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Chapter	II:
The	More	Things	Change

The	Signi icance	of	Liberalism

The chaos in Bolivian education encountered by the Liberal Party upon its rise to 

prominence in the Federal War of 1898–1899 should be regarded as the result of 

incompetence rather than of a lack of desire to change, a realization that has a 

significant influence on how we should view the reforms carried out by the Liberals

themselves, given that the advent of Liberal Party rule1 has traditionally been 

identified with the birth of indigenous education in the Bolivian Republic.2 By far the 

most convincing piece of evidence cited in support of this position resides in the 

undisputed fact that while the Liberals inherited a landscape almost—but not quite—

utterly devoid of schools,3 the roughly two decades of their tenure appear to have 

been marked by a sudden rise in the number of schools and their appearance even in

rural areas that had previously been deprived of the benefits of education.4 As a result, 

the period of Liberal Party rule has been regarded as the literal moment in which the 

indigenous school came into being, thereby crediting the Liberal Party with one of the 

most important changes in the fabric of Bolivian society: indigenous access to 

education.5

The fact, however, that we know exceptionally little about indigenous schools

from the period preceding the Federal War does not however mean that they did not 

1. On the Liberal Party in a broader political context, see: Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–172 and 
Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 45–55.

2. Which is clearly the position taken by most historians in this regard. See: Martinez, Qu’ils 
soient nos semblables; Choque, “La problemática”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados”; Ramón 
Conde Mamani, “La deuda social.”

3. According to Calderón, in 1896 the total number of students attending schools was 32,817 on 
a total population of 1,626,382 (in 1900) of which 18.2% was between ages seven and 
thirteen. Getino, however, cites only a total number of 11,650 students for the year 1908: 
Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 47.

4. Brienen, “The Clamor,” pp. 624–627.
5. See, for example: Roberto Choque Canqui, “La educación indigenal boliviana: el proceso 

educativo indígena-rural.” In Estudios Bolivianos 2 (1996), p. 125–181.
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exist. In the previous chapter, I have presented evidence that indigenous schools 

predate the ascent of the Liberal Party, thereby invalidating to some extent the notion 

that the early twentieth century is the period in which indigenous schools emerge in 

the rural areas.6 The little data we currently possess with regard to the schools that 

came before Liberal reforms of the educational system does suggest that their 

numbers were quite limited; their existence should not be taken as an argument 

against the significance of the period that started with the Federal War with respect to 

the expansion of indigenous education throughout rural areas, but rather as an 

acknowledgement that the situation surrounding the emergence of indigenous 

education is rather more complicated than has generally been acknowledged. The 

Liberal Party, in short, did not give birth to the indigenous school, even though we 

must concede that the development of the educational system seems to have 

undergone a significant transformation during its tenure in the first two decades of the 

twentieth century.

A much more serious complication arising from the reassessment of early 

educational policy and development presented in the preceding chapter, compared to 

the somewhat nitpicky argument about when exactly the indigenous school came into 

being, resides in the analysis of the reasons why nineteenth-century endeavors, 

regardless of their seriousness and sincerity, failed to produce a viable system of 

education and general access to such a system. As I have already indicated, traditional 

evaluations of the significance of Liberal Party rule in terms of educational 

development have emphasized the contrast between the rapid expansion of indigenous 

education under Liberal tenure and the almost complete lack of educational facilities 

in the preceding period, suggesting that this change is the result of a dramatic shift in 

the importance attributed to education itself.7 Soria, Choque, and others have all 

argued that the rise of indigenous education came about as a consequence of a sudden 

rise in interest in educational advancement, compared to the relative apathy that 

supposedly characterized the nineteenth century.8 It is a notion that is understandably 

6. As I have indicated in the preceding chapter. See: Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 
105–106; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 47–49; Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 63–64; 
Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118; Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–
21.

7. As, for example, in: Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 88–118; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” p. 49; Martinez, “La création, p. 162; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 134.

8. Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 90.
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premised on the fact that a fundamental transformation of the educational system does 

appear to have coincided directly with the advent of Liberal Party rule: the 

contemporaneousness of these important shifts has consequently been interpreted as 

evidence of causation.

