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Chapter	I:
The	Prehistory	of	Bolivian	Indigenous	Education

Neither	Real	nor	Serious

When we look at prevailing interpretations of the development of indigenous 

education1 in the Bolivian highlands, it is clear that many historians have identified 

the early twentieth century as the point of departure for the emergence of the 

indigenous educational system.2 The first decades of the twentieth century were 

marked by a fairly rapid expansion of the indigenous school in the rural areas, home 

to a preponderance of the indigenous popular majority,3 and this rapid growth stands 

in shrill contrast to the state of indigenous education at the very end of the nineteenth

century.4 Where in 1899 there were at most a handful of schools that served 

indigenous communities,5 within three decades hundreds of such schools dotted the 

highlands and valleys.6 There can be little doubt that between the late nineteenth and 

the early twentieth centuries, a shift occurred that allowed the indigenous school to 

blossom.

1. Due to limitations of space and scope, I shall not emphasize the distinction between early 
twentieth century Bolivian conceptualizations of ‘education’ as opposed to ‘instruction,’ and 
limit myself to the use of the word ‘education.’

2. See, for example, Françoise Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pas nos égaux: l’école 
bolivienne dans la politique libérale de «régénération nationale» (1898–1920). Tours: Presses 
Universitaires du Septentrion, 2000; Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados”; Raúl Calderón Jemio, “La ‘deuda social’ de los liberales de principios de siglo: 
una aproximación a la educación elemental entre 1900–1910.” In Data: revista del instituto de 
estudios andinos y amazónicos, vol. 5 (1994), pp. 53–83.

3. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools;” Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables; Soria, “Los 
caciques apoderados;” and Choque, “La problemática.”

4. Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 88–118 and Rafael Reyeros, Historia de la 
educación boliviana. La Paz: Empresa Editora Universo, 1952, pp. 413–473.

5. There are known cases of indigenous schools prior to 1899, as described by Edgar Valda 
Martínez. See Edgar Armando Valda Martínez, “Sobre la instrucción primaria en Tahua, Nor 
Lípez. 1897–1899”. In Data: revista del instituto de estudios andinos y amazónicos vol. 5
(1994), pp. 35–52. It is important to make note of the fact that in this work, the phrase 
‘indigenous community’ refers to communities of indígenas (indigenous people), and is 
intended as inclusive of both comunarios and colonos. 

6. Here again, exact numbers are not available as estimates vary rather wildly. See Brienen, “The 
Clamor,” pp. 625–627.
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It has not escaped the attention of scholars that the moment of this transition 

coincided with the political takeover by the Liberal Party, an event that has 

traditionally been regarded as one of the key moments in Bolivian political and social 

history. The Liberals7 came to power as a result of the inaccurately named Federal 

War, during which the sitting Conservative administration was ousted.8 Their ascent 

has been associated with a professionalization of the Bolivian bureaucratic and 

economic institutions, coincident with the shift from silver to tin as the country’s 

leading export.9 The victory of the Liberals over the Conservatives has been described 

by Herbert Klein among others as the victory of the sophisticated tin-mining elites 

over the traditional and entrenched silver magnates.10

The contemporaneousness of these historically important changes has not been 

regarded as coincidental. The theme of education, and of the need for the 

establishment of a system of indigenous education in particular, featured prominently 

in the official rhetoric of the Liberal Party even before it was in a position to take over 

the reins of power.11 During its two decades of political dominance, the party saw the 

rise of influential individuals,12 whose commitment to education resulted in a slew of 

reforms aimed at an almost complete restructuring of the existing educational system

and included efforts to extend the reach of education into the rural areas.13

It comes as no great shock that the Liberal Party has been credited with the 

rapid expansion of indigenous education that occurred after its rise to power.14 Indeed, 

7. To draw a consistent distinction between liberal ideologies common to almost all political 
parties in late nineteenth century Bolivia and the Liberal Party itself, I have chosen here to 
indicate the political party of that name by capitalization of the word ‘Liberal,’ leaving the 
word ‘liberal’ to refer to the collection of political ideologies known also by that name.

8. The veil of Federalism under which the conflict had been fought was quickly shed by the 
Liberals, once their victory had been assured. For the best overview of the Federal War, see 
Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, La armonía de las desigualdades: elites y conflictos de poder en 
Bolivia 1880–1920. Madrid: CSIC, 1992. 

9. This is a position taken especially by Herbert Klein. See Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–169.
10. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 163–166.
11. Françoise Martinez, “Los primeros pasos liberales hacia la unificación escolar en Bolivia.” In 

Roberto R. Hernández Oscaris y Elsa Vega Jiménez (eds), Historia de la educación 
latinoamericana. La Habana: Editorial Pueblo y Educación, 1995, pp. 63–94: pp. 64–65.

12. In particular, Daniel Sánchez Bustamante, Samuel Oropeza, Modesto Omiste, and Juan Misael 
Saracho have been identified as the principal ideologists behind the development of Liberal 
policy with regard to education.

13. The best overall analysies of the educational reforms initiated—or continued—by the Liberals, 
see Elena Getino Canseco, Bolivia: Influencia de las transformaciones socio-políticas en la 
educación. Doctoral Thesis. Barcelona: 1989 and Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables.

14. See Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados; Calderón, “La deuda 
social”; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

47

while the almost complete and utter lack of indigenous schools prior to the era of 

Liberalism has been cited as evidence of the indifference of their predecessors, the 

materialization of literally hundreds of schools in the decades following the Liberal 

takeover has served as virtually incontrovertible evidence of the importance of Liberal 

intervention in the development of indigenous education.15 In current analyses, 

decades of neglect ended only when the Liberal Party took responsibility for the 

educational needs of the indigenous population. Roberto Choque powerfully 

expressed this position in stating that “[…] los gobiernos anteriores a los liberales de 

principios del siglo XX no se interesaron por la educación de las masas indígenas

[…],”16 but he is certainly not alone in his assessment. Vitaliano Soria expresses his 

clear agreement in writing that “[en el siglo XIX] no existieron intentos serios para 

instruír [sic] al indígena […],”17 while Françoise Martinez states that between 1825 

and 1899, “[…] l’état bolivien ne chercha pas vraiment à s’impliquer dans l’action 

éducative en milieu rural.”18 Clearly, the root cause of the dramatic development of 

indigenous education in the early part of the twentieth century has been sought in the 

active intervention of the Liberal state.

Indeed, it is true that at the end of the nineteenth century there was no system 

of indigenous education that was intended specifically to cater to this segment of the 

population. Indigenous education, when we consider it to constitute a system of 

education dedicated solely to the education of the indigenous population and thus 

representing a differentiation of the general educational system on the basis of 

presumed ethnic or racial difference, did not come into being until the first decade of 

the twentieth century, under the auspices of the progressive Ministers of Education 

installed by the Liberal Party upon its ascent to power.19 Furthermore, and this may be 

15. All available sources seem to indicate that the few schools in existence must be considered 
exceptional. There is good evidence to suggest the existence of between 500 and 1,000 
schools by the early 1930s. See Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 618–621.

16. “The administrations preceding that of the Liberals of the early twentieth century were not 
interested in the education of the indigenous masses.” Roberto Choque Canqui, “La educación 
indigenal boliviana: el proceso educativo indígena-rural.” In Estudios Bolivianos 2, 1996, p. 
134.

17. “[In the nineteenth century] there were no serious attempts to educate the Indian.” Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.

18. “The Bolivian state did not truly seek to involve itself in educational activity in the rural 
areas.” Françoise Martinez, “La création des «escuelas ambulantes» en Bolivie (1905): 
instruction, éducation ou déculturation des masses indigènes?” In cahiers de l’UFR d’études 
Ibériques et Latino-Américains 11, 1997, pp. 161–171: p. 162.

19. This has been the focus of Martinez’s Qu’ils soient nos semblables.
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even more to the point, it is true also that the educational system encountered by the 

Liberals in 1899 was in a state of absolute chaos by any measure, highly exclusive in 

its offerings, benefiting only a small segment of the population and lacking any 

centralized control or regulation.20

The objection, then, against nineteenth-century efforts has been that, in the 

combined words of Soria and Martinez, and in the context of clearly documented 

legal measures on behalf of educational advancement in the nineteenth century, such 

efforts were neither “real” nor “serious.”21 This means, in effect, that the problem of 

educational development during this early stage has been attributed directly to a lack 

of will on the part of those charged with the construction of the nation-state. Indeed, 

Soria goes further than merely deriding the legal measures of that century as not 

sufficiently supported and ultimately draws the conclusion that the absence of a 

popularized system of education at the end of the century was in fact by design.22 In 

his opinion, the frequent rhetoric of intellectuals and politicians on behalf of 

educational development constituted nothing more than a disingenuous deception: “su 

instrucción [del indígena] significaba convertirlo en mestizo y por lo tanto, liberarlo 

de las obligaciones tributarias.”23 In this view, to deny the indigenous population 

access to education would serve the purposes of the ruling elites in that it afforded

them the ability to maintain the state of ignorance upon which the exploitation of the 

indigenous population depended.

