guía 

didáctica dedicated to hygiene and healthcare,228 distribute instructional materials and 

posters, and show movies—produced by the Disney Corporation229—on disease and 

the prevention thereof, and ultimately to administer vaccinations and provide basic 

healthcare. This technical staff also oversaw the acquisition and distribution of the 

drug dispensaries (botiquines)230 and other materials related to hygiene and health, 

including (for 1949): 1,332 lbs. of DDT; 17,700 bars of soap; 166 complete first aid 

kits; and 3,912 toothbrushes.231 In addition, they oversaw the construction of latrines, 

rubbish dumps, showers, and garbage incinerators and ensured access to drinking 

water for twenty-nine of the núcleos.232 Lastly, to combat malnutrition, the SCIDE 

partnered with the SCISP to provide warm lunches through its school lunch

program.233

As part of its health-initiative, the CEP oversaw the reorganization of the 

brigadas culturales, taken over directly by the CEP and renamed the Servicio 

226. Bloomfield, Report on Industrial Hygiene and Safety. Also see: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Project Files, Miscellaneous, Map “Bolivia Labor Program” (Labor Program), #SP-149: 
“Report on “Industrial Hygiene and Safety in Bolivia.” Also see: Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, 
pp. 141–142.

227. A total of twenty-nine as early as 1946, and thirty-eight by 1947: NACP RG229 OIAA 
RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, Ernest Maes to 
Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.” ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 1947,” 26 
June 1947, Ernest Maes to Ministro de educación: “Resumen de labores del PEC, de Junio de 
1946 a Junio de 1947.” 

228. The third volume of the series.
229. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 

Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report,” f. 2.
230. Twenty-six of the new núcleos were outfitted with these in 1947. The dispensaries contained 

vaccines, antitoxins, antiseptics, and a variety of other medications and supplies. NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, Ernest 
Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report,” f. 2. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field 
Operations, Special Reports, 16 May 1947, Porter Claxton to Arthur Harris: “Memorandum.”

231. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 24.

232. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 24.

233. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 16 May 1947, 
Porter Claxton to Arthur Harris: “Memorandum.” The desayuno escolar, a key element in the 
struggle against malnutrition, had been attempted by both the DGEIC and the CNE, but with 
little success due to inadequate funding.
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Cultural Rural (SCR) in 1946,234 and intensified its action to where even as early as 

late 1946 this ‘traveling unit’ had visited each of the núcleos and ventured into more 

remote areas to bring “educational movies, puppet shows, and the folk theatre” as 

well as embarking on a very significant vaccination campaign in cooperation with the 

núcleos and the SCISP.235 By late 1948, the cooperation between the CEP/SCIDE, the 

SCISP, and the servicio cultural rural had resulted in the vaccination of some 

150,000 individuals against smallpox, 67,000 against typhoid, and a further 21,740 

against pertussis.236

Competing	Indian	Policies

There are several important themes to remark upon when it comes to the intervention 

of the CEP/SCIDE in Bolivian indigenous and normal education, mostly with regard 

to the role they played in its development between 1944 and 1956, as well as with 

regard to some of the peculiarities of the interaction between the Bolivian 

government—especially the Ministry of Education—and the CEP/SCIDE.

The first significant point to be made is that we must really look upon this 

period in the development of the nuclear system as rooted in a very solid continuation 

of existing policies with regard to the role of indigenous education as envisioned by 

Bolivian intellectual and political elites. While much has been made of the fact that 

the Americans viewed their indigenous charges as fundamentally dirty and 

uncivilized,237 this did not constitute a change in direction or orientation: the focus on 

health and hygiene that Larson especially has remarked upon as “[recipes] for peasant

234. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 25. The mission of the SCR remained identical to the original 
brigadas culturales as envisioned by Max Bairon, focusing on health propaganda and serving 
as a form of inspection for schools outside of the nuclear system.

235. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism,” f. 9. According to Maes, by late 1946 the SCR had 
already vaccinated 15,000 children against typhus, typhoid, and smallpox. The plays put on by 
the SCR to promote health education were presented in Quechua and Aymara. NACP RG229 
OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the 
Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 19. 

236. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” ff. 
25–26; ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 630 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1949,” 2 July 1948, Albertano de Baca to Ministro de educación: 
“Informe del anterior Representante Especial del Programa Cooperativo de Educación, Ernest 
E. Maes,” f. 10.

237. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 202.
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behavioral reform [covering] domestic and corporeal facets of bourgeois 

femininity,”238 was by no means new and had been a staple since Pérez’s rule over 

indigenous education through the DGEIC, and afterwards continued without notable 

change by the CNE.239 Indeed, the relative smoothness with which the CEP took 

charge of a sizeable portion of the educational system was made possible by the fact 

that American and Bolivian functionaries saw eye-to-eye on issues of hygiene, 

sanitation, and the role of education in the transformation of indigenous society. Even 

that celebrated father of indigenous education, Elizardo Pérez, was wholly in 

agreement with the principles of the reform implemented by the CEP/SCIDE and 

actively cooperated with them as minister of education in 1949.240

That is not to say that there were not misunderstandings and issues that arose 

as a result of competing visions of progress and indigeneity. The Americans of the 

CEP/SCIDE had, on the whole, come to Bolivia with a very particular set of 

expectations and ideas regarding the difference between rural and indigenous 

schooling that was rooted largely in a somewhat different North American approach 

to the plight of its own indigenous peoples. Given that the Magruder Commission had 

recommended educational development as a solution to the ills it perceived especially 

among the indigenous majority, it should come as little surprise that the resulting 

efforts of the CIAA, IIAA, and IAEF would draw heavily on the experiences of 

Americans who had worked in indigenous education and related issues at home. In 

fact, when we examine the mission of the CIAA and the available pool of human 

resources, there was significant crossover between the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 

and the CIAA and its daughter organizations. Given the focus of the CIAA on the 

238. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 201.
239. Indeed, it was among the first things that Pérez and Alfredo Peñaranda tackled in the early 

days of Military Socialism: ARREE vol. “Min 1 R 107 Oficios Recibidos del Ministerio de 
Educación,” #0011/38 r1919, 16 March 1938, Ministro Peñaranda to Ministro de Educacion: 
“Proyecto de Decreto Supremo.” 

240. George Greco of the CEP noted that “[both] Sr. Perez and the Cooperative Educational 
Program, sustain, fundamentally, the same points of view.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George to Willfred Mauck: “Elizardo 
Pérez,” f. 2. Greco furthermore describes Pérez as “an enthusiastic collaborator of the 
SCIDE”: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 7 June 
1949, George to Willfred Mauck: “Elizardo Pérez,” f. 16. It is interesting to make note of the 
fact that this cooperative mode was a late development, as Pérez had disliked Ernest Maes and 
ran a smear-campaign against the CEP until his departure: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948, Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, 
“Disloyal Campaign.”
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indigenous population of the Americas, it was quite logical that extensive cooperation 

would develop between the CIAA and the BIA, especially given the already extensive 

Inter-American networks created by the BIA in cooperation with Latin American 

nations.241 The Inter-American collaborative projects created by John Collier’s BIA

fell logically within the realm of the coordinator’s responsibilities due to their very 

nature.242 To be sure, the CIAA had secretly funded a number of these projects, while 

Rockefeller himself had provided funding in the previous decade for such projects, 

due to his personal interest in the indigenous populations of the Americas, and thus 

Rockefeller and Collier had had a history of quite extensive collaboration even before 

the creation of the CIAA.243 The CIAA used the expertise of the BIA for a number of 

information-gathering projects, among which the first attempt to map and categorize 

living conditions among the indigenous peoples of the Americas in an effort to deepen 

the understanding of the needs and requirements of these populations in the service of 

mining and agricultural output: none other than Ernest Maes had been responsible for 

the compilation of this report, and indeed it was this task that first brought him to 

Bolivia in 1941.244 Likewise, the BIA requested the assistance of the CIAA on a 

number of occasions as well, while John Collier and Willard Beatty245—both of the 

BIA—lobbied the CIAA in matters relating to the indigenous population of the 

Americas.246

In addition to this collaborative mode between these two institutions with a 

vested interest in the conditions of the indigenous population of the Americas, there 

was the wartime reality of shrinking budgets for administrative divisions, including 

the BIA itself. Having worked throughout the 1930s to build a network of 

anthropologists to aid in the labors of the BIA and Collier’s extensive reforms of that 

institution—combating the narrow-minded assimilationism of previous 

241. The most notable of these being the Inter-American Indian Institute in Mexico, D.F., which 
was also funded by the CIAA. See: Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 97–103.

242. John Collier, see: Reyhner and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 205–231; Margaret 
Connell Szasz, Education and the American Indian: the Road to Self-Determination since 
1928. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2003, pp. 89–105.

243. Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 100–103. 
244. ARREE vol. “Min 1 144 Ministerio de Educación, Oficios recibidos, 1941–1942,” f. 144, 

#404/12126, 9 October 1941, Arturo Pinto Escalier to Ministro de relaciones exteriores: 
“Ernest E. Maes.” Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, p. 144.

245. Who became director of the IAEF before his position was taken by Willfred Mauck, and to 
whom, therefore, the CEP answered. Others involved in the IAEF, such as Kenneth Holland 
and Harold Davis had also worked for the BIA.

246. Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 107–108.
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commissioners in charge of the institution—many of the individual experts collected 

by Collier were reassigned to positions within the government where they might be of 

more direct use to the war-effort.247 As Patterson has indicated, a good number of 

these were reassigned to work in the Japanese internment camps of the West Coast, 

while another significant contingent was to be incorporated into the CIAA.248 That is 

to say, the outlook of the CIAA in matters relating to indigenous affairs was 

fundamentally informed by the positions taken by the BIA.

What this means, of course, is that when we examine the activities of the IAEF

in Bolivia, we are in fact looking at a meeting of sorts between different models of 

Indian Policy. The CEP having been incorporated into the Ministry of Education and 

Indigenous Affairs, the Ministry now possessed experts trained and experienced in 

resolving the Indian Question, based on traditions from both Bolivia and the United 

States.

It becomes clear that even though the parties involved use a shared 

vocabulary, their interpretation of the meaning of the terms and phrases they 

employed so comfortably with each other was often quite radically different. The 

underlying reasons for the approaches taken, even if their implementation seems on 

the surface to be quite comparable, are indeed also in effect quite dissimilar: the 

Boarding Schools that characterized the North-American approach to indigenous 

education were founded on the notion that to foster the incorporation of the American 

Indian into mainstream modernity, he would have to be removed from his habitat and 

the negative influences present therein. Assimilation to the North Americans, even in 

the era of John Collier, was still regarded as the one solution to the Indian Question

and the term is clearly understood to mean the abandonment of native traditions and 

lifeways in favor of the benefits of modern society. In this respect, it is of some 

significance to point out that even while Collier’s Indian New Deal envisioned a more 

culturally sensitive approach that did not outright reject all things Indian,249 the 

pressures of World War II quickly ended this Indianist Revival and replaced it with 

247. On Collier’s “Indian New Deal,” see: Reyhner and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 
205–231; Connell Szasz, Education and the American Indian, pp. 89–105.

