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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 Leiden: Unpublished Master’s Thesis, 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.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

7

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.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

15

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 



MARTEN	BRIENEN

36

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.
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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 



MARTEN	BRIENEN

42

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.