Nevertheless, it is of particular interest to highlight the manner in which the 

historians cited above have voiced their assertions of the importance of the advent of 

Liberalism to the rise of indigenous education, noting particularly the modifiers “real” 

(vraiment) and “serious” (serios) used by Martinez and Soria, respectively.24 Such 

modifiers are necessitated by the fact that historians have been aware of nineteenth-

century efforts on behalf of education, and indeed on behalf of an education for the 

indigenous majority. Rafael Reyeros’s Historia de la educación boliviana still counts 

as the most impressive survey of such efforts undertaken throughout the nineteenth 

20. Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 88–118.
21. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49 and Martinez, “La création,” p. 162.
22. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
23. “To educate him [the Indian] meant to convert him into a mestizo and thereby, to liberate him 

from his tributary obligations.” Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
24. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49 and Martinez, “La création,” p. 162.
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century;25 even though the work is now thoroughly dated, Reyeros presents 

undeniable evidence that the topic of education was on the minds of nineteenth-

century politicians and intellectuals. Indeed, even Martinez herself has published on 

the efforts undertaken to reform the educational system in the late 1880s, indicating 

her clear awareness of this interest.26

The question thus arises of just how serious nineteenth-century efforts on 

behalf of education had been, and whether in light of known projects undertaken prior 

to the ascent of the Liberal Party to power in 1899 it can be maintained that the 

abysmal state of education should be regarded as the result of neglect or indeed even 

of an active policy to deny the indigenous population access to education to guarantee 

the continued dominance of ruling criollos and mestizos over their hapless indigenous 

countrymen.

In this chapter, I will explore the nineteenth-century origins of education and 

educational policy in the Bolivian Republic, establishing that this ‘prehistory’ of 

indigenous education—‘prehistoric’ in the sense that the history proper of indigenous 

education is generally thought by historians to originate in the early twentieth

century—is more complex than has often been assumed. Indeed, I will show that 

nineteenth-century efforts should be regarded as quite serious, indicating that this 

absence of a viable system of education that has been taken as evidence of the 

proactive stance of the Liberal Party can be attributed to factors other than neglect and 

criollo malevolence. In doing so, I will establish that the nineteenth century saw the 

emergence of particular patterns of development in education, and arguably in other 

key areas of policy as well, that would set the tone for the further development of 

indigenous education. 

25. The best (and effectively only) general overview of educational politics in nineteenth century 
Bolivia remains Rafael Reyeros’s Historia de la educación boliviana. 

26. Françoise Martinez, “Un proyecto educativo local contra un proyecto educativo nacional: el 
caso de Potosí en 1886.” In John R. Fisher, Actas del XI Congreso Internacional de AHILA 
(Liverpool 17–22 de Septiembre de 1966). Liverpool: Instituto de Estudios Latinoamericanos 
Universidad de Liverpool, 1998, pp. 73–86. There are indeed others as well who have clearly 
established that there had been attempts at educational reform during the nineteenth century: 
Edgar Armando Valda Martínez, “Sobre la instrucción primaria en Tahua.” En Data: revista 
del instituto de estudios andinos y amazónicos 5 (1994), pp. 35–52.
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A	Grand	Design

In contrast to the statements by Martinez, Soria, and Choque cited above, from the 

earliest days of independence to the very end of the century, aspiring nation-builders

had in fact concerned themselves very deeply with the educational system and its 

development. It was argued that without such a system, the state could not force the 

formation of true nationhood in a territory characterized above all else by staggering 

cultural and ethnic diversity.27 To take charge of the education of the popular masses 

was to embark on a mission of civilization, and thus to bring barbarous masses that 

still clung to their ancient socio-economic structures and pagan traditions into the 

modern fold of individualism that marked criollo ideologies of the post-colonial 

period.28 Moreover, in the context of a developing political system in which 

participation was made contingent upon literacy—as of 182529—the construction of 

an active citizenry would necessarily require access to education, lest the vast 

majority of citizens be excluded from participation and thus remain unable to 

contribute positively to national development.30 According to Daniel Calvo in 1880, 

“un gobierno de todos, para todos, necesita el concurso de todos.”31

It is in the larger context of national construction that we must consider the 

role of education envisioned by criollo nation-builders, in particular with regard to the 

Problema Indígena (Indian Question), thought to obstruct Bolivian modernization and 

27. This is evidenced among other things by the sweeping reforms proposed by Simón Bolívar in 
1825. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 17–62. See Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 56–60; 
Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “La ciudadanía clandestina: democracia y educación indígena en 
Bolivia, 1826–1952.” In Estudios Interdisciplinarios de América Latina y el Caribe (EIAL) 
10:1 (1999), pp. 61–87: pp. 62–65.

28. Marta Irurozqui Victoriano y Víctor Peralta Ruiz, Por la Concordia, la fusion y el unitarismo: 
estado y caudillismo en Bolivia, 1825–1880. Madrid: CSIC, 2000, pp. 176–177; Narciso 
Campero, “Proyecto de revolución.” In Mariano Baptista Gumucio, Antología pedagógica de 
Bolivia. La Paz: Editorial ‘Los Amigos del Libro’, 1979, pp. 29–48; Françoise Martinez, “Una 
obra liberal impostergable: hace 90 años, la primera escuela normal …” In Anuario 1999, pp. 
169–196, pp. 171–172; Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” pp. 64–70.

29. While literacy as a precondition for suffrage was included in the 1825 constitution, it was not 
required by law until 1839 and later dispositions in 1861. According to Irurozqui, the 
requirement was not consistently made of tributary members of indigenous communities until 
the 1880s. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina”, pp. 66–67; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, ‘A 
bala, piedra y palo’. La construcción de la ciudadanía política en Bolivia, 1826–1952. 
Sevilla: Diputación de Sevilla, 2000, p. 58.

30. On the projected participation of the indigenous population in the emerging nation-state, also 
see Marie-Danielle Demélas, L’invention politique: Bolivie, Équateur, Pérou au XIX siècle. 
Paris: Éditions Recherches sur les Civilizations, 1992, pp. 343–399. 

31. “A government of all, and for all, requires the participation of all.” Reyeros, Historia, p. 293.
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progress.32 It has been well documented that among the foremost preoccupations of 

statesmen and intellectuals was the role of the indigenous popular majority, which far 

outnumbered the criollos and mestizos. Also central to their concern was the fact that 

a large proportion of the indigenous majority maintained ways of life dating back to 

the colonial and even pre-colonial period.33 The continued existence of the ancient 

ayllu and the colonial tribute in particular roused the suspicions of aspiring nation-

builders, given the communal structure of the former and the ethnically determined 

administrative inequality perpetuated by the latter.34 Neither communality nor class-

based privilege—or obligation—was thought to be compatible with the tenets of 

French Revolutionary idealism, as these institutions clashed directly with the 

principles of individualism, private property, and equality under the law.35

To construct the modern nation-state, then, implied ridding society of these 

structures and thereby liberating the masas indígenas (Indian masses) from the 

shackles of their colonial existence, just as the criollos had found freedom in the 

shedding of Spanish colonial oppression. The communal nature of the ayllu inhibited 

progress and individualism, maintaining a separation between the indigenous 

population and the civilization of criollo society, and was thus held responsible for the 

supposed ignorance and backwardness of the indigenous communities.36 Given that it 

was thought quite impossible to construct the nation-state so long as the majority of 

the population remained forcibly excluded from it, the destruction of social 

organization and economic production perpetuated by the ayllu, which was rooted in 

subsistence rather than the production of surplus for the markets, was considered an 

absolute necessity. Only its disappearance would enable this vast proportion of the 

32. Brooke Larson, Trials of Nation Making: Liberalism, Race, and Ethnicity in the Andes, 1810–
1910. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004. For a broader perspective on the 
construction of the nation-state, see: Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections 
on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised Edition. London: Verso, 2006.

33. On the topic of nineteenth-century approaches to the Problema Indígena and the participation 
of the indigenous population in the nation-state, see Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 343–
399; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “The Sound of the Patutos: Politicisation and Indigenous 
Rebellions in Bolivia, 1826–1921.” In Journal of Latin American Studies 32:1 (2000), pp. 85–
114, pp. 88–96; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “Las paradojas de la tributación. Ciudadanía y 
política estatal indígena en Bolivia, 1825–1900.” In Revista de Indias 59:217 (1999), pp. 705–
740, pp. 709–724; Larson, Trials, pp. 33–52, 204–213.

34. On the issue of the tribute, see Larson, Trials of Nation-Making, pp. 40–45; Demélas, 
L’invention politique, pp. 344–352; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 709–724.

35. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, pp. 56–80.
36. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, pp. 64–65.
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population to participate actively in economic and political life.37 Thus, the abolition 

of the ayllu and the tribute—considered the colonial tools of subjugation and 

perpetual administrative inequality—would result in the bulk of the citizenry of the 

future nation.

Even though this would ‘free’ the masas indígenas from their social and 

economic shackles, it would not magically undo the damage done by centuries of 

supposed ignorance and obvious oppression. It was understood that while the 

abolition of the ayllu and subsequent redistribution of its territorial holdings among its

soon-to-be ex-comunarios should create individuals in the economic sense, it would 

leave them desperately ill-prepared for their new role as active and productive 

citizens.38 The completion of the national project thus necessitated some active 

intervention to “divorciar al indio con sus tradiciones, su fanatismo, su abyección e 

ignorancia, rompiendo los diques que lo tienen alejado de nosotros y que detienen su 

progreso y civilización […]”39

This cultural transformation could be accomplished only through education, 

thereby making the school an essential part of criollo strategies for the creation of the 

nation-state, and it is for this reason that we must consider both the continual assault 

on the ayllu and tribute and the strong emphasis on education evident throughout the 

century as integral, organic, and above all complementary parts of a single solution to 

the perceived problem of national construction.40 The nation-state could not 

materialize so long as the ayllu survived either in its physical form or in its lasting 

37. Larson, Trials of Nation-Making, pp. 75–87; Irurozqui, Por la concordia, pp. 174–180.
38. Marta Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos y analfabetos. El sufragio restringido en Bolivia, 1826–1952.” 