248. Thomas Carl Patterson, A Social History of Anthropology in the United States. New York, 
Berg, 2001, pp. 93–97.

249. Reynher and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 205–231; Connell Szasz, Education and 
the American Indian, pp. 89–105.
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the cold pragmatism of wartime necessity and soon prompted a return to a more harsh 

approach to the incorporation of the American Indian into mainstream society.250 The 

war years marked the shift from the Indian New Deal and its hopeful enthusiasm for 

indigenous culture to a period of what is known as “Termination,” i.e. the 

abandonment of a separate status for the American Indian altogether.251

In fact, even during the latter stages of the Indian New Deal, the outlook was 

grim even if there was a more general appreciation for the value of American Indian 

culture: “Mixed bloods, with less than half Indian blood are intermarrying with whites 

increasingly, and the Indian blood of their descendants will soon become a romantic 

memory.”252 Indian Assimilation was regarded not only as socially and culturally 

desirable, but as inevitable, attributable to both the laws of nature and the 

demographic makeup of the United States and the practice of inter-cultural marriage.

Paradoxically, the Bolivian evolution of ideas and notions regarding race and 

cultural identity resulted also in a reinterpretation of indigeneity. The Indian was 

regarded as inferior, and a potential pollutant of the westernized urban oases of 

modern life, and should thus be locked into a traditional and rural life still dominated 

by those traditions that set the Indian apart from mestizos and criollos. Assimilation, 

in this context, implied an improvement of the indigenous condition, through combat 

against vice and filth; but at the same time the maintenance of the indigenous cultural 

identity was regarded as imperative for the survival of western culture in the Bolivian 

highlands.253 Modernization implied improved productivity and economic output, but 

not the abandonment of the traditional agricultural medium in which the indígena 

“belonged.” The substitution of campesino for indio referred to an interpretation of 

cultural divisions that was heavily reliant upon socialist and capitalist models of class, 

but was not intended to suggest the extermination of indigeneity: rather, it would 

reflect the rejection of government officials and educators of racism as a motivation 

for social change and an emphasis on economic advancement of the indígenas.

250. Indeed, Indianism was considered a threat to political stability along with communism and 
fascism: Arthur Preston Whitaker, “Politics and Diplomacy.” In Arthur Preston Whitaker 
(ed.), Inter-American Affairs: an Annual Survey, 1942, New York: Columbia University Press, 
1943: p. 26.

251. Reynher and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 232–250.
252. This is a statement by Willard Beatty, the director of BIA education, made in 1946: Willard 

Beatty, “The Goal of Indian Assimilation.” In The Canadian Journal of Economics and 
Political Science 12/3. (1946), pp. 395–404: p. 396.

253. See chapter IV.



MARTEN	BRIENEN

298

The Americans understood these terms in a radically different way. They took 

the disapproval of their use of the term “Indian School” as evidence of a Bolivian 

interest in American style assimilation. Paradoxically, the officials of SCIDE used 

precisely that phrase, the Indian School, because what they envisioned was a future 

without Indians, while the Bolivians rejected the term because they envisioned one 

with Indians.

It is in the fundamental misunderstanding between Americans and Bolivians 

with regard to the meaning of the terminology they employed to discuss what both 

perceived as shared problems and solutions, that we may ultimately find the source of 

the bafflement that clearly surfaced on occasions where both parties believed that they 

had agreed to the same thing, when in reality they imagined quite diametrically 

opposed projects. The usage of a shared vocabulary of indigeneity, assimilation, and 

progress made both parties involved think that they were, so to speak, on the same 

page, even when their outlook was at times very different. Indeed, had the issues at 

hand not be so profound in terms of the very low quality of education, the limited 

access to it, this hidden disagreement on the ultimate objectives of indigenous 

education would without a doubt have come to the surface. As things stood, however, 

there were far more practical problems that needed to be dealt with: the need for 

handbooks, pencils, paper, buildings, and above all, teachers simply pushed such 

ideological differences far into the background, allowing the shared vocabulary to 

continue to give the impression that there was indeed general agreement about the 

philosophy of indigenous education.

The	Progress	of	the	Schools	By	

In this chapter, I have shown that the 1940s was a period of significant educational 

development in terms of the maturation of the nuclear system. From the sixteen 

núcleos erected by the DGEIC, the system had grown by the time of the Bolivian 

National Revolution to incorporate over seventy núcleos,254 with over a thousand of 

254. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 19.
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escuelas seccionales serving some 44,263 children.255 Moreover, these núcleos

provided more than education, having been given the responsibility for a variety of 

government services to be provided to their communities, ranging from legal services 

to healthcare. Part of the problem we face as historians in determining what the effect 

of these changes had been, is that the ability of the Bolivian state to produce credible 

statistics hovered, throughout this period, between absent and abysmal, even with the 

improvements made in this regard by the CNE and the CEP during the 1940s. Larson, 

for example, sees a lack of progress given the perpetually high rates of illiteracy.256

Indeed, the numbers are not encouraging: in 1940, the Minister of Education speaks 

of 600,000 illiterate Bolivians;257 Max Bairon counts 2,550,000 illiterate citizens in 

1942;258 other high ranking ministerial officials place the number at 2,818,350 in 

1948.259 The latter, of course, is an especially exact sounding number.

In actual fact, rather than an explosion in the illiteracy rate, these numbers 

instead reveal the complete inability of the state to provide any kind of credible 

number at all. Literacy rates were determined by first estimating the percentage of the 

population that was literate, then estimating the total population—and not very well, 

given the much lower number arrived at in the 1950 census, which placed the total 

population at 3,019,031260—and then extrapolating from those what the total number 

of illiterate Bolivians must be. The population was estimated anywhere between 

2,500,000 and 3,750,000 and the literacy rate estimated to be anywhere between 

fifteen and twenty-five percent. What this means, in short, is that the Bolivian 

government and ministerial officials simply had absolutely no idea what the rate of 

255. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 30 July 1951: “Infome asistencia escolar.”

256. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 202–203.
257. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”

258. Calculated as 73% of a total population of 3,500,000: ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía de educación 
Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 October 1942, Max Bairon to 
Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.”

259. Luís Guzmán, the director general de educación, estimates a population of 3,757,800, with a 
twenty-five percent literacy rate, arriving at 2,818,350 illiterate Bolivians: ALP/ME vol. 152 
“Correspondencia, 1948,” #159/48, 28 June 1948, Luís A. Guzmán to Ministro de educación: 
“Respuesta a memorandum #272 de 14 del actual.”

260. Bolivia/Ministerio de Hacienda y Estadística, Censo demográfico 1950. La Paz: Editorial 
‘Argote,’ 1955, p. 3. In 1947, for example, the estimate that the Ministry of Education based 
its numbers on was a total population of 3,722,700, almost a full quarter above what the 1950 
census shows.



MARTEN	BRIENEN

300

illiteracy actually was at any given time prior to the 1950 census, which makes it 

impossible to determine whether the availability of schooling had any impact at all on 

those numbers. That is to say that we cannot, and never will be able to, determine to 

what extent the creation of Warisata and the subsequent invention and expansion of 

the nuclear system, nor indeed the proliferation of indigenous-built escuelas unitarias,

had on the overall development of Bolivian society, even though the expectation is 

that there must have been some benefit. The literacy rate of Bolivia in the 1940s is, in 

fact, unknowable. 

We do know, however, that the 1950 census showed a significantly higher rate 

of literacy than any of the estimates from preceding years: it shows a literacy rate of 

nearly one-third, and by gender the difference is even more stark, as the literacy rate 

for men throughout the republic stood at roughly forty percent—meaning that for 

women it was around twenty-five percent.261 However, given that the literacy rate at 

the start of the period is unknowable, it is impossible to determine what progress had 

been made in the intervening time. It is also, therefore, quite impossible to state that 

no significant progress was made, as seems to be the suggestion made by Larson.262

The same logic holds true for the ability of the state to determine, as it 

regularly attempted to throughout the 1940s, what percentage of the population had 

access to schooling. The methodology was the same as outlined above: an estimate of 

dubious quality was calculated for the total population, an estimate was then made of 

the percentage of the population that must be of school-going age (in 1948, this was 

decided to be a neat seventeen percent),263 and from that was deducted the number of 

children known to attend school.264 Only those attending urban schools and those in 

the nuclear system could be counted, since the total number of operating escuelas 

unitarias on haciendas and in ayllus was unknown due to the fact that inspectors

could not visit these places with any regularity nor would they necessarily know the 

location of such schools—a shortcoming that the CEP had noted and attempted to 

261. Bolivia, Censo demográfico 1950, p. 114.
262. She notes that the CEP “barely made a dent in Bolivia’s scandalous rate of rural illiteracy.” 

Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 202.
263. ALP/ME vol. 152 “Correspondencia, 1948,” 21 June 1948, Jefe sección estadística to Ministro 

de educación: “Labor realizada en la sección estadística, 1948.”
264. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 

Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 30 July 1951: “Infome asistencia escolar.”
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remedy.265 The result, of course, is a series of estimates for school attendance that fell 

anywhere between fifteen and thirty percent, either vastly underestimating or 

overestimating access to schooling as ultimately determined by the 1950 census, 

which placed it at slightly under twenty-two percent for children between five and 

nine years of age.266 Further complicating the issue is the fact that while school was 

mandatory for children between seven and fourteen years of age,267 secondary 

education was non-existent in the rural areas—except for the escuelas normales

rurales, which must count as such—and most of the escuelas unitarias and escuelas 

seccionales offered no more than two or four years of elementary school.268 After 

that, even though school was finished, children would once again be counted as 

inasistentes.

What the reform undertaken by the DGEIC, the CNE, and finally the CEP

entailed was an administrative change that brought government services, teaching 

materials, supervision, guidance, handbooks, pencils, actual school-buildings, and 

paper to write on. The schools that comprised the nuclear system already existed, and 

the núcleos merely represented a means for the state to gain some manner of control 

over them; the teachers stayed in place.269 In part, the added benefit for the teachers 

was that the núcleo insulated them from the abuse and violence they had suffered as 

lone escuelas unitarias at the mercy of corregidores and hacendados,270 providing a 

means for the communities to engage in some sort of dialogue with the state that 

simply had never been possible before.

265. RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities 
of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 15.

266. Bolivia, Censo demográfico 1950, pp. 132–133.
267. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 11.
268. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 24.
269. Much to the irritation of some directors. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios 

Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes Beltrán to 
Toribio Claure: “Su circular no. 2/44 de fecha 25 del pasado mes.”

270. It is interesting to note that while there is significant evidence that a good deal of resistance 
existed among rural elites—as evidenced by the amount of complaints about abuses 
committed against teachers, students, and parents by corregidores and hacendados over the 
issue of education, the picture that emerges from the records of the Ministry of Education is 
actually rather mixed. Some hacendados donated land to the schools and funded buildings—
which was, of course, a legal requirement—while a number of corregidores harangued 
ministerial officials about the deplorable conditions of the schools, the absence of competent 
teachers, and the lack of teaching materials. The same holds true for the prefectos and sub-
prefectos, some of whom actively opposed the schools and did what they could to impede 
their progress, while others took the matter very seriously and intervened time and again on 
behalf of the teachers and their schools.
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What neither the DGEIC, nor the CNE, nor the CEP could resolve, however, 

were the underlying problems that resulted from chronic underfunding:271 low wages 

discouraged talented teachers, who could make more money and live more 

comfortably in the cities and towns; the underfunding of the escuelas normales meant 

that these institutions could only produce a limited amount of qualified teachers, and 

the quality of their training was questionable due to the lack of qualified teachers even 

in these institutions, in addition to the lack of basic resources. Furthermore, changes 

to the bureaucratic structure that oversaw the development of indigenous education

continued unabated until the arrival of CEP/SCIDE, meaning that until then no one 

administrative structure was in place long enough to develop a coherent educational 

program that was reasonable, and it was as a result of this fact that it was not until 

1947 that the first rural teachers’ manuals appeared. In this sense, then, even though I 

have argued that educational policy remained largely constant, its implementation was 

lacking due to political and administrative instability.