As a result, historians and anthropologists have focused on the early twentieth

century for historical analysis of the development of indigenous education.9

Consequently, significant efforts have been made to document both the position taken 

by the Liberals and the specific reforms they introduced. In particular, emphasis has 

been placed on the pro-educational rhetoric associated with the Liberal Party and its 

stance on modernization and national construction as well as the particular reforms 

and innovations intended to reconstruct the educational system.10 Thus, the root of 

indigenous educational development has been actively sought in the program of the 

Liberal Party. Given the overall notion of the Liberal Party as allied to emerging 

industrial interests and representative of a more professional and modern segment of 

criollo elites, viewed in contrast to the more conservative landed estates and silver-

mining interests that dominated the Conservative Party,11 this emphasis on the 

educational reforms of the Liberal Party has been explained as being part of a much 

broader modernizing movement associated with Liberal Party rule.12

The argument has been, consequently, that the Liberal Party introduced a 

series of comprehensive reforms and that as a result we can observe a dramatic 

change in the structure of the educational system during the period of their tenure. In 

addition, of course, leading Liberal ideologues and politicians regularly made a point 

of expressing their undying faith in the power of education to speed along the 

transformation of Bolivian society and especially as the final solution to the country’s 

“Indian Problem.”13 One could be forgiven for recognizing a pattern whereby 

responsible Liberal leaders recognized the problems in education, introduced reforms 

9. The most complete such work being Martinez’s Qu’ils soient nos semblables.
10. Brienen, “Los orígenes del caos educativo,” pp. 321–323; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” 

p. 49; Choque, “La educación indígenal,” p. 134.
11. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–169.
12. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 160–169; Françoise Martinez, “Los primeros pasos liberales hacia la 

unificación escolar en Bolivia”. In Roberto R. Hernández Oscaris and Elsa Vega Jiménez, 
Historia de la educación latinoamericana. La Habana: Editorial Pueblo y Educación, 1995, 
pp. 63–94; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 134.

13. Salmón, El espejo indígena, pp. 77–80, 93–110. Also see: Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “¿Qué 
hacer con el indio? Un análisis de las obras de Franz Tamayo y Alcides Arguedas.” In Revista 
de Indias LII/196 (1992), pp. 559–587.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

79

to remedy those problems, and ultimately obtained the desired result through their 

conviction and effort. The result was a dramatic expansion of the indigenous 

educational system along with other victories, such as the creation of the Escuela 

Normal de Sucre (Sucre Normal School).14

However, just as it is not quite factual that no indigenous schools existed at the 

time of the Liberal takeover, it is also not entirely accurate to state that the main 

difference between the Liberals and their predecessors lay in the seriousness and 

enthusiasm with which they approached education as the answer to Bolivian societal 

and economic woes. As I have shown in the preceding chapter, the cause of earlier 

failures to establish a viable and functional system of education is more closely 

associated with both overzealousness and an exaggerated belief in the ability of the 

state to restructure society at will than a lack of interest in education itself. To the 

contrary of what has been commonly assumed, nineteenth-century reformers took 

education quite seriously, considering it the answer to the perceived problems of 

backwardness and traditionalism, and regarding it as a pivotal element in any strategy 

for national construction, much as the Liberals who came after them did. 

Inevitably, then, the conclusion must be drawn that the basic premise upon 

which the notion of the specific significance of Liberal reformism has been founded is 

false: while it is true that dramatic changes occurred during the period of Liberal Party

rule, it cannot be stated reasonably that these changes were associated with some 

dramatic reversal in appreciation for the role of education. If anything, both the 

recognition that the educational system was broken and the accompanying burning 

desire to drastically reform it can be regarded as a clear continuation of educational 

policy established in the nineteenth century.

This reappraisal of Liberal enthusiasm, however, has profound consequences 

for the manner in which we approach the significance of the period Liberal Party rule 

and its effect on educational development. We are left on the one hand with the 

undisputed fact that dramatic changes occurred under the watchful eye of Liberal 

champions for educational reform, while on the other we can no longer rely on the 

notion of a dramatic ideological change to explain it. Moreover, when we recall that 

the failure of nineteenth-century reformism can be attributed largely to incapacity and 

14. On the creation of the Escuela Normal de Sucre, see: Martinez, “Una obra liberal.”
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ineptitude, the balance of the problem at hand shifts significantly: if the enthusiasm of 

Liberal reformers in and of itself mirrors that of their predecessors, who had failed to 

successfully implement their reforms due to the organic inadequacies of the state and 

its institutions, how then do we explain the apparent success of the Liberals where 

their predecessors had so miserably failed? So long as we continue to assume that the 

dramatic turnaround in educational development can be attributed to Liberal 

reformism, the inference is necessarily that something changed radically in the ability 

of the state to effectively implement its proposed program of reforms.

In light of this changed framework in which Liberal educational fervor can be 

regarded as completely in line with earlier policies and practices, it is crucial that we 

reconsider the period of Liberal reformism. Indeed, if the notion of Liberalism as the 

root cause of significant change can be borne out, then this has far-reaching 

implications for the manner in which we view the significance of the advent of 

Liberalism itself in terms of its apparent ability to succeed where its predecessors had 

met only with abject disappointment.