In Revista de Indias, LVIII/208 (1996), pp. 696–742: pp. 702–704; Martinez, Qu’ils soient, 
pp. 56–57. Reyeros, Historia, p. 271. The idea that communal lands should be redistributed 
among comunarios in order to create a class of indios propietarios (landowning Indians) 
would eventually win out over alternative proposals in the 1880s, after lengthy debates 
beginning around the time of independence.

39. “To divorce the Indian from his traditions, his fanaticism, his turpitude and ignorance, 
breaking the dams that keep him removed from us and that hold back his progress and 
civilization […]” As argued by Casimiro Corral. Casimiro Corral, La doctrina del pueblo. La 
Paz: Imprenta Paceña, 1871, pp. 91–92 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, Por la concordia, 
p. 179.

40. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, p. 59. Irurozqui has also suggested that agrarian reforms and 
education must be regarded as inextricably linked in the quest for the nation-state: “[…] es 
imprescindible vincular las peticiones de ciudadanía expresadas por la población indígena a lo 
largo de los siglos XIX y XX con el tema de la educación y de la propiedad de la tierra [It is 
crucial to link petitions for citizenship filed by the indigenous population throughout the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries with the themes of education and landownership].” 
Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
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psychological effects—the supposed indigenous mindset of traditionalism and 

communality preserved by the ayllu—and as such, education would serve to 

transform the savage indígenas into, in the words of Casimiro Corral: “buenos 

ciudadanos, llenos de justificación, de veracidad, de sacrificio, de modestia y de 

actividad.”41 The role of education was as essential to the national project as the 

agrarian and fiscal reforms that have enjoyed the bulk of the attention of historians in 

their attempts to reconstruct nineteenth-century Indian policy in the Bolivian 

Republic.42 In the words of Bernardino Sanjinés in 1872: “enseñándoles a leer y 

escribir [los indígenas] tomarán nuevos hábitos, nuevas costumbres y por 

consiguiente se crearán mayores necesidades; y teniendo mayores necesidades, 

tendrán que consumir más, es decir, se harán más trabajadores, más productores y 

siendo más productores, se aumentará la masa de la riqueza nacional, y Bolivia 

entrará entonces en la verdadera senda del progreso y la civilización.”43 This 

sentiment was echoed in 1880 by constitutional delegate Raña: “La emancipación del 

indígena […] ha de operarse […] por medio de la educación e instrucción, por el 

intermedio de las escuelas rurales […].”44

41. “good citizens, full of responsibility, of truthfulness, of sacrifice, of modesty and of activity.” 
Casimiro Corral, La doctrina, p. 15 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, Por la concordia, p. 
176. These sentiments were echoed by many others, including Simón Rodríguez—also known 
as Simón Robinson—who believed that education would turn “indiecitos [little Indians]” into 
“hombres útiles [useful men]” who “estarían decentemente vestidos, se divertirían con 
moderación y entenderían de sociedad... en una palabra serían ciudadanos [would be decently 
clothed, entertained themselves in moderation, and understood society… in a word, they 
would be citizens].” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, pp. 25–26.

42. On the agrarian reforms, see Tristan Platt, “The Andean Experience of Bolivian Liberalism: 
Roots of Rebellion in 19th Century Chayanta (Potosí).” In Steve Stern (ed.), Resistance, 
Rebellion, and Consciousness in the Andean Peasant World: 18th to 20th Centuries. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1987, pp. 280–323; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas;” Irurozqui, 
“The Sound of the Patutos.” 

43. “Teaching [the Indians] to read and write, they will take on new habits, new customs and thus 
greater needs will be created; and having greater needs, they will have to consume more, that 
is to say, they will become more hardworking, more productive, and being more productive, 
the volume of national wealth will increase, and then Bolivia will embark on the true path of 
progress and civilization.” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, p. 277.

44. “The emancipation of the Indian […] must be attained […] by way of education and 
instruction, through the rural schools […].” Reyeros, Historia, p. 345. 
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An	Incontinence	of	Reformism

The fact that nineteenth-century nation-builders believed in the transformative power 

of education and saw the construction of a comprehensive system of education as a 

pivotal step towards the completion of their national project is borne out by the fact 

that the century was rife with educational reform, intended precisely to create the type 

of popular education that would foster the transformation of savage masses of 

indígenas into the type of productive citizens that Sanjinés and Corral had in mind.45

From the Bolivarian decrees of 1825, which promised to build a system of education 

“que abrace a todos los ramos de la instrucción, haciéndola general en todos los 

pueblos de la República,”46 to the attempts of the late nineteenth century to 

standardize education and enhance the state’s ability to provide a level of oversight 

that had until then eluded the bureaucratic institutions of the Ministry of Education,47

virtually every administration of the century embarked on its very own program of 

education.48

When we look at the reforms undertaken during this period, there are two 

common threads that seem to define the educational projects and programs of the era.

The first of these is that reforms introduced at various stages during this century 

tended very clearly toward the grandiose, incoming administrations not contenting 

themselves with mere incremental changes and adjustments but consistently opting 

instead for sweeping reform. In many cases, enthusiastic reformers sought not to 

improve the educational system so much as to revolutionize it. Vast projects of 

45. Reyeros, Historia, p. 277 and Corral, La doctrina, p. 15 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, 
Por la concordia, p. 176.

46. “[…] that touches every branch of education, making it universal in every town in the 
republic.” As quoted in: Guillermo Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio. La Paz: Ediciones “Las 
Masas”, 1979, pp. 185–186. The plan was further elaborated in the law of 31 December 1827 
passed by the Constitutional Assembly, which created, on paper at least, primary and 
secondary schools as well as colleges of arts and sciences. The law also provided for the 
creation of a separation between schools in the capitals of departments, those of the provinces, 
and those of the cantons, and prescribed the curriculum to be assigned to each of the different 
types of schools. Also see: Reyeros, Historia, p. 18; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, 
pp. 56–61. 

47. The Ministry responsible for education was not always known as the Ministerio de Educación, 
but throughout the nineteenth century was often called the Ministerio de Instrucción Pública. 
See Françoise Martinez, “Le renouveau du souci éducatif en Bolivie au début du XXème 
siècle: la polémique Tamayo/Guzman (1910).” In Cahiers du CRICCAL 20, pp. 255–264.

48. Rafael Reyeros’s extensive study still counts as the most complete overview of the many 
reforms undertaken during the nineteenth century. Reyeros, Historia. Other overviews exist in 
Samuel Achá, Proceso histórico de la educación boliviana: ensayo crítico. Sucre: Librería 
Tupac Amaru, 1959 and Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 56–117.
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staggering ambition dominated the century, starting with the comprehensive system 

envisioned by Simón Rodríguez and Bolívar in 1825, who sought to establish a school 

in each settlement of two hundred souls or more, extending to Belzú’s escuelas de 

artes y oficios (trade and vocational schools), Melgarejo’s vision of escuelas centrales

(central schools), and culminating in the almost complete privatization of education 

under Morales in 1872 and the subsequent attempts to renationalize it.49

The second defining characteristic of these programs of comprehensive 

reorganization was, unfortunately, their astonishing lack of success. The educational 

system consistently remained the almost exclusive province of largely urban criollo

elites. The growing frustration of aspiring nation-builders gradually became so thick 

as to become tangible, with officials and intellectuals bitterly lamenting the 

continually deplorable state of education and the way it undermined the development 

of the Bolivian nation-state. Although Rodríguez had argued energetically for the 

importance of popular education already in 1825, in 1853 education remained, 

according to Belzú himself, “una especie de privilegio social.”50 By 1864, Diego 

Monroy observed that “muchos cantones y provincias enteras carecen de escuelas 

[,]”51 while Daniel Calvo in 1880 still complained that “es deplorable […] el número 

de escuelas existentes en Bolivia […].”52 By the end of the century, in spite of over 

seven decades of reforms intended to popularize education, schools still served but a 

small minority made up of the largely upper and middle class inhabitants of the cities 

and towns.53

The propensity for indiscriminate reforms and the complete and utter lack of 

success of any of them are inseparably linked. The perceived urgency of the matter of 

education—in light of the role it had been assigned in the Grand Design of national 

construction—combined rather unfortunately with the continued absence of schools to 

create a vicious cycle of continual reform that essentially fed upon itself. Each new 

49. Achá, Proceso histórico, pp. 93–151; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 56–87; 
Reyeros, Historia; José Antonio Arze, Proceso de la educación boliviana. La Paz: Empresa 
Editora Universo, 1947, pp. 8–14; Heather Thiessen-Reily, “«Las bellas y la bestia»: la 
educación de mujeres durante la era de Belzú, 1848–1855.” In Josefa Salmón y Guillermo 
Delgado (eds.), Identidad, ciudadanía y participación popular desde la colonia al siglo XX. 
La Paz: Plural Editores, 2003, pp. 77–94.