In a way, this leaves us with a conundrum in terms of neatly determining what 

had been the balance of the efforts of the CNE and the CEP/SCIDE after a little over a 

decade of work on behalf of indigenous education. Elizardo Pérez’s contribution 

suffers from no such complexities, as the significance of his work at Warisata was 

never measured in terms of access to schooling or reductions in the literacy rate, 

which has insulated him from the kind of criticism that is easily leveled at the 

institutions that came after him: the tangible fruit of his labor was a model, one that 

everyone agreed was beneficial. The CNE and CEP/SCIDE, however, are judged on 

their role in the implementation of that model, but the absence of credible data—even 

when relating to the actual population of the country—makes it nearly impossible to 

produce an adequate assessment of their work. 

What is clear is that the fundamental issues that plagued the educational 

system remained unresolved: while there had been progress, especially under the 

CEP, in combating the scourge of the interinos and attempting to draw normalistas to 

the indigenous schools, the effect was small and the majority of the normalistas

produced by the CEP’s intervention went either to the cities and towns, or into 

271. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 19 August 1946, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “The cooperative educational program’s contribution to 
normal education,” f. 16.
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administrative positions at the escuelas matrices. From zero normalistas rurales in 

these schools in 1942, by 1951 there were 241: still a very small minority.272

Moreover, in spite of the reforms carried out by the CEP, the overall quality of the 

training at the escuelas normales rurales themselves remained by all accounts 

hideously inadequate, and even the CEP admitted that its training methods were 

having a limited effect.273 That is to say that the variety of on-site trainings courses 

and the improved offerings at the escuelas normales rurales undoubtedly had some 

effect, but it is very difficult indeed to determine just how great this effect was, given 

that we cannot measure it in easy numbers such as the literacy rate. At the same time, 

even though much attention was paid to the quality of education offered in the 

escuelas normales rurales, we must take into close consideration exactly what these 

institutions offered and what benefit might be expected even under optimal 

circumstances: until the CEP added one year, the course was three years of training, 

while entry was predicated on having completed five grades of elementary school. By 

272. Out of a total of 1,467 teachers in the núcleos. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 17 July 
1951, Jefe de la sección estadísticas to Ministro de educación: “Registro de inscripción 
alumnos.”

273. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 February 
1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 4. 

Figure	 .	Teachers	in	Indigenous	Schools,	

ANB	“Presidencia	de	la	República,	Palacio	de	Gobierno,”	vol.	 ,	 	July	 :	
“Registro	de	inscripción	alumnos.”
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no modern standard would that be considered sufficient to become an efficient 

teacher.274

Likewise, even though the CEP was able at least to provision the núcleos with 

some basic supplies normally associated with school, and especially so in its núcleos 

de ensayo, there is absolutely no doubt that the shortage of actual supplies and the 

inadequacy of facilities remained pervasive. Even by the end of the period, many 

schools still possessed no desks, chairs, blackboards, pencils, papers, books, or any of 

these most basic necessities, and it is difficult indeed to imagine just how a teacher 

with inadequate preparation was supposed to function under such conditions.275 The 

presence of a núcleo nearby allowed for at least some support, but the shortages

remained and indeed lay far beyond the scope of either the CNE or the CEP to address 

given the inadequate funding made available to education.276 Here, at least, it is 

possible to note some minor progress, but it was a progress from abysmal conditions 

to at best dismal ones, and certainly did not come close at all to resolving the 

fundamental issues of underfunding at play. In this sense, then, we must conclude that 

274. John Grastorf complained that “Con excepciones muy contadas, lamentamos tener que 
manifestar a usted que en la docencia rural hay anarquía, inmoralidad, falta de espíritu de 
trabajo y probada ineptitud. [We regret to have to inform you that, with few exceptions, there 
is in the rural teachers’s corps anarchy, immorality, a lack of work ethic, and proved 
ineptitude.]” ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to 
Ministro de educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

275. “Hablando en términos generales, puede afirmarse que no hay locales escolares suficientes, 
fuera de lo realizado por el SCIDE en Santiago de Huata, Vacas, Kalaque, etc. El material 
escolar es exiguo, habiendo carencia de elementos tan indispensables como libros, hojas de 
papel; no hay campos de experimentación agrícola, indispensables para una escuela rural, 
semillas ni sementales; los talleres rurales son contados y allí donde los hay, los maestros 
encargados, carecen del espíritu docente y cumplen una función burocrática, anulando con su 
conducta los postulados de la escuela activa y functional. [Speaking in general terms, we can 
confirm that there are no sufficient classrooms, outside of what SCIDE has accomplished in 
Santiago de Huata, Vacas, Kalaque, etc. Educational material is scarce, there being a shortage 
of such indispensable items as books, sheets of paper; there are no experimental agricultural 
fields, indispensable for a rural school, neither seeds nor breeders; the rural workshops are few 
and where they do exist, the teachers in charge lack a teachers’ spirit and perform a 
bureaucratic work, canceling out through their conduct the postulates of the active and 
functional school.]” ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John 
Grastorf to Ministro de educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

276. “En primer lugar, los recursos disponibles para la solución del problema, eran enteramente 
insuficientes. En segundo termino el empleo de esos recursos inadecuados, era básicamente 
ineficiente. Lógicamente, la definición del primer aspecto estaba fuera de los alcances del 
Programa Cooperativo de Educación. [In the first place, the resources available to resolve the 
problem were entirely insufficient. In the second place, the use of these inadequate resources 
was basically inefficient. Logically, the definition of the first aspect was outside of the scope 
of Cooperative Educational Program.]” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, 
Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 February 1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of 
rural directors,” f. 3.
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in terms of the educational system and its ability to perform the many functions 

assigned to it by successive enthusiastic administrations, it was set up for failure. 

The legacy of this last era of indigenous education prior to the Bolivian 

National Revolution cannot, therefore, be sought in a resolution of the fundamental 

problems in education, as no such solution was even remotely possible without a 

significant increase in the level of funding, which the state could not provide. Rather, 

the importance of the expansion of the núcleos lay in the fact that it could to some 

extent alleviate some of the very worst problems faced by the former escuelas 

unitarias in so far as it concerned their vulnerability to violence and repression. In 

that sense too, we must seek the significance of these schools beyond their 

educational goals: we may not be able to determine how many people were made 

literate, but we can say that throughout the 1940s, the schools served as a launching 

point for extensive immunization campaigns that saved tens of thousands from the 

ravages of smallpox, measles, pertussis, and a variety of other diseases. This, in and 

of itself, must absolutely be counted as a major accomplishment. 

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of this period is that between the 

revolutions, coups d’état, and other changes of government that followed one another 

in shockingly rapid succession, the administrations of the 1940s essentially 

maintained educational policy much as their predecessors had left it, ultimately going 

back to a set of ideas and policies developed under Military Socialism. A familiar 

pattern of constant bureaucratic change still marked the frequent transitions of 

government, with each incoming administration happily blaming the one before it for 

the failure of the educational system to resolve the nation’s ills and making reforms in 

the administration of indigenous education, therewith guaranteeing a level of 

bureaucratic anarchy that did succeed in disrupting what progress was possible under 

the circumstances. Nonetheless, key figures, such as Toribio Claure, were left in place 

and the fundamentals of indigenous educational policy remained untouched in terms 

of the means by which indigenous education was to be transformed (the núcleos) and 

the ultimate goals that indigenous education was intended to achieve: a happy, 

productive, agricultural indígena who would toil and sweat for the good of the nation, 

would abandon his vices and filthy ways, and would remain forever locked in an 

agricultural existence removed from the urban centers and towns. That they meant 
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business was clear: the decade of the 1940s saw the highest levels of funding for 

education ever witnessed in Bolivian history, reaching nearly a fifth of total 

expenditures. One-fifth, however, was still so insufficient, that no amount of 

enthusiasm on the part of ministerial functionaries could alter the basic realities of the 

schools.
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Conclusion

The	Dawn	of	the	Revolution

The 1952 Bolivian National Revolution looms large in Bolivian history. So much so, 

that it has generally been viewed as the single most important event in the country’s 

history, and that is certainly how many Bolivians still view it today. Indeed, until 

fairly recently, the Revolution all but dominated Bolivian historiography to the extent 

that even studies of earlier periods were framed within the context of the events of 

April 1952.1 Of course, it truly was a watershed moment in Bolivian history, 

prompting a series of profound reforms and political changes that would definitively 

shape the country’s development: the nationalization of the three great tin-mining 

corporations—Patiño Mines, Mauricio  Hochschild  SAMI, and the Compagnie  

Aramayo  de  Mines  en Bolivie2—an agrarian reform second in scope only to its 

Mexican counterpart,3 an end to the political exclusion of the indigenous majority, the 

establishment of the Movimiento Nacionalista Boliviano (MNR) as the dominant 

political party for many decades, and the rise to prominence of the labor movement.4

The revolution also came with its own set of educational reforms, which are outside 

of the scope of this study. Like every other aspect of the revolution, they have been 

scrutinized far more extensively than any that came before them, and there is 

abundant material to look at for those who wish to know what became of the núcleos

and escuelas unitarias that have been central to this work.5

As is typical of Bolivian history, even this moment has come under intense 

scrutiny, revealing that not everything was as it has been made out to be. The Bolivian 

1. For example, Klein, Los orígenes.
2. Peñaloza, Nueva historia, pp. 229–329.
3. For a comparison of the Mexican and Bolivian revolutions, see: Alan Knight, “The Domestic 

Dynamics of the Mexican and Bolivian Revolutions Compared.” In Merilee S. Grindle and 
Pilar Domingo (eds), Proclaiming Revolution: Bolivia in Comparative Perspective. London: 
Institute of Latin American Study, 2003, pp. 54–90.

4. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 227–245.
5. Contreras, “A Comparative Perspective,” pp. 260–268.
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National Revolution has leant itself especially well to deconstruction and 

reinterpretation;6 it was the spontaneous involvement of peasants and miners that 

transformed a failed palace coup into a popular revolution; the agrarian reform had 

neither been part of the MNR’s political agenda, nor had it been foreseen that 

peasants in the valley of Cochabamba would start taking possession of haciendas and 

settling old scores with abusive corregidores and hacendados in a manner that belies 

the notion of a ‘bloodless revolution;’7 the nationalization of the mines was ultimately 

a boon for party apparatchiks more than for the Bolivians who had demanded it.8

Indeed, very little of what children in modern Bolivian schools are taught about the 

revolution is particularly factual. This, of course, has a lot to do with the fact that 

many of the best-known works about the Revolution—in Bolivia, in any case—were 

written by those directly involved in it: the common perception of what the revolution 

meant for Bolivian development remains a product of the interpretation of authors 

such as Porfirio Díaz Machicao, Luís Peñaloza, and Augusto Céspedes, none of 

whom were particularly uninterested observers.