The	Invention	of	the	Indigenous	School

In framing the long-held notion that the advent of Liberal Party rule represented a true 

break with past practices and policies based on a changed perception of the idea of 

modernity and the place and role of the indigenous majority within a burgeoning 

nation-state, Françoise Martinez has argued that the roots of this ideological shift may 

be found in the events surrounding the Federal War. In particular, this war created a 

general atmosphere of fear in the urban mestizos and criollos who had found 

themselves faced, or so they had been convinced by the Liberal media, with a 

veritable race war waged by indigenous communities against the descendants of the 

Spanish colonizers.15

While I cannot support the notion of a true break in terms of policies and 

practices, given that the presumed contrast between nineteenth-century apathy and 

15. Françoise Martinez, “La peur blanche: un moteur de la politique educative libérale en Bolivie 
(1899–1920).” In Bulletin de l’Institut Français d’Études Andines, vol. 27/2 (1998), pp. 265–
283.
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twentieth-century enthusiasm is itself non-existent,16 it is undeniable that a shift did 

occur in the overall approach to the theme of the education of the indigenous majority

during the period of Liberal Party rule. Indeed, it is at this time that we see the 

‘invention’ of indigenous education, i.e. the creation of indigenous education as a 

separate branch of the broader educational system, marked explicitly by an underlying 

belief that ethnic difference was sufficient cause for a differentiation in terms of 

materials and curriculum.17

Even though I have argued that the nineteenth century saw constant efforts to 

create a comprehensive system of education that would encompass the education of 

the indigenous majority as part of a Grand Design to construct a modern nation-state

free of cultural heterogeneity, nineteenth century reforms and programs to expand the 

reach of the educational system did not specify a distinction between those schools 

that would target the criollos and mestizos and those that would target indígenas.

Among the many types of schools that emerged from their successive educational 

reforms, none had been characterized explicitly by an indigenous target-audience. 

When we compare side-by-side the rhetoric surrounding the education of the 

indigenous masses of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it becomes 

apparent that it was not until the advent of Liberal Party rule that the solution to 

societal fragmentation was sought in a differentiated system of education that 

introduced an explicit institutional distinction between schools for indígenas and 

those for criollos and mestizos.18 In a nod to the euronormativity of intellectuals and 

politicians presiding over such debates regarding the nature of the indigenous 

population and the need for their incorporation into the nation-state19—a need 

recognized in the nineteenth as well as the twentieth centuries—it is important to note 

that the former would become known as “indigenous education” while the latter 

continued to merely be “education,” identifying the indigenous majority as being in 

need of an exceptional education regarded as outside of the norm.

16. As exposed in Chapter I, the available evidence suggests feverish activity in the realm of 
education on the part of nineteenth century administrations, thus contradicting the notion of a 
contrast between nineteenth century apathy and twentieth century enthusiasm.

17. As evidenced, for example, in Franz Tamayo’s 1910 work on education: Franz Tamayo,
Creación de la pedagogía nacional. La Paz: Biblioteca del Sesquicentenario de la República, 
1975. Also see: Irurozqui, “¿Qué hacer?” and Martinez, “Le renouveau.”

18. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 188.
19. A particularly good overview of which can be found in Salmón, El espejo, esp. pp 77–80. 

Also, Martinez, “La création,” pp. 163–165.
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The circumstances surrounding the emergence of indigenous education in the 

common sense of the word, as something inherently different from education that 

happens also to include indigenous children, are particularly revealing of the nature of 

the change in prevailing thought on the specific temperament of indigenous 

savagery.20 While the nineteenth century was marked largely by disinterest in 

indigenous society and culture, dismissing it as outmoded and ultimately doomed21

and focusing instead on the biological aspects of indigeneity as the root cause of the 

problems facing the construction of the nation-state, the early twentieth century was 

characterized by a feverish effort to make sense of indigenous society.22 The context 

in which this shift occurred was, as Martinez has argued, one of abject terror.

Bolivian criollos at the close of the nineteenth century were terrified. Not only 

were the inhabitants of the major urban centers of the Altiplano anxiously awaiting a 

siege along the lines of the one waged against them by Túpac Amaru II in the late 

eighteenth century,23 but on this particular occasion the newspapers were rife with 

reports of indescribable atrocities committed by savage Indians against their former

allies.24 One incident in particular caught the public’s imagination: reports appeared in 

the urban newspapers of a massacre committed by indigenous forces under the 

leadership of Pablo Zárate Willka against a Liberal battalion in which a “fiebre 

homicida”25 escalated into “orgías de un canibalismo sin límites,”26 and a number of 

the soldiers were reported consumed by the victorious Indian forces. Barricading 

themselves in their havens of western civilization, the citizens of Oruro and La Paz

awaited “una invasión devastadora a [estas] populosas ciudades […], cuyos 

20. The word ‘savage,’ or salvaje, pops up frequently in such debates. See Marie-Danièle 
Demélas, Darwinismo a la criolla: el Darwinismo Social en Bolivia, 1880–1910.” In Historia 
Boliviana 1/2 (1981), pp. 55–82; and Demélas, L’invention politique. Also see: Martinez, “La 
peur blanche,” pp. 268–275.