50. “A type of social privilege.” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 718.
51. “Many cantons and entire provinces lack schools.” Reyeros, Historia, p. 222.
52. “The number of schools extant in Bolivia […] is deplorable […]” Reyeros, Historia, p. 293.
53. An overview of the state of education during the early years of the twentieth century can be 

found in Conde, “la deuda social” and Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 221–230.
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set of advocates of education faced the bitter reality of failed reforms introduced by 

their predecessors, and consequently set about remedying this with their own.54

Commenting on previous reforms, Diego Monroy remarked bitterly in 1864 that “ni 

una sola de ellas [ha] conseguido difundir [la educación] por todo el territorio de la 

Nación,”55 continuing on to say that unlike his predecessors, he was going to get it 

right. Ironically, the grandiose nature of the reforms that dominated the century did 

nothing but preclude the kind of incremental change that might actually have resulted 

in gradual progress; the perceived immediacy of the problem thus cruelly obstructed 

any viable long term policy. Indeed, amid the grand ambition of sweeping reform, 

their subsequent failure stood out all the more, as the dearth of schools was especially 

conspicuous against the backdrop of a rhetoric that stressed the unquestionable

importance of implanting a school in each and every city, town, village, and 

community.56

The tendency towards disruptive reformism was, of course, not the only thing 

that stood in the way of the realization of the comprehensive and inclusive system of 

education that reformers had pined after since the era of Bolívar. Simply put, the 

Bolivian state chronically suffered from dire financial shortfalls and crippling 

institutional incapacity that prevented it from implementing the various grandiose 

schemes hatched by enthusiastic—but terribly naive—reformers.57 Financial 

limitations ultimately doomed the vast majority of these overly ambitious projects to 

almost immediate failure, as even the most basic of reforms were left without the 

necessary resources, material support, and supervision. One of the most notable 

54. “Bolivia,” wrote Arze, “[…] es uno de esos países donde por falta de tradición, siempre se 
está tratando de descubrir la América, [is one of those countries where, due to a lack of 
tradition, they are always trying to discover America],” succinctly paraphrasing the 
counterproductive nature of continual reform borne of “buenas intenciones [good intentions].” 
Arze, Proceso de la educación, p. 9. For an example dealing with the reforms of Belzú in the 
context of failed reforms of the previous decades: Thiessen-Reily, “Las bellas,” pp. 80–81.

55. “Not a single one of them [has] succeeded in spreading [education] throughout the territory of 
the republic.” In the words of Minister of Education Monroy, spoken in 1864, as quoted in 
Reyeros, Historia, p. 222.

56. As required by stipulations in a variety of legislative measures, starting with those of the 
Bolivarian decree of 11 December 1825, reproduced in 1838, and again in later reforms. 
Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 63. Achá, Proceso histórico, pp. 103–104.

57. It is in this respect that Martinez stresses the lack of enforcement behind the many reforms of 
the century throughout her analysis of nineteenth-century reformism, often characterizing the 
measures taken as “papel mojado.” Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables. Also see Arze, El 
proceso, p. 11; Corsino Rodríguez Quiroga, La reforma de la instrucción primaria en Potosí, 
en 1886. La Paz: Editorial López, 1928, pp. 21–25.
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victims of this was the sharply felt absence of teacher-training, considered throughout 

the century to be a major shortcoming and repeatedly addressed by newly ambitious 

administrations.58 Each of the escuelas normales (normal schools) founded during this 

century, however, was sadly predestined to failure as the funding needed to maintain 

them could not be made available, even if it was considered a matter of grave 

importance.59 At the end of the century, Bolivia still had no institutionalized method 

of preparing its teachers, but it had not been for wont of trying.

In an attempt to remedy the obvious shortcomings of the state apparatus, a 

number of governments chose to shift responsibilities to other administrative bodies, 

in particular the church and the municipalities, which appeared more likely to be able 

to support schools and thus foster a system of popular education. As of 1839, the 

latter gained the constitutional right to construct, administer, and maintain its own 

primary schools, which were to function separately from the state-run schools, 

thereby creating two levels of public primary education: state-run escuelas fiscales

(state schools) and municipally governed escuelas municipales (municipal schools).60

The schools of the curatos (parishes)—the escuelas parroquiales (parish schools)—

became the state’s vehicle of choice for the creation of schools where neither escuelas 

fiscales nor escuelas municipales existed, ordering the church on several different 

occasions to provide schools primarily for the indigenous communities, which would 

otherwise remain deprived of the benefits of education and thus remain on the 

sidelines of nationhood.61

However, the same financial and administrative incapacity that necessitated 

the involvement of third parties to help construct a system of popular education also 

kept the state from exercising any real control over these institutions and thus also 

over the schools they administered. While the will to force the cooperation of the 

church and the municipalities in this all-important project was evidently there, the 

58. Attempts to create escuelas normales were undertaken in 1835, 1838, 1845, 1851, 1874, 1877, 
1882, and 1892. Cristóbal Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación boliviana (historia). La 
Paz: Empresa Editora Universo, 1970, p. 200.

59. According to C. Suárez, the 1838 creation failed largely due to lack of funding and, ironically, 
lack of qualified teachers for the teacher-training program. Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 200.

60. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 99–100, 192. This was interrupted during the tenure of Belzú, as he 
abolished the municipalities. They were reinstated in 1858, and their attributions once again 
included responsibility for primary education.

61. As per Supreme Resolution of 16 September 1843, reintroduced and expanded per the Law of 
17 June 1861, reiterated in 1880 by Daniel Calvo, and by José Pol in his estatuto (statute) of 
1886. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 121, 208, 293, 350, 380.
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ability to enforce their compliance was not.62 In the case of the escuelas parroquiales

that should have provided the bulk of indigenous education, the result was that 

virtually none were ever built. Diego Monroy complained in 1864 that “no existe 

ninguna escuela parroquial en la República,”63 while Martinez has noted that in 1898 

they were still “pratiquement inexistantes.”64 Even though elaborate systems of 

inspection were created by law, the infrastructure was never available to impose the 

state’s vision and guidelines on the various levels of education it had spawned over 

the years, leaving the escuelas municipales to function in a virtual vacuum of 

autonomy and the church to safely ignore the demands made of it by the state. Left to 

their own devices, it was in the municipalities where education enjoyed its greatest 

development, the escuelas municipales far outnumbering all other types of schools by 

the turn of the century.65 Indeed, some municipalities undertook their own reforms, 

intending to modernize their educational systems and open up their schools to 

indigenous communities. Having enjoyed such autonomy and having in some cases 

developed their own vision of education and its potential, they would fight long and 

hard to maintain their independence, causing problems especially at the end of the 

century, when the need for standardization and centralization became the foremost 

concern of the state in educational affairs.66

The state had, over the course of many reforms, left education in the hands of 

institutions and organizations it could not control, subject in theory to a complex 

system of supervision and direction it could not provide. The only possible outcome 

was, of course, the rise of utter chaos, as various competing levels of public and 

private education fully eluded the authority of the state in favor of their own projects 

and interests. At issue here, however, was never the willingness of the state to create a 

system of comprehensive and inclusive education; apathy did not give rise to the 

62. As observed by Minister García in 1886. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 388–393.
63. “There is not a single parish school in the republic.” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, p. 222.
64. “Practically non-existant.” Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 90.
65. They accounted for 62.66% of the 608 primary schools known to be extant in 1898. Martinez, 

Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 92.
66. The most notable example of such conflict came as two opposing reforms clashed in 1886; the 

municipality of Potosí, which had labored on an elaborate educational reform, confronted the 
reforms proposed on behalf of the state by José Pol. See Françoise Martinez, “Un proyecto 
educativo local contra un proyecto educativo nacional: el caso de Potosí en 1886.” In John R. 
Fisher, Actas del XI Congreso Internacional de AHILA (Liverpool 17–22 de Septiembre de 
1966). Liverpool: Instituto de Estudios Latinoamericanos Universidad de Liverpool, 1998, pp. 
73–86. Rodríguez, La reforma; Reyeros, Historia, pp. 370–388.
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chaos, but rather financial and administrative incapacity were to blame. If anything, 

the constant need for reform based on the utter lack of tangible results from any of 

them is more aptly described as ‘flailing and desperate’ than as a program of 

‘uninterested neglect.’ In this sense, then, we can easily and accurately describe 

nineteenth-century efforts as both real and serious.

In the end, there is no question that the state had created a monstrosity of a 

system, leaving education in complete disarray. Ironically, the difference between the 

situation in 1825 and that in 1898 was that instead of merely constituting a class-

based privilege,67 education at the end of the century had become a class-based 

privilege wracked by anarchy and ineptitude, which might well be interpreted as a net 

loss. To describe the nineteenth century as marked by apathy and neglect, however, 

constitutes a clear misapprehension, because the belief that education was a key 

element in any project of national construction was very clearly present both in debate 

and resultant policy.

The	Birth	of	the	Indigenous	School

I have argued that we should reevaluate nineteenth-century efforts on behalf of 

education as evidence of the state’s weakness rather than of criollo apathy or 

disinterest—let alone some nefarious scheme to maintain the indigenous population in 

a state of ignorance so as best to serve the interest of criollo and mestizo landed 

estates.68 It is therefore of particular interest to note that the primary piece of evidence 

presented in support of the notion that nineteenth-century administrations were not 

interested in the education of the indigenous majority, namely the absence of schools, 

is not in and of itself entirely factual.