This has been part and parcel of Bolivian historiographies: those individuals 

personally involved in historical events have actively shaped our understanding of 

them, and this has impacted how we view Bolivian development in very direct ways.9

In that vein, it should be noted that our understanding of Warisata and its role in the 

development of the indigenous school has likewise been the product largely of 

Elizardo Pérez’s autobiographical treatment of that institution, and indeed every work 

that has dealt with the school and its impact on Bolivian society leans so heavily on 

his interpretation that he still counts as the single most important source of 

information, which has inevitably led to a one-sided interpretation.10 The difficulty in 

6. Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian Revolution.” 
7. Klein, Bolivia, p. 234.
8. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 27–248.
9. In the same way, for example, that our understanding of the Federal War of 1898–1899 was 

shaped to a large extent by Bautista Saavedra’s El Ayllu.
10. This is a fact that perpetually staggers me, given the nature of the book itself, which consists 

largely of two parts: the first part is a blatantly self-aggrandizing account of how, aided by his 
indigenous sidekick, he almost singlehandedly built Warisata and helped expand the resultant 
model across the republic, never too tired, weary, or sick and perpetually sacrificing himself 
for the greater good of his iniecitos. The second part of his book consists largely of an 
absolutely vicious exercise in character-assassination that is predicated on the notion that only 
Pérez himself could possibly know what was best for the indigenous population and that any 
resistance to him could be rooted only in a vile hatred of Indians. This book remains the most 
cited work when it comes to the history of Bolivian indigenous education, where whole 
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countering that one-sidedness has in part been the absence of decent alternative 

sources: the archives of the Ministry of Education, housed in the Archivo de La Paz

(ALP) were still in jute sacks when I first went through them in 1997–1998. Worse 

still, they are terribly incomplete, with many of the records of that ministry having 

been sold off as scrap paper. There remains, however, enough material here and in 

other archives and accounts of the period to reconstruct the narrative of Warisata and 

indeed of the schools that came before it, as well as the developments that came after 

it, in a way that allows us to take a close look at the indigenous school without relying 

too heavily on any single source.11

Much in the same way that the political history of Bolivia has been dominated 

by the National Revolution and its spectacular nationalizations and agrarian reforms, 

so too has the history of indigenous education been dominated by the founding of 

Warisata and by Elizardo Pérez’s account thereof. So completely has Warisata 

dominated the discourse on the development of indigenous education, that there 

remain whole swaths of history in this regard that have gone essentially without 

analysis, the exception being the Era of Liberal Party rule and its educational reforms, 

which comes in as a close second to Warisata in terms of scholarly attention. That 

leaves the nineteenth century, the period between Liberal Party rule and the founding 

of Warisata, and the period between Military Socialism and the National Revolution 

as virtual scholarly black holes.

As it turns out, those periods mattered, and not just a little. It is impossible to 

understand what Warisata was and how it shaped the course of things to come without 

understanding the context in which it first appeared. Likewise, we cannot look at the 

reforms of the Liberal Era as existing in some sort of vacuum. That has been the 

central purpose of this work: to create the historical context and to fill in some of the 

most significant gaps in the existing historiography, thereby allowing a more balanced 

understanding of the growth of Bolivian indigenous education and its importance in 

the broader context of Bolivian social and political development. What emerged from 

passages are liberally and uncritically copied, and yet no-one seems ever to have noticed just 
how offensive it is.

11. The records of the United States missions, including the Bohan Commission, the Magruder 
Commission, the CEP, and SCIDE are, thankfully, quite complete, which has been helpful in 
reconstructing the second half of the 1940s, for which relatively little Bolivian archival 
material appears to have survived.
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my investigation, however, went somewhat beyond an enhanced understanding of the 

indigenous schools, becoming an occasionally radical reinterpretation of some of the 

best-known institutions and moments in the development of indigenous education—

especially, of course, the role and place of Warisata—to speak to broader themes 

regarding Bolivian society, especially regarding the dynamic of state-community 

interaction and exchange. What I have come to see in the development of the 

indigenous school are a number of general themes regarding the Bolivian state, the 

indigenous school, and the indigenous communities that have allowed me to 

reconsider how I view Bolivian society and its development.

The	Weak	State

Throughout this work, one of the most important recurring themes has been the 

crippling weakness of the Bolivian state. I have argued, for example, that contrary to 

what has been the prevailing assumption about the lack of indigenous schooling at the 

end of the nineteenth century, this had not been the result of apathy or disinterest on 

the part of criollo elites driven to inaction by a shared disdain for the indigenous 

masses, but rather was the direct result of a simple, yet crushing, incapacity to act 

cogently and effectively on an otherwise very strong and consistent desire to use 

education as a means to transform Bolivian society. Likewise, the celebrated reforms 

of the era of Liberal Party rule accomplished virtually nothing for indigenous 

education, despite frequent claims that this was where it all began, and for precisely 

the same reasons. Beyond the creation of the nation’s first surviving escuela normal, 

most of the efforts of the Liberals fell flat, especially when it came to the still urgent 

desire for a comprehensive system of indigenous education. Their efforts resulted in 

little more than a failed experiment with escuelas ambulantes and equally 

unsuccessful attempts to create escuelas normales rurales, which were necessary to 

produce the teachers’ corps that all agreed would be essential to any project of 

national transformation. The state lacked the means to undertake these projects with 

any degree of success, and it lacked the ability to impose its will on rural elites who 

saw indigenous education for what it was: the beginning of the end for the rural status 

quo. Just as before, the absence of a state-sponsored indigenous educational system
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was the result of the complete inability to create one and specifically was not the 

result of a lack of desire for one.

While significant progress was made in the development of an actual 

educational system from 1931 to 1952, thanks in large part to the activities of the 

DGEIC, the CNE, and the CEP and of course as a result of the invention of the núcleo 

escolar campesino,12 the fundamental weakness of the state remained the most 

important obstacle to further progress. Thus, even by the early 1950s, the state 

remained incapable of providing the level of support that the educational system—and 

the núcleos in particular—required, and education remained the province of maestros

interinos, many of whom had never finished elementary school. Even what little had 

been created to remedy the dire shortcomings was insufficient: teacher training

programs admitted children—from fifteen years of age—with no more than five 

elementary grades completed, and hurried them through a three year curriculum in 

institutions that lacked a qualified faculty and suffered from the same shortages of 

materials, books, and supervision that plagued the system as a whole. These 

shortcomings were not, just as before, attributable to a lack of interest or desire, but 

were the unmistakable consequence of inadequate funding even at the elevated levels 

of the 1940s. The functionaries of the CEP understood this, as had the members of the 

CNE, both proclaiming that the fundamental issues facing education could not be 

resolved.13 There was a general understanding that such shortcomings would 

necessarily remain in place and that the best they had to offer was to mitigate them as 

much as possible. This, of course, was precisely what had attracted attention to the 

nuclear model: it allowed for the expansion of a true system of education using an 

absolute minimum of resources, which could be cleverly doled out from the escuela 

matriz to the escuelas seccionales.

This weakness did not only affect the ability of the state to provision schools, 

but it inhibited their ability to build them at all, resulting in a reliance on indigenous 

communities both to create escuelas unitarias and to physically undertake the 

12. Which, as I showed in chapter IV, was attributable more to the Ministry of Education itself 
than to Pérez, who nonetheless happily claims credit.

13. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 19 August 1946, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “The cooperative educational program’s contribution to 
normal education,” f. 16. ALP/ME vol. 527 “Correspondencia y varios, 1941,” 3 January 
1941, Arturo Pinto Escalier:  “Inauguración del año escolar.”
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construction of the multiple pabellones,14 of which Warisata and the other núcleos

consisted.15 Nor was the state able to peer particularly deeply into society; the 

capacity for the production of even remotely credible statistics was absent throughout 

the nineteenth century and the entire first half of the twentieth century. At no time 

during the period discussed in this work was the Ministry of Education able to state 

with any level of certainty or credibility just how many schools actually existed or 

where they were located. Even after the massive effort to implant the nuclear system

on the escuelas unitarias of the highlands and valleys during the latter half of the 

1940s, it remained impossible to determine how many more escuelas unitarias existed 

that had not yet been incorporated into the nuclear system. Nor indeed could the state, 

as an institution tasked with governance of Bolivian society, produce a consistent or 

dependable estimate of the total population of the country, much less of the proportion 

of the population that was literate or had access to schooling. 

What this means is that even at the dawn of the National Revolution, the state 

was unable to determine just how great a problem existed in education. It was unable 

to determine whether its efforts over the preceding two decades had had any 

significant effect on society, on literacy rates, or on access to schooling. If it could not 

effectively establish the extent of the problem at hand, then how could it hope to 

resolve it? Part of the tragedy for historians now attempting to reconstruct the impact 

of schooling on Bolivian society, especially in the context of rural volatility prior to 

the National Revolution,16 is the lack of credible statistics about the population from 

that period, which hampers our ability to take our analysis to the next level and to 

14. The infamous Pabellón México at Warisata being the most salient example. Construction 
started in the mid-1930s, but the school building was not finished until 1953 and only then 
with the financial aid of the SCIDE. Members of the CEP and SCIDE had nothing positive to 
say about the building, describing it as a monstrosity that exemplified waste and 
mismanagement: Willfred Mauck described it as “[…] ostentatious and dictatorial, designed to 
regiment the surrounding population through control of large land areas [...]”NACP RG229 
OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 28 February 1949, Willfred 
Mauck: “Minutes of the Quito conference on rural education.” Porter Claxton described it as 
“[…] one of the bleakest, barest, coldest, most uncomfortable excuses for a school that I had 
ever seen.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 
August 1948, Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, “Disloyal Campaign.”

15. Even throughout the 1940s, as I have shown in Chapter VI, the creation of new schools 
remained the province of indigenous communities.

16. Gotkowitz offers the best and most complete analysis of rural unrest leading up to the 
National Revolution in her A Revolution for Our Rights. Also see Gotkowitz, “Revisiting the 
Rural Roots”
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create a more accurate picture of the significance of the indigenous school and, above 

all, its effectiveness.

Of course, certain problems were clear and well-documented. Even in those 

schools that had been brought under government control through the núcleos could 

not offer a coherent educational experience, and they continued to depend on 

interinos because the escuelas normales rurales failed to produce a sufficient number 

of trained teachers (whose qualifications were dubious at best), and those who did 

graduate did not wish to work in rural areas. The Ministry of Education simply could 

not offer the level of compensation that would entice those with appropriate training 

to live a harsh life of perpetual sacrifice in the rural areas, where wages remained 

absurdly low and where virtually none of the comforts of modern life to which the 

school had taught them to aspire were available. 

Moreover, what characterized the state’s response to persistent issues resulting 

from terrible underfunding and statistical incapacity was a powerful tendency to 

engage in continuous reform as a means of remedying what ailed the educational 

system. One administration after another observed the failings of the educational 

system, recognized the importance of that system for the future of the nation-state, 

and heedlessly placed the blame for failure on whichever administration had come 

before, leading to an unnecessary and quite counterproductive reformatorrhoea,17

which disallowed the constancy of administration that might have produced the 

desired results over time. Indeed, even when an institution such as the CNE

recognized that the fundamental obstacle to educational development lay in the 

critically low level of funding and acted both accordingly and responsibly, it soon 

came under vicious attack for its supposed neglect and lack of visionary ambition, and 

its officials were smeared as enemies of the indigenous communities and their names 

have been venomously slandered in almost every publication even remotely related to 

indigenous education that has seen the light of day since. 