21. The notion of indigenous culture as doomed by the irrevocable march of nature has been 
illustrated by Martinez in her assessment of the remarks made with regard to the ‘ever-
declining numbers’ of indigenous inhabitants as seen in the 1900 census (performed prior to 
the Liberal takeover). Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 272.

22. Demélas, “Darwinismo a la criolla,” p. 63.
23. For an insightful reassessment of the infamous rebellion, see: Sergio Serulnikov, Subverting 

Colonial Authority: Challenges to Spanish Rule in Eighteenth-Century Southern Andes.
Chapel Hill: Duke University Press, 2003.

24. Martinez, “La peur blanche,” pp. 268–271.
25. “Murderous fever.” As it was described by Bautista Saavedra in his defense of the Indians of 

Mohoza during the trial of 1902. Bautista Saavedra, El Ayllu: estudios sociológicos, segunda 
parte: proceso Mohoza. La Paz: Librería Editorial ‘Juventud,’ 1995 [1903]: p. 153.

26. “Unrestrained cannibalistic orgies.” Saavedra, El Ayllu, p. 153.
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vecindarios sufren la dolorosa inquietud de un asalto posible,”27 while Liberal military 

leaders urged the Conservatives to halt their resistance to the Liberal Revolution 

proclaiming that even “[nuestras] fuerzas unidas ahora apenas podrán dominar [la 

indiada sublevada].”28

Indigenous insurrection was not a new phenomenon in Bolivian society;

indeed, the nineteenth century had been marked precisely by constant rebellions both 

big and small, in particular in the second half of that century.29 Even the fact that 

indigenous troops had been deliberately enlisted by the Liberal Party in order to 

secure their victory over their Conservative rivals was not unprecedented.30 In fact, 

when we examine the political instability of the nineteenth century, we find that 

dependence on indigenous forces in efforts to resolve political conflict between 

factions of the criollo-dominated political order was rather a common occurrence and 

part of a pattern of political violence that continued into the twentieth century as well. 

This is evidenced most popularly by the involvement of indigenous forces in the 

National Revolution of 1952 and more recently in the overthrow of Gonzalo Sánchez 

de Lozada.31

Popular opinion of the day held that indigenous uprisings threatened the urban 

centers, and in doing so threatened the very survival of civilization itself. As such, the 

Federal War stands out quite dramatically in all of these episodes of political 

violence—which almost invariably involved indigenous participation—due to the fact 

that it was interpreted as nothing less than evidence of an autonomous political project 

for the establishment of an Indian Republic in which there was no place for criollos

and mestizos.32 According to this rather hysterical interpretation of the events, 

27. “A devastating invasion of [these] populous cities […] the inhabitants of which are suffering 
the painful anxiety of a possible assault.” As quoted in Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 269.

28. “Our combined forces will now scarcely be able to overcome the [rebelling Indian masses].” 
As quoted in Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 269.

29. Which Demélas has described as jacqueries (peasant revolts). Platt, “The Andean 
Experience,” p. 318; Marie-Danièle Demélas, “Jacqueries indiennes, politique creole.” In 
Caravelle: cahiers du monde hispanique et luso-brésilien 44 (1985), pp. 91–111; Irurozqui, 
La armonía, pp. 128–140; Demélas, L’invention politique, pp. 377–399. 

30. Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 128–140; Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “La guerra de civilización. 
La participación indígena en la revolución de 1870 en Bolivia.” In Revista de Indias 222 
(2001), pp. 407–432.

31. Marten Brienen, “Interminable Revolution: Populism and Frustration in 20th Century 
Bolivia.” In SAIS Review 27/1 (2007), pp. 21–33.

32. One of the most interesting aspects of the Federal War and the involvement of indigenous 
groups in this conflict is, without a doubt, the fact that there never was any organized 
indigenous uprising and certainly no concerted effort to undertake an ethnic cleansing of the 
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indigenous involvement in the Federal War was little more than a thin federal veneer 

to mask the true intentions of indigenous leaders. It was believed that they hoped to 

exploit this lack of unity among criollos and mestizos; in the words of one 

contemporary observer, their involvement was: “un pretexto para poner en ejecución 

su plan preconcebido,” which consisted mainly of “la idea de exterminar la raza 

blanca” in favor of the establishment of an Indian Republic based on ancient social 

and economic customs and traditions.33

While we can acknowledge that Bolivian criollos and mestizos of the turn of 

the twentieth century lived quite literally in fear of their lives, in hindsight we

recognize that this fear was quite misplaced. They believed that in achieving their 

ultimate victory over the indigenous forces murderously rampaging across the 

Altiplano they had only narrowly escaped the establishment of a Cannibal Republic. 