Even though we can easily establish that the state failed utterly and miserably 

in its endeavor to create a comprehensive and coherent system of education and failed 

also to serve as a guarantor for the construction and maintenance of schools in the 

rural areas as it had long promised, the inability of the state to impose its will on 

67. As it had been described in 1853: Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 718.
68. As suggested by Soria: “[…] los terratenientes criollos y los vecinos de pueblo preferían al 

indio ignorante de las leyes y privado del acceso a la defensa de sus tierras. [the creole 
landowners and townsmen preferred the Indian ignorant of the law and deprived of access to 
the defense of their lands].” Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 51.
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recalcitrant rural elites, municipalities, and church authorities should not be taken as 

evidence of a complete lack of rural or indigenous schooling.69 While it is true that the 

state was incapable of providing schools to rural communities on a consistent basis, it 

had left this task to other parties (such as those mentioned above) and we can 

establish that at least in some cases, such institutions undertook the task of providing 

access to education to the indigenous under their care or jurisdiction. The best 

example is perhaps that of the municipality of Potosí, which became embroiled in 

conflict with the state in the late 1880s, when the state attempted to recentralize 

control over the municipal segment of the educational system in its bid for the 

reestablishment of centralized control under the auspices of Minister José Pol in 

1886.70

In this conflict between municipalities and the state, Potosí took the lead in 

seeking the defeat of the reforms proposed by Pol, which threatened to seriously 

restrict the educational autonomy of the municipalities. The objections were rooted 

primarily in the fact that the municipality of Potosí had undertaken an extensive 

reform of the municipal educational system, essentially thrusting it far ahead of the 

rest of the country.71 Indeed, as part of its endeavors, Potosí had also taken seriously 

its role in providing schools to the indigenous population living within its jurisdiction. 

While municipal involvement in education appears in some cases to have 

resulted in the construction of schools that did serve portions of the indigenous 

population, the most startling observation to be made of the development of 

indigenous education in the nineteenth century is that there is evidence to suggest that 

beyond authorities both local and national, indigenous communities themselves 

appear to have had a very active interest in the question of education themselves. This 

has been noted, among others, by Reyeros, who makes note of the fact that indigenous 

communities sent delegations to the capital to request schools for their communities.72

Likewise, Marta Irurozqui has observed that during the protest sparked by the 

agrarian reforms of the latter half of the nineteenth century, the demand for the 

69. Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 90.
70. On José Pol’s reforms, see Rodríguez, La reforma; Martínez, “Un proyecto local”; Reyeros, 

Historia, pp. 380–393.
71. Rodríguez, La reforma.
72. Reyeros, Historia, p. 440. An observation repeated for 1900, still preceding the Liberal 

reforms, by Irurozqui: Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” pp. 70–71. 
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devolution of communal lands was often accompanied by a demand for schools,73

indicating that the link between agrarian restructuring and education made by criollo

nation-builders had not been lost on the comunarios.74 As she has noted, it is not 

surprising that such attention should have been given by the communities to the issue 

of education even if only for the fact that citizenship itself was legally and 

constitutionally linked to literacy, leaving political participation dependent upon 

access to education and thus highly desirable.75

While it is clear, then, that indigenous communities themselves clamored for 

access to education, it is even more striking to find that although their petitions and 

claims often fell on deaf ears, such communities were not content to leave it at that. In 

fact, it would appear that in a number of cases, communities themselves installed 

schools on their terrains rather than waiting for the state to deliver on its promises. 

Edgar Valda Martinez, for example, has noted in his study of the development of the 

educational system in Tahua (Potosí), that the indigenous community of Tahua 

operated a school in the late 1890s.76 Raúl Calderón has also noted the efforts 

undertaken by community leaders in the late nineteenth century in the community of 

Ayo-Ayo (La Paz),77 while also presenting evidence of the existence of “’Escuelas de 

indígenas para instrucción primaria’, […] que habían sido creadas con recursos de la 

población originaria” in communities in the province of Omasuyos (La Paz).78 Indeed, 

with regard to the province of Omasuyos, Roberto Choque estimates that nine 

indigenous schools operated in this province alone in 1911, serving a total of 396 

children in indigenous communities in Warina, Tikina, Kupaqawana, Pukarani, and 

73. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 734–735. On the agrarian reforms and the protest they sparked, 
see Platt, “The Andean Experience”; Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos;” Irurozqui, “Las 
paradojas de la tributación;” Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 343–399.

74. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
75. Indeed, there are documented cases where literacy spread among the indigenous population 

resulting in their participation in elections, for example in the very early twentieth century. 
Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 105–106.

76. Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 47–49.
77. Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 63–64.
78. “’Elementary schools for Indians,’ […] that had been created with the resources of the 

aboriginal population.” Raúl Calderón Jemio, “Paradojas de la modernización: escuelas 
provincials y escuelas comunales en el Altiplano de La Paz (1899–1911).” In Roberto 
Choque, Vitaliano Soria, et al. (eds), Educación indígena: ¿ciudadanía o colonización? La 
Paz: Aruwiyiri, 1992, pp. 111–123: p. 118. Note that Calderón uses an alternate spelling for 
the province of Omasuyos, namely Umasuyu. 
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Peñas and furthermore suggests that these schools had operated in these locations for 

decades prior to the advent of Liberalism.79

The problem, in so far as it concerns the development of the indigenous 

schools prior to the Liberal reforms of the post–1899 period, is that since such a 

strong correlation has been drawn between those reforms and the emergence of the 

indigenous school, what little data we have available to us with regard to indigenous 

schools extant prior to the advent of Liberalism comes from studies that deal 

primarily with the Liberal reforms and their effect on the state of indigenous 

education. In effect, no studies have been made to specifically establish to what extent 

indigenous communities may have had access to schools before 1899—with the 

exception of Valda’s study, which concerns the years 1897–1899—even though it is 

clear from commentaries made by bureaucrats and other government officials that 

indigenous schools indeed already existed in a number of locations, a fact borne out 

by the data presented by Calderón, Valda, and Choque.

As a result, even though we can establish as fact that indigenous communities

clamored for schools throughout the nineteenth century—as shown by Irurozqui and 

Reyeros—and that in a number of cases these communities in fact created their own 

schools when the state, municipalities, and the Church failed to do so, we know 

almost nothing at all about them nor do we have an adequate overview of the process 

that led from the professed desire for schools to the construction and maintenance 

thereof during that century. We do not know how many such schools existed, how 

common they were, how many children attended them, or even exactly what was 

taught in them—nor indeed did the state have such information available to it, much 

to the frustration of education officials.80

It is an indisputable fact that indigenous schools existed prior to the so-called

‘birth of indigenous education’ associated with the period of Liberal Rule in the early 

twentieth century. Furthermore, indigenous communities consistently displayed a 

great interest in education and the related promise of a more complete participation in 

the nation-state. Indigenous communities had enthusiastically embraced education, as 

the Minister of Education observed in 1900: “Se nota verdadero entusiasmo en 

79. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–21.
80. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 69. Of course, this lack of insight is not unique to 

developments in the nineteenth century, as we shall see in later chapters.
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algunas agrupaciones indígenas que ofrecen su trabajo gratuito a fin de obtener los 

rudimentos de instrucción primaria a que pueden unirse algunos conocimientos 

prácticos de agricultura.”81

At the same time, it is important to note that this indigenous involvement in 

the construction of schools in the rural areas had been encouraged, and even made 

mandatory, by the state on several occasions. The same Bolivarian decrees on behalf 

of education that set the tone for the failure of grandiose schemes also tied indigenous 

rights to communal lands and to the construction of schools on those lands,82 a 

measure that was put into effect again in 1862 by Ministro de Hacienda Melchor 

Urquidi.83 In that same year, Minister of Education José Manuel Cortez passed a 

resolution requiring that “los jefes políticos en sus respectivos distritos, manden 

levantar locales escolares con las comunidades indígenas, en los cantones que no los 

tuvieren, distribuyendo el trabajo y las obligaciones, igual y equitativamente, entre los 

que están llamados a prestar esta clase de servicios al Estado.”84 Along similar lines, 

though not marked by the same degree of forcefulness, Minister of Education 

Emeterio Tóvar circulated a memorandum in 1895 requiring that the municipalities 

and prefectures aid and “stimulate” the indigenous population in the creation of 

schools.85 What all of this suggests, of course, is that the indigenous activism that

gave rise to the first indigenous schools had its place within the state’s strategies for 

educational advancement and were neither entirely unexpected nor unwanted.

Wouldacouldashoulda

It is not difficult to understand how historians such as Soria, Choque, and Martinez 

have come to conclude that the birth of indigenous education coincided with the 

81. “One can observe true enthusiasm among some indigenous groups that freely contribute their 
labor in order to obtain the rudiments of primary education to which can be added some 
practical know-how in agriculture.” Bolivia, Memoria que presenta el Ministro de Justicia e 
Instrucción Pública ante el Congreso Ordinario de 1900. Escuelas Indígenas, La Paz, 1900 as 
quoted in Irurozqui, “Ebrios, Vagos,” p. 731.