One of the most interesting aspects of this tendency towards incessant reform 

when it comes to the indigenous school is that in spite of these constant bureaucratic 

and administrative changes, the underlying fundamentals of indigenous educational 

policy remained remarkably constant, undergoing a certain slow evolution in the goals 

17. This has been the subject of a broader analysis in Brienen, “Interminable Revolution.”
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that politicians and intellectuals imagined for the indigenous school, regardless of the 

ability to implement such policies. From one administration to the next, however 

ideologically removed, the basic function of the indigenous school and indeed the 

critical importance attributed to it remained intact. Thus, while the Military Socialists 

get the credit for the initial expansion of the nuclear model, it was Daniel Salamanca’s 

regime that had initially fostered and supported Warisata’s creation; similarly, it was 

Tejada Sorzano’s administration that invented the núcleo escolar campesino and 

began the work of replicating the original model in new locations.18 Furthermore, it 

was the CNE that broadened the núcleo’s social action and its ability to provide legal 

protection and healthcare to the communities served by these sprawling institutions.19

Ultimately, it was the CEP that continued the work begun by Alfredo Peñaranda and 

transformed the núcleo from an experiment into the basis of an actual system of 

indigenous education. From one administration to the next, there was no radical 

ideological reorientation of the schools and their purpose, only anger and frustration 

at the fact that these schools had not yet delivered on the promise of a ‘New Indian,’ 

resulting in the subsequent purging of those held responsible for this apparent 

obstruction of the national good.

The reality of the state’s weakness, exacerbated by subsequent and ceaseless 

reformism, is tremendously important in determining how we view the development 

of the indigenous school and its role in Bolivian society. There has been a strong 

tendency among scholars to focus very narrowly on the narratives of aspiring 

educational reformers and on the discourse surrounding the need for indigenous 

education throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Common interpretations 

of what the indigenous school meant have been firmly rooted in the resulting narrative 

of an intellectual and political elite that regarded the school as the means to bring 

about the societal metamorphosis they regarded as essential to the emergence of a 

modern nation-state on the Bolivian Altiplano. Virtually all of what has been written 

about the stated goals of education is accurate, in that the intent of Bolivian statesmen 

was consistently something along the lines of assimilation or integration based on the 

preconceptions that western culture was not only better than indigenous culture, but 

that integration was absolutely necessary lest the indigenous be trampled underfoot 

18. See Chapter IV.
19. See Chapter VI.
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unprepared and thus risk obliteration in the face of the inexorable march of progress. 

The attitudes of Bolivian elites were indeed marked by vile racial and cultural 

prejudice and their conceptualization of indigenous education did indeed revolve 

around the notion that the school would provide the platform for a cultural makeover 

of the indígena, creating from this creature a modern citizen who could produce and 

consume and would participate in national society under the terms dictated by western 

cultural precepts.

What I have argued throughout this work, however, is that these ideals were 

never more than that, and that the capacity of the state to act on such prejudicial 

notions and to construct the kind of educational system that would bring about such 

transformative change was eternally, painfully, and irremediably absent. The state 

could not construct a system of education to implement societal transformation or 

obliterate indigenous culture and tradition; it was unable to effect much change in 

those areas at all. It was not capable of modernization and westernization, no matter 

how much criollo elites may have desired it.

Thus while urban elites may have dreamt of happy, literate masses of peasants

speaking Spanish and gladly laying down their lives for the fatherland while toiling 

on productive commercial farms that generated significant export capacity, the reality 

even in the best of cases—namely where some schooling was available—was a type 

of education that could not conceivably, even in the very best case scenario, transform 

an Aymara-speaking child of a colono or comunaro into the type of ‘New Indian’ that 

such elites desired. Indeed, even at the end of the period explored in this work, at the 

very apex of the development of the nuclear system and with the financial assistance 

of the CEP, two to four years of primary school at the hands of a barely literate 

teacher with no training was not enough to supplant Quechua or Aymara, to unlearn 

traditional methods of farming, change dress and behavior, or instill a broad sense of 

patriotic fervor. The very design of the system absolutely prevented a cultural 

transformation of the communities in which these schools operated.
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Indigenous	Communities

Perhaps the most surprising and unexpected result of my analysis of the origins and 

development of the indigenous school has been the realization that the rise of the 

schools themselves, all the way to the National Revolution itself, could be attributed 

to the indigenous communities, including those on the haciendas, and that these 

communities were able to accomplish what the state could not. The evidence I have 

presented indicates quite clearly that the state did not actively engage in the 

construction of schools for the indigenous majority, due to fiscal constraints and the 

inability to penetrate the rural areas in the face of stiff opposition by rural elites. As a 

result, a collection of escuelas unitarias spread slowly but surely through the 

highlands and valleys, adding to an already anarchical educational system over which 

the Ministry of Education exerted no effective control. Having established by law that 

these schools would gain official recognition and that the state would provision them 

and include them in officially sanctioned inspections and visitations, added yet 

another layer of complexity that was far beyond the ability of the state to absorb or 

implement. 

The infrastructure to provide inspection and supervision was absent, and 

indeed the state could not produce an accurate tally of these schools, even though they 

officially counted as state-run operations.20 Even in the 1940s, Max Bairon’s brigadas

culturales and the CEP’s servicio cultural rural reported back on schools that were 

thought to have existed but did not, as well as on schools that existed but had been 

hitherto unknown to the Ministry. The problem, of course, was that the authorizations 

granted to these escuelas unitarias were never properly tallied, and no attempt was 

made in the 1910s, 1920s, or 1930s to keep track of them. Indeed, the very status of 

these schools remained murky until they were finally nuclearized in the 1930s and 

1940s: even on the eve of the founding of Warisata, there was no unified terminology 

to refer to them—escuelas unitarias, escuelas indigenales, escuelas particulares, 

escuelas fiscales, escuelas rurales: any of these terms could be applied. They 

continued to exist in a netherworld where they were both official and unofficial, 

where they were government institutions even though the state exercised no control 

over them, and where they belonged within the Ministry’s bureaucratic machinery but 

20. In theory only, of course. See Chapter III.
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were not assigned to any of the directoratos until the late 1920s, meaning that no one 

in particular was actually responsible for them. 

As many of the records of the Ministry of Education dating from this period 

have been lost, it is in fact impossible that we will ever be able to tally the number of 

schools founded by indigenous communities with official authorization. Moreover, 

there is no reason to assume that all indigenous escuelas unitarias would have 

requested such authorization, knowing as many of them must have done that the 

promised materials and supervision would never materialize. Until the founding of 

Warisata and the creation of the nuclear system, there would have been relatively little 

benefit to official authorization, since it came with obligations but no tangible 

rewards. Salaries were left unpaid, methodologies never were specified, inspectors did 

not visit, and the almacenes escolares ignored them, since they lacked books, desks, 

and chairs, even for the urban schools.

Regardless of their shadowy status and the abysmal conditions in which they 

operated, they do illustrate one critically important fact: the indigenous communities

were clamoring for schools. Communities around the republic embraced education 

with an uncontested vigor, taking the Ministry of Education by surprise, and within a 

few decades, these schools far outnumbered any others within the educational system. 

We can say this with certainty even without knowing exactly how many there were at 

any one point, given that we know that the escuelas seccionales of the nuclear system

were all converted escuelas unitarias and that by 1950 there were over a thousand of 

them. The official statistics for 1948 show 898 escuelas seccionales in the country out 

of a total of 1,960 schools, including secondary and higher education.21 Just to drive 

the point home: by the mid-1940s, roughly half of all schools in Bolivia had been 

built by the blood, sweat, and tears of the indigenous population itself, and until the 

arrival of the núcleos they had existed and operated without support of any 

quantifiable kind. So important had the construction of schools been, and so bereft 

were they of tangible official support, that two of the first indigenous activist 

organizations were created precisely for this goal: the Sociedad República del 

Collasuyo and the Centro Educativo de Aborígenes ‘Bartolomé de las Casas.’ It was a 

truly remarkable accomplishment, and the most striking thing about this very fact is 

21. Of course, there were only 29 secondary schools in all in the republic in that year. ALP/ME 
vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica informa.”
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that this massive indigenous enterprise has barely been mentioned in the existing 

literature.

One lesson to be learnt from this is that we know how the indigenous 

communities felt on the whole about education:

Fuerza es hacer resaltar el febril entusiasmo que anima a la clase 
indígena en esas comunidades, haciéndonos ver que tienen una alta 
comprensión de los beneficios que pueden recibirse en las escuelas, 
por hoy sostenidas por toda ella, sin que haya un solo individuo que se 
risista [sic] a contribuir con su óbolo, por insignificante que sea, al 
fomento de la educación de esos seres inocentes, para lo que no 
escatiman esfuerzos y sacrificios.22

They clamored for it, as I have shown, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and 

when progress proved not to be forthcoming, they took action on their own behalf. 

The extent of that action was tremendous, although its effects are difficult to ascertain 

due to a lack of credible statistics. The arrival of the núcleos was greeted with a 

similar enthusiasm, as is readily apparent from the descriptions entered into the public 

record by directors of the núcleos and the occasional inspector.

We should not be surprised at this enthusiasm, given what the núcleos

represented. For decades, the communities had complained about the absence of 

schools and about the abuse they suffered at the hands of landlords who threatened 

and beat teachers and parents alike: “queremos la instrucción de los niños aborígenes 

para que no sufran lo que nosotros sufrimos.”23 As driven as they were by a desire for 

access to education, the prospect of the improved teaching methods, improved access 

to teaching and learning materials, and the added benefits of healthcare and legal 

protection brought precisely those services to the communities that they had 

demanded for so long. The quality of these services may have been far below any 

standard we would find acceptable, but it certainly constituted an improvement over 

the escuelas unitarias, which were consistently depicted as lacking literally 

everything.

22. “It is difficult to overstate the enthusiasm that moves the indigenous class in these 
communities, showing us the full understanding they have of the benefits to be obtained in the 
schools, which today are all supported by them, without a single individual who refuses to 
donate his contribution, however small, for which they spare neither effort nor sacrifice.” 
ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos, 1941,” #20/41, 8 February 
1941, Visitador de la provincial de Omasuyos to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Visitas 
realizadas.”

23. “We want education for our children so that they will not suffer as we suffer.” As quoted in 
Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 59.
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Cultural	Con lict

There are several lessons to be drawn from this reinterpretation of the development of 

indigenous education in Bolivia. The first and, in my mind, most important one is that 

the prevailing theme in the existing scholarship that the indigenous school was a locus 

of inter-ethnic cultural conflict is clearly false. Many scholars have assumed the 

existence of such a struggle based on both the racially charged discourse of education 

prevalent in debates surrounding the fate of the nation-state as they took place 

between intellectuals, politicians, and educational reformers, and the rhetoric of 

resistance to exploitation and abuse prevalent in the communities seeking schools for 

themselves. Given the diametric opposition between these positions, it is not difficult 

to understand how the image of a conflict between escuelas oficiales and pro-

indigenous schools, as Warisata is generally characterized, has taken hold of the 

popular imagination. 

At issue here is, as I have shown in perhaps excruciating detail, that the 

escuela oficial was a mythical creature, one that never existed. At least, that is, until 

the founding of Warisata itself. The state simply had neither the manpower nor the 

resources to translate its vision of a transformational educational experience into 

practical reality. In effect, it lacked the resources to build schools in indigenous 

communities at all. The schools that did exist and would make up the burgeoning 

nuclear system from 1931 onwards were the product of indigenous enterprise. 