In a horrific reversal of roles, in the Bolivian Andes civilization itself was under threat 

of extinction at the hands of mere savages, while elsewhere the inexorable march of 

progress had doomed to extinction all those whose racial and cultural heritage had left 

them ill-prepared to withstand the pressures of ever-expanding western civilization.34

It was within the context of a belief—which we now know to be false35—that 

the vast Indian Masses posed an actual threat to the survival of western civilization in 

the Bolivian Andes, that intellectuals and politicians began to reconsider the nature of 

indigenous savagery and barbarism. It was in the aftermath of this terrifying episode 

that urban Bolivians developed a true interest in understanding indigenous society and 

its functioning; this movement to reconsider the role and place of the Indian in 

Bolivian society is illustrated very clearly by the sudden surge in literary and 

Bolivian Andes. The evidence that has been presented to support the notion of some 
autonomous indigenous political project—whether or not this project should necessitate the 
extermination of the “white race”—was always exceptionally weak, consisting of little more 
than reports of isolated incidents of violence against Liberal as well as Conservative troops 
that were, if anything, enormously overreported by the urban media in an effort that can only 
accurately be described as deliberate fear-mongering for political and economic purposes. A 
single act of probable cannibalism does not a genocidal effort make. Demélas, L’invention 
politique, pp. 395–397; Also see: Irurozqui, ´The Sound of the Patutos.”

33. Resp. “A pretext to put into action their preconceived plan.” “The idea to exterminate the 
white race.” As quoted in Martinez, “La peur blanche,” p. 271.

34. This fear of indigenous insurrection has never quite disappeared. Indeed, even today the 
venerable La Razón has proven itself capable of publishing news articles describing what 
might happen to civilization itself should this Indian protest be allowed to get out of hand, 
thereby illustrating that the notion of the Indian as a savage threat to the survival of 
civilization is still very much alive.

35. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” p. 114.
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scholarly production dealing with indigenous society and its peculiarities as part of a 

larger effort to understand the threat posed by this popular majority. The 

circumstances of this introspective effort were thoroughly rooted in the primal fear 

felt by those who had half-expected to be eaten alive by the angry throngs, resulting in 

a proto-indigenista production that was quite distinctively Bolivian,36 having positions 

and considerations that were profoundly, if subtly, different from those adopted in 

other parts of the Americas where the problem of progress and modernization was 

essentially viewed as fundamentally rooted in the Indian Question itself. In Bolivia, 

unlike in some of its neighbors, the question of national construction was at least for a 

time secondary to that of the survival of western culture itself,37 and the need for a 

swift resolution to the underlying problem was urgently felt.

The idea that the indigenous uprising that had—as urban criollos and mestizos

imagined it—nearly brought about the extermination of the white race was a political 

project rooted in the desire to re-create Bolivian society according to indigenous 

cultural customs still surviving in the ayllus,38 meant that it was no longer possible to 

deny the ability of the Indian to comprehend the concepts of freedom and political 

participation. In the aftermath of the events of the late nineteenth century, a 

consciousness of indigenous society was thrust upon urban criollos and mestizos, and 

they were forced to reconsider the savagery of the Indian Masses that had nearly 

wrought the destruction of civilization itself under the banner of cultural distinctness 

and political awareness. In their efforts to make sense of this indigenous movement, 

Bolivian intellectuals began to study in earnest the indigenous ways of life in a 

manner not commonly found in Bolivia in the nineteenth century, the result being a 

decided shift from an exclusive focus on the physical characteristics of the Indian race 

and towards a consideration of the social and cultural circumstances in which the 

communities existed.39

36. Bautista Saavedra, Franz Tamayo, Alcides Arguedas, and Felipe Segundo Guzmán being the 
primary exponents of this phenomenon. Martinez, “Le renouveau”; Martinez, “La peur 
blanche”; Irurozqui, “¿Qué hacer?”; Salmón, El espejo, pp. 77–80, 90–110; Irurozqui, La 
armonía, pp. 145–171.

37. Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 129–131.
38. Irurozqui, “The Sound of the Patutos,” pp. 98–99; Platt, “The Andean Experience,” pp. 261–

302.
39. Perhaps the earliest effort to reconstruct the importance of social and environmental 

circumstances is to be found in the ultimately successful defense of those accused of the 
Mohozan cannibal holocaust itself waged by future president Bautista Saavedra, who stressed 
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The shocking realization—however false it may have been—that the 

indigenous population was both ready and willing to rid the country of the white race 

resulted in a serious reconsideration of the social woes plaguing society and an effort 

to delve into the indigenous psyche in order to understand the cause of the mindless 

bloodlust that had made itself master of the normally subdued and passive Indians. 