82. As per Bolivarian Decree of 4 July 1825. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 214–215.
83. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 214–215.
84. “[that] the political leaders in their respective districts order the indigenous communities to 

build classrooms in those cantons that do not have them, distributing the labor equitably 
among those who are called upon to render such services to the state.” As quoted in Reyeros, 
Historia, pp. 214–216

85. Reyeros, Historia, p. 440.
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advent of Liberal Party rule, given the positively dismal state of education at the end 

of the nineteenth century. The exclusive nature of education at that time can be 

illustrated by the small number of schools and students in attendance cited Suárez 

Arnez, who provides a figure of no more than twelve primary schools for the city of 

La Paz with some 1,122 students, while the provinces of the department as a whole 

made due with no more than a total of twenty-nine primary schools.86 Overall, we 

may estimate that around the turn of the century, less than ten percent of children 

between the ages of seven and thirteen—for whom education was mandatory—had 

access to schools.87

Moreover, the educational system remained in a state of perpetual 

disorganization and severe fragmentation, as several different institutions held sway

over ‘their’ portion of the system as a whole.88 Much of it fell outside of the public 

sphere, private institutions as well as religious ones—primarily those administered by 

the church, but indeed also including schools of an evangelical nature in some areas—

controlling a significant portion of the total.89 Even public education itself suffered 

from severe fragmentation and an almost complete lack of oversight. Primary 

education fell within the jurisdiction of the municipalities, each of which created its 

own largely independent educational structure, resulting in a system over which the 

central state exerted almost no control at all and in which no uniformity existed.90

It cannot be denied that the state of education at the end of the century was 

miserable. Nevertheless, the conclusion drawn by many that we must attribute this sad 

state of affairs to administrative disinterest, or indeed as Soria suggests to an active 

86. The figures cited by C. Suárez Arnez are for 1897. Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación 
boliviana, p. 166. It is, however, unclear what data these numbers are based on, and given the 
information we have from a variety of sources, including those cited by Calderón and Valda, it 
seems that Suárez Arnez’s estimate is low.

87. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 70. According to Calderón, in 1896 the total number of 
students attending schools was 32,817 from a total population of 1,626,382 (in 1900) of which 
18.2% was between ages seven and thirteen. Getino, however, cites only a total number of 
11,650 students for the year 1908: Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 47. Manuel 
Contreras claims as many as 23,000 students attended classes in 1900, but fails to quote a 
source for his data: Contreras, “Reformas y desafíos,” p. 489.

88. See Martinez, “Un proyecto Educativo,” pp. 73–75; Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” pp. 68–
70; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción primaria,” pp. 37–41; Faustino Suárez Arnez, Hacia la nueva 
educación nacional. La Paz: Universo, 1953, pp. 16–17.

89. Martinez, “Un proyecto educativo,” p. 74.
90. Responsibility for and control over primary education had first been assigned to the 

municipalities by law on 22 November 1872, subsequently included in the constitution of 
1880 as article 126. See F. Suárez Arnez, Hacia la nueva educación, p. 17; Martinez, “Un 
proyecto local,” pp 73–74; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 63–64.
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desire to maintain the state of ignorance of the indigenous masses to further the 

criollo agenda of exploitation,91 seems misplaced given the clear evidence that 

nineteenth-century intellectuals and statesmen alike believed firmly in the necessity of 

education to the Grand Design that would eventually allow for the emergence of a 

modern nation-state.92 Indeed, when we consider the degree to which education 

remained an exclusive “especie de privilegio social” in 1899 just as it had in 1858,93 it 

becomes clear that the exclusionary nature of the educational system was not directed 

at any group in particular. Excluded from schools were not only the rural poor, but 

also the urban poor and middle classes. In effect, education remained a privilege open 

only to the most successful members of Bolivian society, as is illustrated by the 

figures presented by Arnez, Calderón, and Getino.94

In this context, I would argue that the absence of a coherent system of 

education at the end of the century should be regarded primarily as an indicator of the 

systemic failure of the Bolivian state. To conclude, as many authors have done,95 that 

the absence of a popularized system of education at the end of the nineteenth century 

must indicate a lack of will on the part of nineteenth-century statesmen can thus be 

regarded as the result of a clear overestimation of the ability of the state; the idea that 

the absence of schools indicates an absence of desire for an educated populace rests 

on an obviously shaky underlying assumption that the state would have been able to 

create such a system if it had possessed the will to do so.96 This, as I have shown, is 

clearly not the case. In the case of Bolivian social and economic development, we 

cannot confuse ability with intent.

In effect, institutional chaos rose in education despite—or perhaps, as I 

suggested in earlier paragraphs, in part due to an overabundance of—sincere interest 

in education, framed by intellectuals such as Casimiro Corral as a prerequisite for 

91. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
92. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, p. 59; Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
93. Irurozqui, A bala, piedra y palo, p. 62.
94. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 70; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 47; 

Contreras, “Reformas y desafíos,” p. 489; Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación 
boliviana, p. 166.

95. See Martinez, Qu’ils soient; Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados”; 
Calderón, “La deuda social.”

96. This argument, naturally, rests to an extent on the notion that later attempts were more 
successful, thus indicating that the ability was there. In the following chapter, I will attempt to 
show that this, too, is a mischaracterization of the developments in question.
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national construction,97 and thus comparable in importance to the tributary and 

agrarian reforms, which have long been acknowledged by historians as both formative 

and highly significant.98 Indeed, in the context of the systemic failure of the state in 

educational reforms, it is useful to note that the tributary and agrarian reforms, as 

Marta Irurozqui has done, were no more successful in achieving the stated goals of 

criollo reformers than their educational counterpart.99

The tributary reforms—or more precisely, the proposed abolition of the tribute

altogether—makes for an excellent case in point, given the direct importance 

attributed to it in the framework of social and fiscal homogenization as a prerequisite 

for national construction.100 To abolish the tribute, simply put, meant to abolish the 

colonial system of dual Repúblicas (Republics), which had divided society 

administratively along ethnic barriers, and instead to move towards national unity and 

a unified citizenry.101 The first attempt to do so came in 1825, when Bolívar himself 

abolished the tribute, only to have it reinstated in 1827 as a result of massive protest 

by the indigenous communities, who ultimately refused to pay the new tax that 

replaced it.102 Just as with the Bolivarian educational reforms of the same year, the 

97. Casimiro Corral, La doctrina, p. 15 as quoted in Irurozqui and Peralta, Por la concordia, p. 
176. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 25–26.

98. Which is precisely the point made by Irurozqui in Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 
63.

99. Especially see: Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos” and Irurozqui, “Las paradojas” for an 
overview of her main arguments with respect to the tributary and agrarian reforms.

100. Larson, Trials of Nation Making, pp. 40–45; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 705–709; Erick 
D. Langer, “El liberalismo y la abolición de la comunidad indígena en el siglo XIX,” Historia 
y Cultura, 14 (1988), pp. 59–95. Salmón, El espejo, pp. 67–71. Also see Nicola Miller, In the 
Shadow of the State: Intellectuals and the Quest for National Identity in Twentieth-Century 
Latin America. London: Verso, 1999, pp. 152–163.

101. On the tributary practice of the colonial era, see: Susan E. Ramírez, “Exchange and Markets in 
the Sixteenth Century: A View from the North.” In Brooke Larson and Olivia Harris (eds), 
Ethnicity, Markets, and Migration in the Andes: at the Crossroads of History and 
Anthropology. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995, pp. 135–164; Thierry Saignes, “Indian 
Migration and Social Change in Seventeenth-Century Charcas.” In Brooke Larson and Olivia 
Harris (eds), Ethnicity, Markets, and Migration in the Andes: at the Crossroads of History and 
Anthropology. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995, pp. 167–191. Also see Nicolás Sánchez 
Albornoz, Indios y tributos en el Alto Perú. Lima: IEP, 1978. On the system of dual republics 
and the difficulty in deconstructing it after independence (the república de indios and 
república de españoles), see Thurner, Mark, From Two Republics to One Divided: 
Contradictions of Postcolonial Nationmaking in Andean Peru. Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1995.

102. The tribute was abolished per Bolivarian decree of 22 December 1825, and reinstated per 
decree of 31 July 1827. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 710–714, Demélas, L’invention 
politique, pp. 348–352, and Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 285–286. It is important to 
note that indigenous objections to the abolition of the tribute were a function of the 
uncertainty that existed with regard to the effects this would have on their access to communal 
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Bolivarian decrees set the tone for the rest of the century. Reform of the tribute 

remained at the forefront of political debate as an absolute prerequisite to national 

construction, yet the state proved incapable of enforcing its abolition. For the 

remainder of the century, successive administrations attempted again and again to 

force the abandonment of the tribute, each time forced into retreat as a result of a both 

fiscal pressures and at times violent indigenous protest.103 The tribute consequently 

remained in effect well into the twentieth century—though it was in 1872 transferred 

from the national to the departmental budgets.104

The agrarian reforms followed a pattern very similar to that seen in the 

tributary and educational reforms in that they, too, were regarded as absolutely 

essential to the success of the national project, were actively pursued throughout the 

century, and ultimately failed to produce anything approaching the desired results.105

In the case of the tribute, the state was incapable of overcoming the resistance offered 

by indigenous communities that ultimately worried about the effect of the abolition on 

their title to the lands they had traditionally occupied. Similar concerns dominated in 

the process of agrarian reforms that, while originating shortly after independence, 

gained particular momentum in the second half of the nineteenth century.106 The 

question, as has been well documented, was related primarily to the communal status 

of the ayllu and the ownership of the land, with many arguing that communal lands 

lands, given that this had traditionally been subject to the payment of the tribute and no 
decision had been made with regard to the ownership of those lands. See Irurozqui, “Las 
paradojas,” pp. 710–714.