Manned by community members, bereft of support, and far enough removed from the 

state that the latter did not necessarily know that they even existed, it is difficult 

indeed to imagine these institutions as wicked tools to further some goal of cultural 

liquidation. These schools were not capable of wreaking the kind of havoc of which 

they are accused each and every time Warisata is described as the answer to a 

supposed evil plot for cultural domination, and in effect such accusations sting all the 

more given the sacrifices made and obstacles overcome by the community members 

who shed actual blood to create them. To dismiss these schools as tools of the state in 

a bid to assimilate the indigenous population is to heap insult upon injury, and is 

based on a complete misunderstanding of where these schools came from, who built 
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them, and who supported them. The indigenous schools could not by any stretch of 

the imagination have served such a nefarious purpose.

What this means is that these schools cannot have been the sources of inter-

cultural conflict that they have been made out to be. Prior to Warisata, there was no 

escuela oficial in indigenous education and no state presence in education for the 

indigenous communities to resist. No means had been developed for the state to 

impose its anti-cultural agenda, and thus there was no such cultural imposition to 

withstand. If anything, what the schools created was a place where dialogue between 

communities and the state became possible, due to the fact that the teacher of the 

school had the standing to intervene on behalf of the community with the Ministry of 

Education. In its ability to act as a conduit for an exchange between the state and the 

communities, the escuelas unitarias created by the communities became an 

opportunity for both sides to engage in a more direct conversation, whereas such 

interaction had prior to then always been filtered through local authorities, whose 

interests were not perfectly aligned with either the state or the communities and whom 

we know were less than fully cooperative in this regard.24 The núcleos expanded on 

this critical function of the school by going far beyond the educational mission of the 

núcleo and introducing a set of services that had never before been available in the 

rural areas, while also insulating the teachers of the escuelas seccionales from the 

kinds of abuse still common in escuelas unitarias that lacked the protection of a large 

state institution in their midst. While we may question the quality of education offered 

by these institutions, there can be no such doubt about the immediate and far-reaching 

benefit of the vaccination campaigns undertaken by them; tens of thousands were 

vaccinated against mankind’s most deadly plague—smallpox—which had been 

fundamentally responsible for the demographic collapse following the arrival of 

Europeans in the New World.25

This should give us pause to reconsider the many assumptions about the roles 

played by the peasants and the elites in the context of Bolivian history, which has 

24. See Chapters IV and V.
25. B.H. Schlicher van Bath, Indianen en Spanjaarden: Een ontmoeting tussen twee werelden, 

Latijns Amerika 1500–1800. Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 1989, pp. 87–110.
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been marked disproportionately by narratives of heroes and villains.26 Rather than 

victims of a nefarious plot of ‘education for extinction,’27 it had been the indigenous 

communities themselves who had taken on the challenge of bringing education into 

their midst. Not only does this directly contradict the dominant interpretation of the 

ultimate goal of education itself, but it also reverses the roles assigned to the players 

in this drama: the indigenous communities were not the victims, but the agents. Their 

embrace of the schools cannot, therefore, be characterized as resistance, since that 

term implies a reaction to an action taken by a second party—in this case, the state—

and since this development was the result of the inaction of that party, this process 

must be described as agency on the part of the communities, a principle very clearly 

borne out by the supporting role of the CEABC and the SRC in spreading the escuelas 

unitarias throughout the valleys and highlands.28

In fact, I would argue that the insistence on looking at the indigenous response 

to education as rooted in ‘resistance’ is too closely related to outmoded models of 

indigenous society that presuppose a tendency to resist change of any kind, and 

therefore depict indigenous communities as both reactionary and passive. What the 

development of the indigenous school in Bolivia very clearly shows is that the 

communities were anything but that; they engaged in a very proactive pursuit of a 

modern resource (education) for very clear and well-articulated reasons that, as Marta 

Irurozqui has pointed out, are indicative more of a desire to participate in modern 

society than to remain isolated from it.29 Indeed, if we choose to take the language 

employed by indigenous leaders at face value—rather than assuming that they 

cleverly disguised their true meaning behind words chosen to appease the criollo

upper classes30—then it becomes clear that what they hoped to achieve was 

participation, not separation. This indicates a sophistication far beyond that of mere 

resistance: a refusal, perhaps, to submit to the conditions imposed by criollo and 

mestizo elites while still seeking to become part of and participate in the construction 

26. For example, the hero Pérez against the villain Donoso; the hero Busch against the villain 
Peñaranda; the heroic MNR against the villainous mining companies; the heroic indigenous 
communities against a villainous state; and so on and so forth.

27. As in the United States. See: Wallace, Education for Extinction and Hoxie, A Final Promise.
28. Though especially in the Department of La Paz. ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 

1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica informa.”
29. Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” p. 100.
30. Which has been the position taken by Roberto Choque and Tristan Platt.
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of the nation-state.31 Indeed, it would appear that indigenous leaders and communities 

had a deep respect for the notion of the state and the promise it held for social justice, 

seeking at every turn to use legitimate means to become included. 

The story that the history of indigenous education tells is that rather than being 

perpetually victimized and helpless, the communities tired of waiting for the state to 

provide what it could not deliver and built for themselves the schools they desired for 

their children. They did this, even on the haciendas, where landlords rightly feared 

that education, even mere literacy, would alter the status quo and thus responded with 

exceptional violence. Of course, not all the wheels of this machinery of oppression 

cooperated, and there are certainly some prefectos (departmental governor) and 

corregidores who actively supported education and the schools built by the 

communities. It is too easy to look at the long-established villain as a monolith of 

greed, prejudice, and selfishness. What this tells us, of course, is that even in these 

remote areas where outside assistance was not forthcoming and the consequences 

could be dire, indigenous communities insisted on their right to education and pushed 

back in still impressive numbers: exact figures will never be established, but we know 

such schools were built under adverse conditions and they were built in the hundreds. 

The thirst for schooling was greater than the fear of landlords.

By the same token, what are we to make of the involvement of the Americans 

in the second half of the 1940s? Was it, as Larson has objected, a “[…] vehicle 

through which the USA could impose a program of rural development and cultural 

control […]”32 as part of some disreputable imperialist project? If anything, the 

limitations that made it impossible for the Bolivian state to use the indigenous schools

as a vehicle for cultural transformation applied in equal measure to the Americans 

who came and went between 1944 and 1956. They could not remedy the fundamental 

shortcomings of the Bolivian educational system, and in that sense their project of 

cultural domination was doomed from the start. They did, however, manage to turn 

the beginnings of an educational system into an actual one, in the process providing 

much needed services in healthcare that would save many lives. In effect, it is perhaps 

too easy to poke fun at the quirkiness of the Guía didáctica they developed, without 

31. That has been the focus of Marta Irurozqui’s analyses in Irurozqui, “The Sound of the 
Patutos” and Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina.”

32. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 202.
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acknowledging that they at least developed one where no one else had. Likewise, it is 

easy to look at their obsession with hygiene and cleanliness as indicative of racially 

motivated disdain for their indigenous charges without acknowledging that the 

greatest advances in average life expectancy have come from increased attention to 

hygiene, safe drinking water, and an education that addresses some of the most 

common causes for disease and infection. 

It’s a rather dismissive stance that little considers the reasons people like 

Ernest Maes and Arthur Harris involved themselves in the lives of indigenous 

children, teachers, and parents in Bolivia. Are we really to assume that these people 

meant to bring harm? That is certainly not obvious from the tenor of the writings they 

left behind, describing their daily encounters with dire poverty, malnutrition, and 

disease. The members of the Magruder Commission were so shocked by what they 

found in the very mines that would help bring about victory over Nazism, that they 

were able to make an apparently convincing argument, at a time of a disastrous and 

expensive war, regarding the need to financially support the improvement of working 

conditions and living conditions for indigenous people in far-off and largely unknown 

Bolivia, including access to education and healthcare. These men and women from 

the United States may have been misguided in their cultural and racial prejudices, but 

they at least attempted to improve the lives of some of the poorest and most oppressed 

people in the Americas. It is misanthropic not to recognize compassion when it is so 

blatant.

Ultimately, did these hundreds of schools, ostensibly aimed at the deculturation of the 

indigenous majority, serve the best interests of that majority? The indigenous 

communities themselves certainly thought so. Comunarios and colonos alike offered 

their blood, sweat, and tears and often faced violent repression in order to allow their 

children to go to school. They understood full-well the role that isolation and 

ignorance of the law played in their continuing suffering, and it was for this reason 

that they so enthusiastically built schools: to break away from isolation, to gain access 

to the law, to obtain the tools for the defense of property and self against powerful 

elites who exploited them for personal gain. 
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What does this tell us about our understanding of the indigenous 

communities? Very clearly, they were not quite as powerless as they are often 

understood to be. They are still depicted as the perpetual victims of western 

expansion, defenseless in the face of historical and cultural forces that would come to 

obliterate them. Even today, the indigenous peoples of the Andean region are 

described as ‘endangered peoples,’ in a judgment eerily reminiscent of that of the 

census-takers who had predicted the imminent disappearance of the Indian from the 

Bolivian landscape as a result of natural processes around the turn of the twentieth

century.33 Fears of a necessarily destructive westernization are as strong today as they 

have ever been. Yet, when we visit the once white city of La Paz, we now encounter 

an indigenous metropolis the likes of which the world has not seen since the arrival of 

Cortés and Pizarro. The city has been subsumed by indigenous cultural reconquest, 

just as southern sections of the United States are slowly being taken back by 

individuals of largely indigenous extraction hailing from neighboring Mexico. We 

overestimate the power of western culture to overtake anything and everything it 

encounters. We similarly underestimate the ability of indigenous culture not only to 

resist, but to adapt.

33. Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 272.
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Summary

To properly contextualize the almost completely disregarded reforms inspired by the 

indigenous school of Warisata that took place from 1935 onwards, and which served 

to completely restructure Bolivian indigenous education, it is necessary also to 

contextualize Warisata itself. Founded in 1931, Warisata has been hailed as the first 

school to actively serve the interests of the indigenous population of Bolivia and has 

specifically been contrasted with an allegedly pre-existing system of indigenous 

education that was aimed at the obliteration of indigenous culture and tradition. 

However, the period immediately preceding the founding of Warisata has not been the 

subject of great scholarly attention, and it has generally been assumed that this system 

of anti-cultural indigenous education to which Warisata was the presumed antidote, 

had been the outcome of reforms undertaken at the turn of the century, during which 

time there had been significant debate about the need for indigenous education. The 

most significant evidence presented to support the notion that the indigenous schools 

of the early twentieth century were the result of these reforms, is that prior to the 

advent of Liberal Party rule in 1899, there had been no system of indigenous 

education. It is generally assumed that this lack of indigenous education had been the 

result of indifference with regard to the plight of the indigenous peoples of Bolivia 

during the nineteenth century.

The absence of a system of indigenous education at the end of the nineteenth 

century was, however, not the result of a lack of interest. In fact, nineteenth-century 

politicians and intellectuals believed very strongly that education was pivotal to 

national development and progress, especially so with regard to the indigenous 

majority, whose supposed backwardness was regarded as the root cause of society’s 

many ills. The Bolivian state, however, lacked the resources to implement the many 

grandiose schemes that were concocted throughout the century. Each incoming 

regime, believing that the absence of an educational system that could propel the 

country into the modern age was the result of the neglect of preceding 
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administrations, devised its own set of educational reforms to remedy this problem, 

resulting in nothing less than a dizzying array of sweeping reforms that consistently 

added to the level of organizational chaos in education.