This should be viewed as a true reconsideration of indigenous savagery, one in which 

the old position of lack of culture was entirely abandoned and supplanted by the 

notion that Indians possessed a profoundly backward culture rooted in a pagan pre-

colonial heritage as well as in their constant victimization at the hands of repressive 

hacendados, corrupt corregidores (cantonal governors), and self-serving curas

(priests), whose version of Catholicism was informed largely by greed and cruelty. 

Such a culture of victimhood, paganism, and abuse could not but eventually result in a 

deeply felt hatred of the white race and a rejection of modern society due to the fact 

that the latter had been represented primarily by those who stood to gain economically 

from their abusive and repressive practices.40 The Indian, then, was capable of culture 

and in possession of it and precisely therein lay the problem; the culture they 

possessed predisposed them to anti-modern behavior, violence, and intellectual 

retardation. 

It is in this context of indigenous culture as the ultimate cause of the Indian 

Problem that we should view the emergence of a differentiated indigenous 

educational system, designed specifically to address the cultural shortcomings of the 

indigenous communities and to take into account the current cultural context in which 

the Indian existed. The creation of an indigenous education should thus be viewed as 

rooted in the recognition of the existence of indigenous culture as an entity, albeit an 

undesirable one. It is here, then, in the formulation of an educational policy that 

recognized the existence of an indigenous culture but regarded it as a problem, that 

we find the origin of Bolivian education as a means of assimilation in the cultural 

sense. Whereas nineteenth-century educational policy was rooted in the notion that 

Indians had no culture, and education according to European principles should have a 

civilizing effect and thus prepare the Indian for his role in the emerging nation-state, 

the importance of such factors in his assessment of indigenous culture: Saavedra, El ayllu. 
Also see: Irurozqui, La armonía, pp. 129–131, 149–152; Irurozqui, “¿Qué hacer?”

40. Which is precisely the argument put forth by Saavedra in his defense of the Indians captured 
in the aftermath of the Mohoza Massacre: Saavedra, El ayllu.
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the early twentieth century saw the evolution of a system that was built around the 

notion of transculturation as a necessary prerequisite for the successful incorporation 

into the nation;41 the underlying problem, then, had been redefined as rooted not in the 

absence of culture, but the presence of the wrong one.

This implicit admission of indigenous mental capacity, even when voiced in 

the context of cannibalistic atrocities and savage bloodlust, constituted a rather subtle 

change in prevailing opinions with regard to the nature of indigeneity and of the 

Indian as a specimen of human being. Such a change was not necessarily 

acknowledged by those who were its contemporaries, nor was there necessarily a 

realization that such a shift had even occurred, but we find it nevertheless reflected in 

the rather subtly different approaches the Indian Question both before and after the 

civil war that had sparked it, not least in the sudden interest in the nature of 

indigenous existence and the form and shape of indigenous social structures. 

In this respect, it is of particular significance to note that some of the first 

comprehensive studies into Bolivian society and the Indian mind appeared in the 

years after the events described above; the first true effort to gain insight into the 

much maligned ayllu was undertaken by noted Bolivian pensador (thinker) and 

politician Bautista Saavedra, who quite clearly expressed the connection between the 

events themselves and his desire to make sense of Indian society and its many woes. It 

is not coincidental that this description of the ayllu and those who inhabited it was 

produced by the very same man who had been responsible for the legal defense of the 

Indians charged with the infamous anthropophagic incident at Mohoza, and he 

himself made clear that his interest in the subject was the result of his efforts to 

defend the individuals charged with these atrocities.42 Indeed, in terms of intellectual 

production and socio-economic introspection, the years after the civil war are still 

regarded as no less than a golden age of Bolivian intellectualism and the birthplace of 

what can only be considered a peculiarly Bolivian brand of indigenismo. Its literary 

creations were so influential and so uniquely Bolivian in nature and origin that they 

still constitute required reading for a majority of Bolivians today,43 in an unfortunate 

41. Martinez, “Le renouveau,” pp. 260–262; 
42. Saavedra, El ayllu. This work in fact included his closing argument presented at the Mohoza 

trial.
43. Especially Alcides Arguedas and Franz Tamayo are still required reading in many Bolivian 

schools today. Alcides Arguedas, Raza de Bronce. La Paz: Ministerio de Relaciones 
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disregard for the now painfully outdated analyses of the nature of race in Bolivian 

society and the physical and mental constitution of the Bolivian Indian. These efforts 

to delve into the essence of indigenous society finally produced a definitive, if 

gradual, move away from purely biological considerations and were instrumental in 

reconstructing the essence of the Indian Question in terms of cultural difference. This 

transition was, of course, not instant and it took several years for the country’s leading 

pensadores to shift through the jumbled terminologies of savagery, race, biology, and 

ethnic difference to eventually settle upon a particularly Bolivian brand of 

indigenismo.44

It is, I admit, rather counterintuitive to argue that the transition from the criollo

position on the nature of indigenous savagery from one defined by biology into one 

defined as cultural in origin should have been the result of a deep-seated fear among 

urban classes that civilization itself might fall victim to anthropophagic savages

waging a war on both civilization and its white representatives in Bolivian society. 