103. Alejandro Vladimir Antezana Salvatierra, Estructura agraria en el siglo XIX. Legislación 
agraria y transformación de la realidad rural de Bolivia. La Paz: Centro de Información para 
el Desarrollo, 1992; Jorge Alejandro Ovando Sanz, El tributo indígena en las finanzas 
bolivianas del siglo XIX. La Paz: Comité Ejecutivo de la Universidad Boliviana, 1986; 
Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas.” In her “The Sound of the 
Patutos,” Irurozqui describes the process of the abolition of the tribute between 1830 and 1860 
as “a complex inconclusive process, marked by advances and retreats” in Irurozqui, “The 
Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 90–91.

104. Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 527–536.
105. On the agrarian reforms, see Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 377–380; Platt, “The Andean 

Experience;” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas;” Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos;” Mark 
Thurner, From Two Republics to One Divided: Contradictions of Postcolonial Nationmaking 
in Andean Peru. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995.; Antezana, Estructura agraria; 
Larson, Trials of Nation Making, pp. 213–229; Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “La expansion del 
latifundio en el Altiplano boliviano. Elementos para la caracterización de una oligarquía 
regional.” In Avances 2 (1978), pp. 95–118.

106. Particularly after 1860, beginning with President José María Achá’s 1863 land reform decree. 
Larson, Trials of Nation Making, p. 215. The issue was revisited during the 1880 
Constitutional Assembly with the same basic result: Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 733.
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ultimately belonged to the state to do with as it saw fit.107 While there was never any 

serious debate with regard to the necessity to abolish the ayllu—due to its communal 

nature, which was thought to be entirely incompatible with the individuality of 

modern citizenship upon which the nation-state was to be built—the question of land-

tenure in the aftermath of the abolition of the ayllu as a legally recognized entity was 

hotly debated. One side argued for the sale of communal lands to the large estates, 

while the other side argued in favor of deeding the lands in individual plots to the 

soon-to-be former comunarios. It was the latter option that implied converting the 

‘savages’ into true propertied citizens, eligible for full participation in the nation-state 

pending their ability to become literate,108 whereas the former would see the 

comunarios reduced to colonos (tenant farmers), who due to their economic 

dependence would remain perpetually disenfranchised and subjugated to the will of 

the criollo minority.109

The overall consensus reached in congressional and intellectual debates almost 

invariably favored the indio propietario (propertied Indian) option, in part because it 

was believed to be best for the nation, and in part out of fear of the indigenous 

population.110 This, however, was not the final result of nearly thirty years of reforms, 

which instead brought about a significant expansion of the hacienda system, the 

destruction of scores of established ayllus, the reduction of thousands of ex-

comunarios to the status of colonos, and a cycle of revolt and rebellion that shook the 

Bolivian rural areas and had significant political and social repercussions.111 The 

most infamous of these consequences was the 1898–1899 Federal War, during which 

indigenous communities sided with Liberal forces to help secure the victory of the 

107. Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 377–380.
108. On literacy, citizenship, and suffrage in nineteenth-century Bolivia, see: Irurozqui, “Ebrios, 

vagos”; Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina.” On the literacy requirement specifically, see: 
Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” pp. 699–701.

109. An in depth discussion of the 1880 debates on whether or not the Indians should become 
propietarios (landowners) or colonos is to be found in: Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 84–89. 
Also see Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” pp. 725–727; Larson, Trials of Nation Making, p. 219.

110. This is true in particular of the 1874 Ley de ex-vinculación (disentailment law) which 
abolished the ayllu as a legal entity and aimed to redistribute communal lands among ex-
comunarios. Since the law failed to accomplish this, one of the interesting effects is the 
common usage thereafter of the term “ex-comunidad” to denote an ayllu. Larson, Trials of 
Nation Making, p. 219; Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 731–733.

111. Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 304. And, as Marta Irurozqui notes, the ultimate outcome 
was that some 30% of communal lands had been privatized, mostly into the hands of 
hacendados. See Irurozqui, La armonía, p. 93; Also, see: Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 
383.
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latter over the Conservatives, whom the indigenous communities largely blamed for 

their suffering.112

The difference between the original intent—the creation of a propertied 

citizenry—and the actual result of the reforms can be located in the problems 

surrounding the land-measurement commissions (mesas visitadoras and in this case 

often the mesas revisitadoras) and their ability to go about their business in an orderly 

way. The state proved incapable of overseeing the mesas revisitadoras (land re-

measurement commissions) and to force compliance with the established legal 

framework, thus opening up the process to abuse, exploitation, and unrelenting 

corruption, ultimately creating the conditions that would allow rural elites to subvert 

the process altogether and expand their estates at the expense of the communities, 

even if this had specifically not been the intent behind the reforms.113 Rather than 

creating a class of propertied citizens out of the ex-comunarios, thousands saw their 

lands stolen from under them and their status reduced to that of the permanently 

disenfranchised colonos.114

Furious at the “mil fraudes y abusos”115 sparked by the process, many 

communities engaged in active political and often violent opposition to the measures, 

forcing the state into the same pattern of “advances and retreats” observed in the 

attempted tributary restructuring.116 As one reform was left badly implemented, 

caused tremendous damage to the communities, and thus sparked sufficient rural 

protest to force its withdrawal, another would soon follow to much the same effect, 

the consequence being that instead of a single process marked by corruption, the 

agrarian reforms of the second half of the nineteenth century degenerated into a chaos 

of reforms, restitutions, rebellions, retreats, and new advances.117 In this utter chaos of 

administrative ineptitude, it was not uncommon for some communities to escape the 

visitas and revisitas altogether, whereas others were subjected to them on multiple 

112. On the Federal War, see Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 103–139; Irurozqui, “La guerra de razas;” 
Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 388–399; Platt, “The Andean Experience;” Larson, Trials 
of Nation Making, pp. 229–245; René Zavaleta Mercado. Lo nacional-popular en Bolivia. 
México, Siglo XXI Editores, 1986, pp. 141–156.

113. Irurozqui, La armonía, p. 93; Also see Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 383.
114. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 94–95; Irurozqui, La armonía, p. 93.
115. “A thousand frauds and abuses.” Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 724.
116. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 90–91. Platt calls the agrarian reforms of 1880 and 

after a “contradictory affair.” Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 304.
117. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 731–738; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 299–304.
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occasions, with multiple conflicting titles to land being given out to different 

individuals.118

While the results were tangible in the loss of dozens of ayllus and the 

expansion of the hacienda system, it would be hard to describe the agrarian reforms 

as anything but a tremendous failure on the part of the state, because they utterly 

failed achieve the hoped for results in terms of the construction of a national 

citizenship. The root of this failure resided again in the inability of the state to 

guarantee the lawful implementation of its own reforms and to enforce its laws in 

rural areas. Following Marta Irurozqui, it makes a good deal of sense to regard, the 

process of agrarian transformation in the second half of the nineteenth century as the 

result of administrative incapacity and not as part of the modernization proposed by 

intellectuals and legislators. This refocusing on the failure of the reforms has 

consequences for how we view social and political development in late-nineteenth 

century Bolivia, in particular when it comes to the role of the indigenous 

communities.

The cycle of rebellion, culminating in the Federal War of 1898–1899, has 

traditionally been viewed as the consequence of a cultural clash over the state’s drive 

for modernization at the expense of the ayllus, a confrontation between what Platt has 

described as “alien realities.”119 However, when we reconsider the agrarian reforms in 

terms of failure and recognize that rather than constituting a process of ongoing 

modernization, the state’s administrative and supervisory incapacity allowed the 

reforms to degenerate into a consolidation of the power of traditional rural elites, we 

can reframe indigenous discontent in terms much closer to those wielded by rebellious 

communities. At issue is not so much the principle of modernization nor of the idea of 

citizenship, given that these filtered into the rural areas as a result of rampant abuse

and “mil fraudes,” but the fact that thousands of indígenas were robbed of their 

terrains, permanently disenfranchised, and made subject to the whims of powerful 

landed elites. As Marta Irurozqui has phrased it in her reinterpretation of indigenous 

discontent during the agrarian reforms: “indigenous people were possibly more 

118. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 732; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 304–309; Demélas, 
L’invention politique, pp. 382–395.

119. Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 309.
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interested in holding on to their property than in their continued existence as Indians

as such [...]”120

Given the failure of the agrarian, tributary, and educational reforms, the 

miserable state of economic and social development at the end of the century hardly 

appears to be the result of a criollo plot for world domination. The ability of the state 

to effect change was tremendously overestimated by those seeking to force a complete 

social transformation of Bolivian social, cultural, and economic realities and has 

furthermore been overestimated also by historians looking back at this period. Chaos 

ensued in any and all of the segments of the Grand Design where the state sought to 

legislate the shape of the nation-state but lacked the capacity to enforce its laws on an 

unruly society and oversee the implementation and execution of its reforms, leaving a 

variety of actors to assert their dominance. Rather in contrast to the widely held 

notion of perpetual and irremediable indigenous victimhood, this included the 

indigenous communities themselves:121 the state could no more force the abolition of 

the tribute over indigenous protest than it could regain control of primary education 

over the objections of the municipalities. Indeed, when placed within the broader 

context of the Grand Design, the absence of a coherent system of education cannot be 

regarded as evidence of disinterest but rather should be interpreted as evidence of the 

crippling weakness of the state itself.122

There are, in short, very clear parallels between the manner in which agrarian, 

tributary, and educational reforms were implemented and the consequences of each, 

all of which speak to the inability of the Bolivian state to exercise control over 

society, especially in areas not directly adjacent to the main urban centers. The state 

did not and could not effectively exert control over the rural areas, even though it 

lived in a fictional reality in which legal measures might transform society in 

knowable and predictable ways.123 With each subsequent disastrous reform, a 

120. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” p. 90.
121. For a very perceptive analysis of the idea of indigenous victimhood, especially in 

anthropology, see Painter, “Re-Creating Peasant Economy,” pp. 95–105.
122. For a discussion on the weakness of the state, see: Joel S. Migdal, ., Strong Societies and 

Weak States: State Society Relations and State Capabilities in the Third World. Princeton: 
Yale University Press, 1988; James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to 
Improve the Human Condition Have Failed. Princeton: Yale University Press, 1998.

123. Which, as I have argued, led successive administrations to embark on a new set of sweeping 
reforms, given their belief in the ability to make societal realities and their conviction that the 
failure of their predecessors was attributable to lack of interest and enthusiasm.
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response was formulated that followed the same pattern, leading to what I have 

described above as a veritable incontinence of reformism that if nothing else 

obliterated any chances of incremental change while leaving a legislative landscape 

that was both confusing and utterly unenforceable, further withering away any faith 

that might have existed in the competence of the central government. In education, 

this lead to the complete fragmentation of the educational system, most of it now far 

beyond the control of the state itself, while in the rural areas the effect was similarly 

observable in the granting, as I have noted, of multiple deeds to the same terrains over 

the course of several subsequent revisitas.124

A	Weak	State

Ultimately, there are several important points that should emerge from my analysis of 

educational policy during the nineteenth century that in their own way constitute a 

reassessment of educational activity and policy during that period, while also 

reframing the question of educational development itself. In the first place, it is of 

great importance to realize that contrary to popular opinion in this regard, the absence

of a coherent system of popular education at the end of the nineteenth century was 

neither the result of apathy nor the result of some nefarious criollo plot to perpetuate 

the ignorance of the “Indian Masses” for the benefit of hacendados and other 

interested parties.125 Politicians and intellectuals alike were not only clearly interested 

in education, but indeed saw it as a precondition for the transformation of Bolivian 

society. Education would eventually allow the country to emerge as a coherent and 

prosperous nation-state and take its place in the concert of civilized nations. In the 

nineteenth century, tributary, agrarian, and education reforms were consistently 

viewed together, yet unlike education, the former two areas have been the subject of 

extensive historical analysis and inquiry.126

These reforms—all regarded as part of a single Grand Design of national 

construction—failed miserably for much the same reason, the inability of the state and 

124. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” p. 732; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 304–309; Demélas, 
L’invention politique, pp. 382–395.

125. Which is, of course, the thesis put forth by Soria: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49.
126. As suggested by Irurozqui: Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 63.
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its institutions to provide the financial means for their implementation, effectively 

oversee their proper implementation, and overcome local resistance. Indigenous 

communities successfully thwarted fiscal reforms throughout much of the nineteenth

century, local gamonales made themselves master of the agrarian reforms through 

unchecked corruption and fraud, while the church and the municipalities—once they 

had obtained jurisdiction over education—successfully clung to their educational 

privilege even when the state tried its hardest to reestablish control over what all 

agreed was central to the success of the national project.127

In all three of these areas, the inevitable consequence of the unfortunate 

combination of constant state intervention and the inability to carry it through was 

chaos, uncertainty, corruption, and the slow dismemberment of both the state’s 

educational system and of the indigenous communities themselves. Political, social, 

and institutional chaos resulted not from disinterest but from reformist zeal, which 

was consistently matched by institutional incapacity for change.

Meanwhile, indigenous communities successfully blocked fiscal reforms 

abolishing the tribute for much of the century, while their protest and rebellion forced 

the state’s retreat in matters of agrarian reform on a number of occasions during the 

latter half of the century. Even if one might concede, as is probably warranted, that 

the result of indigenous rebellion against agrarian reforms—or rather, against the 

disastrous subversion thereof by local economic and political interests—was 

ultimately more damaging to their cause because they further complicated the already 

anarchical process of reform, it is important to note their success in forcing the 

withdrawal of particular measures and the reversal of particular sales. Their refusal to 

pay the sales tax instead of the tribute,128 for example, speaks volumes about the 

relative power of the communities when faced with the state as its main opponent. 

The appearance of schools in the countryside apparently erected by the communities 

themselves in the absence of the schools long ago promised by the state, further adds 

to the idea of much greater indigenous strength and political astuteness than they have 

previously been credited with.

127. The most well documented example of a clash between state and local authorities over 
jurisdiction in education being that of the reforms proposed by Minister of Education José Pol 
in 1886, which were ultimately defeated by the municipalities: see Corsino Rodríguez, La 
reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, Historia, pp. 361–396.

128. Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” pp. 710–714.
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Indeed, when we couple the image of a state unable to impose its will on a 

recalcitrant society with that of indigenous communities erecting schools where the 

state proved incapable of doing so, the traditional notion of nineteenth-century 

Bolivian history as marked by an unfair struggle between an aggressive state and 

hapless Indians becomes rather convoluted. It is not at all a foregone conclusion that 

in the confrontation between the state and other segments of society, the former 

should emerge victorious.

This is an important observation, even if in the context of the painfully 

unsuccessful Bolivian state it seems rather like stating the obvious, given the analyses 

with which we are confronted when examining and assessing nineteenth-century 

Bolivian development. Consider the fact that the expansion of the hacienda system as 

the result of the agrarian reforms has long been regarded as evidence of a nefarious 

plot against the indigenous communities directly intended to result in their complete 

subjugation, rather than as the unintended consequence of badly implemented reforms 

originally designed to create a mass of minifundios (smallholdings), consisting of 

propertied citizens with an eye on political participation pending their literacy. The

fact that the hacienda system expanded dramatically has been regarded as evidence 

that this must have been the underlying desire of those criollos who created the 

legislative and institutional conditions that allowed it. Evidence to the contrary, such 

as the statements made by legislators who proposed the creation of a post-indigenous 

citizenry, have been dismissed as disingenuous rhetoric intended to hide the true 

intent.

Education offers a very similar example, in that the absence of a coherent 

system of popular education has in and of itself been taken as evidence of disinterest, 

as illustrated by the remarks cited at the beginning of this chapter, even when those 

same historians who offer such analyses are clearly aware of the constitutional place 

awarded to education during the nineteenth century and—especially in the case of 

Martinez—of specific reforms initiated during that century. These, too, have been 

dismissed as neither “real” nor “serious” on the premise that no such system as 

promised by these reformers ever materialized. 

This argument is based on the notion that we can measure intent by results 

obtained, which in turn can only be taken to mean that the underlying assumption is 
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that the Bolivian state possessed the capacity to deliver on its promises, that the state 

was as we are used to regarding it in our highly successful western examples, namely 

supremely dominant in society. To dismiss pro-educational legislation and 

constitutional articles as mere rhetoric, not to be taken seriously, on the basis that they 

failed to result in a comprehensive system of education serving the needs of the 

indigenous population is, in essence, to assume that the state would have been capable 

of implementing such a system had it wanted to. Likewise, the negative opinion of the 

agrarian reforms and their undeniably disastrous effect on the indigenous 

communities seems to rest also on the notion that all that stood between the state and 

the proper and uncorrupted implementation of its grandiose scheme for national 

construction was the desire to do so.129

This, as I have shown, is a mischaracterization of the state and its capacity in 

nineteenth-century Bolivia, where it competed—often unsuccessfully—with local 

authorities, gamonales (local boss), the church, and the indigenous communities for 

power and influence. The state failed to create a coherent and popularized system of 

education because it fundamentally lacked the ability to do so, and as such we must be 

wary not to confuse intent with ability. Likewise, we must be careful not to regard the 

state as the main source of change in Bolivian society, especially not in the case of 

education. The efforts independently undertaken by indigenous communities on their 

own behalf in the face of the state’s weakness make it clear that the notion of 

indigenous education as a twentieth-century phenomenon is a falsehood that itself 

rests on the assumption that schooling is and must be the province of state or local 

official intervention. With this knowledge, we can state that the birthplace of the 

indigenous school is located without a doubt in the indigenous communities of the 

nineteenth century.

129. It is important to realize, of course, that the idea that the lack of schools should be attributable 
to a lack of desire on the part of the state and its institutions was as widespread in the 
nineteenth century as we find it today, especially when we consider that this very notion lay—
as I have indicated in this chapter—at the root of reformist incontinence itself, prompting each 
successive administration to dismiss the efforts of their predecessors as worthless and to 
initiate their own set of equally sweeping reforms, thus guaranteeing their failure.