Much the same can be said for the era of Liberal Party rule. While it is true 

that the Liberals embarked on a set of reforms aimed at streamlining the chaotic 

educational system, and that they paid attention to the absence of education for the 

indigenous majority, their reforms did not fare that much better than the ones before 

them. They did succeed in establishing the first successful teacher training college, 

but their efforts on behalf of indigenous education fell flat. Just as there had been no 

system of indigenous education prior to the advent of Liberal party rule, there was 

none at the end of it. The most significant contribution of the period was the 

promulgation of a law intended to provide for so-called ambulant schools. The 

schools themselves were a failure, but one provision of the law was to have a 

profound effect: the provision that allowed indigenous communities to request 

authorization to establish their own schools, at their own expense. 

As a result of this provision, indigenous schools started popping up in the 

highlands throughout the teens and twenties. The teachers were generally members of 

the community in which the school was located and many had been conscripted to 

serve in the army, which provided rudimentary instruction in Spanish, reading, and 

writing. Such was the desire for education on the part of the indigenous communities, 

that two of the very first indigenous organizations were created in the late 1920s,

specifically to promote the establishment of these schools. By the late 1920s, 

hundreds of these schools were extant. Even though the state legally recognized these 

schools as state institutions, and promised to supply them, it did not have the 

resources to do so effectively. This also meant that there was no system of supervision 

that could reach these schools, which therefore operated independently from the state, 

although under very adverse conditions: they generally lacked the materials, facilities, 

and supplies. 

While one of the main attributes ascribed to Warisata, which was founded by 

Elizardo Pérez in 1931, has been that the school constituted an effort to counter the 

culturally detrimental effects of so-called ‘official schools,’ which were designed to 

annihilate indigenous culture, this cannot be accurate given the above. While 
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politicians and intellectuals of the early twentieth century certainly had envisioned an 

educational system capable of destroying indigenous culture, they had not been able 

to implement such a system. In fact, other than a brief failed experiment with

‘ambulant schools,’ the state simply had not engaged in the construction of schools 

for indigenous communities: it lacked the teachers to serve in such schools, was 

unable to provide supervision for such schools, and could not supply them with 

teaching and learning materials. It is a stretch to think that the indigenous schools 

built and operated by members of the communities themselves served to eradicate 

indigenous culture. 

Moreover, when we consider the goals and principles upon which Warisata 

had been founded, we find that it fell neatly in line with prevailing cultural attitudes 

among urban elites, which regarded the Indians as culturally and mentally deficient. 

The emphasis at Warisata was on instruction that was thought appropriate to 

indigenous mental and cultural idiosyncrasies; the curriculum was structured to 

combat filth, laziness, and vice, and to modernize agricultural production so that these 

communities could eventually contribute to national development. More importantly, 

Warisata had been founded by a long-time ministerial agent (Elizardo Pérez) and was 

funded by the state in a manner that the smaller schools were not, making Warisata 

effectively the first ‘official school’ to be implanted in an indigenous community.

The truly revolutionary aspect of this institution came about as a consequence 

of the fact that its presence in the indigenous community prompted teachers from 

nearby indigenous schools to seek assistance there, and that in order to address this 

apparent need for aid and guidance a decision was made to incorporate those schools 

into the structure of Warisata itself. The result was a truly innovative model that 

became known as the núcleo escolar campesino, in which a central school (escuela 

matriz) was ranked senior to the sectional schools (escuelas seccionales), with the 

former providing the latter with supervision and what supplies it was able to obtain. 

These sectional schools were former autonomous indigenous schools, meaning that 

this model did not provide for the construction of new indigenous schools but rather 

constituted an effective and efficient means for the state to establish control over 

already extant indigenous schools. In addition, the focus on agriculture and rural 

industrialization was intended to ensure that the school could operate with a minimum 
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of funding; its own workshops produced the required furniture and its produce was 

sold to provide revenue independent of state funding. Likewise, their centralized 

nature allowed the school to make very efficient use of the few qualified teachers who 

were willing to work in rural areas, while the school was intended eventually to have 

its own teacher training section.

During the 1930s, as Elizardo Pérez was promoted to officially take charge of 

indigenous education as head of the appropriate directorate within the Ministry of 

Education under the Military Socialist regime (1936–1939), fifteen more of these 

núcleos were created throughout Bolivia, including several in the tropical lowlands, 

where they were used to essentially imprison nomadic tribes in compounds to be 

brutally ‘civilized.’ In highland Bolivia, however, the system expanded to include an 

increasing number of the formerly self-directed indigenous schools. Increasingly, 

these núcleos became a conduit for the exchange of information between the state and 

the indigenous communities, as the schools constituted the first direct state presence 

in the indigenous communities. Thus, they could be used to disseminate information 

about legislation that protected the Indians from exploitation, and to provide other 

services to the communities, as well as to intervene on their behalf in legal and other 

disputes.

In contrast to repeated claims on the part of Elizardo Pérez, who lamented the 

1940s as the downfall of indigenous education—a position adopted by many scholars 

in the absence of serious studies into the further development of indigenous education 

during that period—the facts show that his bitter protestations were rooted more in the 

fact that he was removed from office than from any radical change in the direction of 

indigenous education. His responsibilities were taken over by the Consejo Nacional 

de Educación, a nominally (since its head was also the minister of education and it 

had no separate budget) independent organization in charge of all branches of the 

educational system, which continued to support the existing núcleos and created two 

more until it was abolished in 1944. The true expansion of the nuclear system of 

indigenous education was to come as the result of an intervention by the United States 

of America. 

Between 1946 and 1952, the Cooperative Educational Program (CEP) and the 

Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación that replaced the CEP in 1948 
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were funded by both the Bolivian and United States governments, the latter providing 

a greater share of funding. The CEP was integrated deeply into the bureaucratic 

structure of the Ministry of Education and, in consultation with that Ministry, 

embarked on a program to incorporate as many of the existing indigenous schools as 

possible within the nuclear system. From 1944 to 1952, the number of extant núcleos

was expanded from eighteen to over seventy, with the number of sectional schools 

rising from 202 in 1945 to 1,026 by 1949. What they thus accomplished was the 

transition from the núcleo as an experimental system running in parallel with 

hundreds of autonomous indigenous schools to a consolidated and coherent system of 

indigenous education. 

During the era of the CNE and the CEP, the services provided by the núcleos

were expanded to the extent that by 1944, these centers had jurisdiction over the 

Indians within their region, allowing them to resolve local disputes over land. 

Furthermore, the núcleos became important centers for basic healthcare, providing 

first aid as well as organizing significant vaccination campaigns, serving tens of 

thousands of Indians. However, many of the fundamental problems remained, as the 

state remained incapable of providing many of even the most basic supplies. Teacher 

training remained relentlessly inadequate, with the majority of teachers even in these 

colleges not having finished elementary school themselves. Even at the end of this 

period, no more than sixteen percent of teachers in indigenous schools had 

qualifications of any kind, the majority of the remainder not having graduated 

elementary school, with obvious detrimental effects on the quality of education. 

Moreover, most of the schools had no adequate facilities, and they also lacked books, 

paper, pencils, desks, chairs, or any of the other materials needed to teach effectively. 

Due to a lack of credible statistics for this period, it is not possible to indicate 

to what extent the schools reduced the illiteracy rate. In essence, the núcleo developed 

at Warisata resolved one pressing issue, namely the prior inability to oversee the 

hundreds of schools operated by indigenous communities, but left most of the other 

equally pressing issues unresolved due to a continued lack of funding and resources. 

Nevertheless, an actual system of indigenous education had been created and it

offered real and tangible services that benefited the communities it served. Moreover, 

the communities welcomed these schools with open arms, clearly understanding the 
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value of education for their communities and equally clearly unconcerned with the 

specter of cultural annihilation that the indigenous school is said to have brought.
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Samenvatting

De	 Schreeuw	 om	 Scholen:	 Indiaanse	Gemeenschappen,	 de	 Staat,	

en	het	Indiaans	Onderwijs	in	Bolivia,	 –
Voor een goed inzicht in de weinig bestudeerde Boliviaanse onderwijshervorming van 

1935, die leidde tot een volledige herstructurering van het Indiaans onderwijsstelsel, 

is het nodig eerst een goed beeld te vormen van de in 1931 gestichte Indiaanse school 

van Warisata. Deze was de inspiratiebron voor hervorming van 1935 en staat in de 

literatuur bekend als de eerste school die daadwerkelijk de belangen van de Indiaanse 

bevolking diende, in tegenstelling blijkbaar tot het onderwijsstelsel zoals het voor die 

tijd bestond. Dat eerdere stelsel wordt doorgaans gezien als een poging om door 

middel van scholen de Indiaanse cultuur te vernietigen, en vindt volgens de literatuur 

zijn oorsprong in de onderwijshervormingen die aan het begin van de twintigste eeuw 

door de toen heersende Liberale Partij werden ingevoerd. Het is inderdaad een feit dat 

de Liberalen niet onder stoelen of banken staken dat zijn een onderwijsstelsel voor 

ogen hadden dat een eind zou maken aan wat zijn zagen als Indiaanse achterlijkheid. 

De periode van Liberale heerschappij wordt beschouwd als het moment waarop het 

Indiaanse onderwijs voor het eerst vorm werd gegeven, vooral omdat er voorheen 

geen scholen voor de Indiaanse bevolking bestonden. Dit laatste geldt als bewijs voor 

de stelling dat Boliviaanse regeringen van de negentiende eeuw zich niet 

bekommerden om de Indiaanse bevolking.

Hoewel het waar is dat er aan het eind van de negentiende eeuw geen—of zeer 

weinig—scholen voor de Indiaanse bevolking waren, was dit niet het gevolg van 

desinteresse van de kant van negentiende-eeuwse politici en intellectuelen. In 

tegendeel, er was sinds de onafhankelijkheid van de republiek zeer veel interesse in 

het onderwijs, en met name het Indiaans onderwijs, aangezien men veronderstelde dat 

het voor de maatschappelijke vooruitgang van het land noodzakelijk zou zijn om de 

Indiaanse bevolking te assimileren aan westerse normen en waarden. Er bestond dus 
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een consensus dat een onderwijsstelsel dat ook de Indianen zou bereiken heel 

belangrijk was, maar de middelen om een dergelijk stelsel in te voeren waren niet 

voorhanden. Het gevolg kunnen we zien in een opeenvolging van gefaalde 

onderwijshervormingen, met als enige resultaat een steeds ingewikkelder stelsel dat 

ook aan het eind van de eeuw maar een heel beperkt deel van de bevolking bereikte.

De hervormingen van de Liberale Partij, die in 1899 aantrad, waren in feite 

niet heel anders. Er werd weliswaar heel druk gedebatteerd over het Indiaans 

onderwijs, maar de feitelijke vooruitgang die werd geboekt was maar heel beperkt. 

Wel slaagden zij erin de eerste lerarenopleiding—die het land tot dan toe had 

ontbeert—op te richten, maar ook dat instituut was geen doorslaand succes. De enige 

Indiaanse scholen die men in deze tijd op wist te richten waren de zogeheten ‘reizende 

scholen’ (escuelas ambulantes), die al binnen twee jaar tot mislukt experiment werden 

verklaard. De belangrijkste bijdrage van de Liberalen was dus niet het tot stand 

brengen van een echt Indiaans onderwijsstelsel zoals doorgaans in de literatuur wordt 

aangevoerd. De belangrijkste bijdrage die zij wisten te leveren bestond uit een 

wetsbepaling bij de wet op de ‘reizende scholen’, die het de Indiaanse 

gemeenschappen mogelijk maakte om met instemming van de overheid op eigen 

kosten scholen te bouwen.