Nevertheless, I am suggesting precisely that: it was the involvement of indigenous 

forces in the Federal War and their supposed autonomous political project of 

extermination in favor of the construction of an Indian Republic—one can scarcely 

think of a more horrifying prospect to those criollos so convinced of their own moral 

and racial superiority—that forced criollo society to consider what circumstances 

would have driven the comunarios, led by such publicly reviled men as Pedro Zárate 

‘El Temible’ Willka, to the atrocities generally attributed to them.

This transition from a racially defined concept of indigenous inferiority can be 

clearly observed in the chosen approach to the Indian Question itself, as official 

educational policies shifted not so much in terms of the state’s ability to provide it, 

nor in the degree to which it had been elevated to the status of absolute prerequisite to 

national construction as has been suggested, but rather in the reframing of this 

educational component of the Grand Design in terms of the need to tailor the 

Exteriores, 1988 [1919]; Alcides Arguedas, Pueblo Enfermo. La Paz: Ediciones ‘Puerta del 
Sol’, 1937 [1909]; Tamayo, Creación de la pedagogía. See also: Perla Zayas de Lima, La 
novela indigenista boliviana de 1910–1960. Buenos Aires: Ediciones Carra, 1985; Guillermo 
Francovich, El pensamiento boliviano en el siglo XX. Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura 
Económica, 1956; Salmón, El espejo; Baud, Intelectuales y sus utopías.

44. Salmón, El espejo, pp. 77–81. Also see: Nancy Leys Stepan, The Hour of Eugenics: Race, 
Gender, and Nation in Latin America. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991: pp. 135–153.
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educational system to the cultural realities of the indigenous communities themselves. 

It is in this context of the early twentieth century propositions for an indigenous 

education in the proper sense, one that took the preexisting cultural context into 

consideration, that we can first really speak of the educational advances sought after 

by the state as rooted in a desire to assimilate the indigenous masses, so long as we 

understand ‘assimilation’ to have constituted a process that fundamentally differed 

from the ‘civilization’ of a breed of child-like savages lacking any culture at the 

outset. The difference as I understand it here should be regarded as one in which one

culture is supplanted by another, rather than one where culture itself is introduced for 

the first time.

This ideological shift in the conceptualization of the indigenous population as 

marked by a flawed culture rather than by a lack of one, precipitated a change in the 

manner in which the notion of indigenous education was broached: rather than 

implanting culture, the schools would need to supplant an existing one, which requires 

a different approach. It is the notion that an existing culture—flawed though it may 

have been—needed to be supplanted that necessitated the creation of the escuela 

indigenal as an institution that stood separately from mainstream education aimed at 

criollos and mestizos.45 In this sense, we can view the invention of the indigenous 

school as marking the recognition of ethnic difference as determined by culture mores 

rather than by genetics, thereby constituting the institutionalization of cultural 

difference within the state and its institutions.

In this narrow sense, then, it can be argued that the escuela indigenal was an 

invention attributable to the Liberal Party and its reformers, and thus constitutes a 

significant shift that finds its origin in demonstrable changes in racial theory 

accompanying the transition from Conservative to Liberal Party rule. That sense, 

however, is too narrow and is neither useful nor indicative of the profound changes to 

the educational system itself. It certainly had an impact on the contours of the debate 

surrounding the Indian Question, paving the way for an institutionalization of the idea 

of cultural and ethnic difference; but the question remains to what extent it influenced 

the reality of educational reforms themselves and their impact on Bolivian society.

45. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 188.
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Reconsidering	Liberal	Reformism

It is interesting to note that even with the change in understanding indigenous society 

and its perceived cultural ills, much of the rhetoric regarding the need for education 

had remained unchanged. The heightened sensitivity towards the nature of indigeneity

as a phenomenon perhaps more deeply rooted in culture than in race—even though 

the rhetoric of the period was not entirely successful in untangling the two concepts at 

this point in time—may have altered how intellectuals viewed indigenous society 

itself, but it did little to change the underlying notion that indigenous culture was 

profoundly anti-modern and broken, and thus as much in need of the transformative 

influence of education as the pure savages of the preceding century. That is to say that 

the creation of a differentiated indigenous school reflected this heightened awareness 

in that it embodied the notion that indigenous cultural difference warranted a different 

approach to the ultimate goal of cultural homogenization: the indigenous school could 

hopefully more effectively transform indigenous society into a permanent component 

of a modern society reflecting western cultural norms and values. The goal itself, 

however, remained—at least, for now—unchanged, namely the construction of a 

modern nation-state free of cultural diversity and fragmentation. In this sense, we 

should look upon the creation of the indigenous school as it was envisioned in the 

rhetoric following the Federal War as a fairly subtle change in tactics, rather than 

something more profound than that. The ultimate function of the school remained as it 

had been in the century before, even though the methodology was subject to change.