Deze bepaling had onvoorziene gevolgen. Binnen enkele jaren verschenen er 

op het Boliviaanse platteland tientallen, en later honderden, Indiaanse scholen. De 

leraren waren over het algemeen leden van de gemeenschappen zelf, die tijdens hun 

dienstplicht hadden leren lezen en schrijven. Hun kwalificaties waren wellicht niet

geweldig, maar aangezien de lerarenopleiding niet meer dan een handvol bevoegde 

leraren opleverde moest men het er mee stellen, en de kwaliteit van het onderwijs in 

de steden was om dezelfde redenen niet veel beter. Tegen het eind van de jaren 

twintig waren er niet alleen honderden Indiaanse scholen op deze wijze opgericht, 

maar waren er zelfs een paar Indiaanse organisaties opgericht die dit werk vanuit een 

centrale plaats actief ondersteunden. Hier moet nog bij worden opgemerkt dat de 

overheid zelf gedurende deze periode zich niet met het stichten van Indiaanse scholen 

bezig hield: dat werk werd aan de gemeenschappen overgelaten, ten dele omdat de 

middelen om zoiets te ondernemen nog altijd niet voorhanden waren. De overheid had 

zich verplicht gesteld om deze scholen niet alleen te erkennen als zijnde staatsscholen, 
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maar ook om ze te voorzien van de benodigde lesmaterialen en supervisie. Ook dat 

bleef wegens een schrijnend gebrek aan geld en organisatorisch vermogen uit. De 

scholen functioneerden dus op zelfstandige wijze, zonder inmenging van de staat 

maar ook zonder steun en begeleiding. Van een onderwijsstelsel was derhalve nog 

geen sprake.

De in 1931 door Elizardo Pérez gestichte school van Warisata kan niet gezien 

worden als een antwoord op een cultuurvernietigend Indiaans onderwijsstelsel: een 

dergelijk stelsel bestond immers niet, anders dan in de wilde fantasieën van 

intellectuelen die wel zo’n stelsel voor ogen hadden gehad. Bovendien was de 

oprichter van Warisata zelf een beroepsambtenaar en deze school werd, in 

tegenstelling tot de reeds bestaande Indiaanse scholen, actief door de overheid 

gesteund. Warisata was dus eigenlijk de eerste ‘officiële school’ en een 

daadwerkelijke publieke instantie. Sterker nog, wanneer we goed kijken naar het 

onderwijsprogramma dat in deze school werd ontwikkeld, dan zien we dat een sterke 

nadruk werd gelegd op een het aanleren van nieuwe gewoonten en productiemethoden 

die tot doel hadden om de Indiaanse bevolking productiever te maken, opdat ze een 

bijdrage zouden kunnen leveren aan de maatschappelijke vooruitgang. De Indiaanse 

cultuur werd weliswaar erkend als op zich waardevol, maar tegelijkertijd ook als 

defect en de school zou hierin verandering aanbrengen door zich te richten op de 

ondeugd, luiheid en het gebrek aan hygiëne van de Indianen.

Het bijzondere van Warisata was dus niet dat deze school een einde maakte 

aan een anti-cultureel onderwijsbeleid in reeds bestaande Indiaanse scholen. Men zou 

zelfs kunnen stellen dat het tegendeel dichter bij de waarheid staat. Het innoverende 

van de school was uiteindelijk iets heel anders, namelijk de wijze waarop de school 

georganiseerd werd. Al kort na de oprichting van Warisata begonnen leraren van 

nabijgelegen Indiaanse scholen bij Warisata aan te kloppen voor steun en advies. 

Omdat het duidelijk was dat deze kleinere onafhankelijke scholen om supervisie zaten 

te springen, werd er in het onderwijsministerie besloten om de samenwerking tussen 

deze scholen en Warisata te formaliseren. Het gevolg was een nieuw schoolmodel dat 

bekend staat als de núcleo escolar campesino. Dit model bestond uit een 

samenwerkingsverband tussen een moederschool (escuela matriz) en een aantal 

dochterscholen (escuelas seccionales), wat voor het eerst een echt systeem van 
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toezicht en inspectie voor de reeds bestaande Indiaanse scholen mogelijk maakte. Ook 

kon men op zeer efficiënte wijze schaarse lesmaterialen en bevoegde leraren inzetten 

door ze bij de moederschool onder te brengen, die ze dan verder naar behoefte kon 

gebruiken om de dochterscholen te steunen in hun onderwijstaak. Hier moet bij 

worden opgemerkt dat het dus niet ging om een project voor het oprichten van nieuwe 

scholen voor Indiaanse gemeenschappen, maar heel specifiek om een systeem om 

bestaande scholen onder centraal toezicht te stellen. Bovendien was het de bedoeling 

om uiteindelijk de moederscholen ook als lerarenopleiding in te richten om op die 

wijze het tekort aan leerkrachten aan te pakken. Om het tekort aan 

basisbenodigdheden voor de scholen op te lossen had men zich verder bij Warisata al 

voorgenomen om de school van werkplaatsen te voorzien, waarin stoelen, banken en 

dergelijke door leerlingen zouden kunnen worden gemaakt als onderdeel van hun 

opleiding, terwijl het landbouwonderwijs bedoeld was om gewassen ter markt te 

kunnen brengen om op die wijze zo weinig mogelijk afhankelijk te zijn van 

overheidssteun.

Elizardo Pérez werd al snel door de revolutionaire regering van de zogeheten 

Militair-Socialisten gevraagd om de verantwoordelijkheid voor het gehele Indiaans 

onderwijs op zich te nemen als hoofd van het daartoe ingerichte departement van het 

onderwijsministerie. Tussen 1936 en 1939 reisde Pérez door het hele land om nieuwe 

schoolcentra tot stand te brengen en in die periode werden er een totaal van vijftien 

nieuwe centra opgericht. Hiervan werden er een paar in de tropische laaglanden 

opgericht die een beduidend ander karakter hadden: deze schoolcentra werden ingezet 

om vooral nomadische Indianen gedwongen en op brute wijze te ‘beschaven’, wat 

inhield dat ze hun traditionele levenswijzen moesten afzweren en zich als vaste 

bewoners van de schoolcentra aan landbouw moesten wijden. Het gevolg was een 

vreselijke situatie waarin velen aan ziekte bezweken.

In het Boliviaanse hoogland ontwikkelden de schoolcentra zich echter heel 

snel, en een groeiend aantal van de Indiaanse scholen werden zo onder toezicht van 

moederscholen gesteld. Een van de gevolgen van deze ontwikkeling was dat de 

schoolcentra zich ook ontwikkelden als instanties waar de nationale overheid 

bepaalde diensten aan de Indiaanse bevolking kon aanbieden. Zo werden de 

schoolcentra ingezet om informatie over de rechten van de Indianen te verstrekken 
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aan de gemeenschappen, waaronder de afschaffing van de gedwongen arbeid die 

velen moesten leveren aan landeigenaren (de zogeheten pongueaje). Ook maakten 

Indiaanse leiders steeds meer gebruik van de scholen om klachten in te dienen over 

lokale wantoestanden. Voorheen werden zulke klachten altijd door lokale overheden 

in behandeling genomen, terwijl deze lokale overheden juist vaak het onderwerp van 

de ontevredenheid waren. De rol van de schoolcentra groeide in dit opzicht zo sterk, 

dat ze uiteindelijk zelfs bevoegdheid verkregen om in wettelijke aangelegenheden 

voor de Indianen op te treden en als arbiter te fungeren in onenigheden binnen de 

gemeenschap zelf.

Elizardo Pérez werd in 1940 van zijn taak als departementshoofd ontheven, en 

in de literatuur wordt dit gezien als het einde van een positieve ontwikkeling in het 

Indiaans onderwijs. Dat heeft er vooral mee te maken dat Pérez zelf zijn politieke 

tegenstanders ervan beschuldigde dat zij niets anders voor ogen hadden dan de 

verwoesting van zijn levenswerk. In werkelijkheid werd de verantwoordelijkheid voor 

het indiaans onderwijs ondergebracht bij de Consejo Nacional de Educación (CNE) 

die zelf in 1944 werd afgeschaft. Deze instantie zette het werk van Pérez uiteindelijk 

gewoon voort en stichtte nog twee nieuwe schoolcentra tussen 1940 en 1944. Van een 

radicale verandering in het Indiaans onderwijs was geen sprake.

Veel belangrijker was de samenwerking die in 1944 tot stand kwam met de 

Amerikaanse overheid, die in 1946 het zogeheten Cooperative Educational Program

naar Bolivia stuurde. Deze instantie, die deels door de Boliviaanse en deels door de 

Amerikaanse overheid werd gefinancierd, werd in het onderwijsministerie 

ondergebracht en werd tot taak gesteld om de schoolcentra zodanig door het land te 

verspreiden dat zoveel mogelijk van de Indiaanse scholen die door de jaren heen 

waren gesticht in het nieuwe stelsel werden ondergebracht. Tussen 1946 en 1952 

groeide het aantal schoolcentra van achttien tot meer dan zeventig, en het aantal 

dochterscholen nam toe van 202 in 1945 tot 1026 in 1949. Daarmee was een einde 

gekomen aan het onderscheid tussen het experimentele systeem van de schoolcentra 

en de onafhankelijke Indiaanse scholen, en was voor het eerst een daadwerkelijk 

samenhangend Indiaans onderwijsstelsel tot stand gebracht.

Gedurende deze laatste periode was het aanbod van diensten in de 

schoolcentra ook sterk uitgebreid. De scholen verzagen nu ook in het aanbod van een 
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heel rudimentaire gezondheidszorg, en boden eerste hulp zowel als 

vaccinatiecampagnes waardoor tientallen duizenden Indianen ingeënt werden tegen de 

pokken, mazelen en kinkhoest. Het aanbod van juridische diensten werd eveneens

uitgebreid. De kwaliteit van het onderwijs zelf, echter, liet nog altijd veel te wensen 

over. Er waren weliswaar iets meer bevoegde leerkrachten in de scholen aanwezig, 

maar zelfs in 1952 ging het nog om niet meer dan ongeveer zestien procent van het 

totaal. Het overgrote merendeel van de overige leerkrachten had zelf de lagere school 

niet afgemaakt, zulks natuurlijk met ernstige gevolgen voor de onderwijskwaliteit in 

deze Indiaanse scholen. Ook bleef het gebrek aan lesmateriaal een heel groot 

probleem: veel scholen hadden geen boeken, geen papier, geen potloden, en zelfs 

geen stoelen of banken. De fundamentele tekortkomingen van het onderwijs waren 

dus niet opgelost. Desalniettemin was er nu voor het eerst sprake van een 

samenhangend stelsel waarin vooruitgang tot de mogelijkheden behoorde. Bovendien 

moeten de Indiaanse scholen en de schoolcentra die door de staat waren 

geïntroduceerd om beter toezicht mogelijk te maken gezien worden als instanties die 

wel degelijk belangrijke diensten boden: de vaccinatiecampagnes alleen al moeten 

erkend worden als een belangrijke bijdrage aan het welzijn van de Indiaanse 

bevolking. Wellicht is het belangrijkste gevolg van deze ontwikkeling dat de nationale 

overheid voor het eerst een directe aanwezigheid in de Indiaanse gemeenschappen 

verkreeg, die het mogelijk maakte om informatie te verstrekken en te verkrijgen en zo 

de voorheen noodzakelijke tussenkomst van weerbarstige lokale overheden uit de weg 

te gaan.
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DGEIC Dirección General de Educación Indigenal y Campesina
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