Moreover, even when we may be suitably impressed with the changes that did 

occur during this period in terms of approaches to the education of the indigenous 

majority, it is important not to lose from our sights the undeniable fact that the 

problem of the preceding era had not been rooted, as has been suggested by Soria, in 

the particularities of criollo approaches to the Indian Question but rather in pervasive 

incapacity and incompetence.46 While the Liberal Party certainly did inherit a system 

plagued by tremendous difficulties and deficiencies, these had been the result 

primarily of the failure of continued attempts to propagate education and not of an 

unwillingness stemming from a racially motivated rejection of the notion of 

46. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49. See also the previous chapter.
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indigenous education per se. The invention of indigenous education as a separate and 

subordinate subcategory of the overarching educational system did not necessarily 

suggest any particular changes in the overall tactics employed to spread schools and 

educational programs nor did it in and of itself signal any notable advances with 

regard to the ability of the state to implement its plans for a comprehensive system of 

education, regardless of the manner in which such a system would be organized 

according to prevailing notions of cultural difference. In effect, we might argue that 

the institution of ethnically based curricular and institutional differentiation served 

primarily to add another layer of complexity to an already unsatisfactory system.

Indeed, when we revisit those studies that have dealt with the apparent 

advances of this period,47 we find that the emphasis has consistently been placed on 

the reformist programs and experiments devised and implemented by the Liberal 

Party and its educational activists; changes in criollo attitudes towards the indigenous 

masses are addressed only to offer an explanation for the supposedly successful and 

far-reaching reforms that ultimately brought true improvement. This changing posture 

has been cited as the reason behind a series of innovations and revolutionary reforms, 

but the latter have clearly been identified as the root cause of the dramatic 

developments in the educational system itself.

There is no doubt that the Liberal Party upon its ascent to power encountered a 

system of education that was wracked by severe fragmentation: there was an almost 

complete lack of oversight; there were no qualified teachers due to the historical 

failure of the state to effectively implement a teacher-training program or indeed any 

measure of certification; and those relatively few schools that did exist were marked 

by exclusivity. Primary education was divided between escuelas municipales, 

escuelas parroquiales, escuelas fiscales, escuelas privadas (private schools), escuelas 

particulares (private schools), and a host of other—non-Catholic—religious 

schools,48 indicating that even public education lacked uniformity as it remained 

divided between the escuelas municipales and escuelas fiscales, both of which, as I 

47. Prmarily Martinez, “La création”; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables; Martinez, “Los 
primeros pasos”; Martinez, “la peur blanche”; Martinez, “Le renouveau”; Choque, “La 
educación Indigenal”; Choque, “La problemática”; Calderón, “La deuda social”; Calderón, 
“Paradojas de la modernización”; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados”.

48. I.e. those religious schools not run by the Catholic Church, such as the escuelas parroquiales
(parish schools). See: Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 69.
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have shown, operated simultaneously towards the end of the nineteenth century. No 

successful escuela normal had been erected throughout the nineteenth century, due 

largely to the lack of resources and sustained institutional support.49 Most 

importantly, the vast majority of the population had no access to schooling at all, a 

shortcoming especially pronounced in the predominantly indigenous rural areas.50

In this context of institutional chaos, it is not surprising to find that a great deal 

of attention has been given to the ability of the Liberals not only to correctly identify 

the most serious shortcomings of the educational system but also to formulate well 

thought-out responses to them in a series of reforms, each intended to remedy one 

particular aspect of the ongoing crisis in educational development. As has been well 

established, the Liberals correctly identified the main problems hampering the 

educational system: institutional and curricular fragmentation, the lack of 

professionalism, and the lack of general access to educational resources, especially in 

the rural areas.51 In the mind of principal Liberal reformers, in order for education to 

live up to its potential as an engine of national construction and modernization, it 

needed to be standardized, brought under the central control of the state, heavily 

expanded in its geographic and demographic reach, and professionalized.52 It is 

interesting to note that in essence the Liberals identified the same problems as had 

their predecessors, formulating a series of reforms that was not greatly different from 

those attempted in earlier decades. 

The lack of professionalism had consistently been a source of unhappiness and 

had already led to the creation of a series of escuelas normales, none of which 

survived into the era of Liberalism.53 Likewise, the desire to create a generalized 

49. Cristóbal Suárez Arnez, Desarrollo de la educación boliviana (historia). La Paz: Empresa 
Editora Universo, 1970, p. 200; Reyeros, Historia, pp. 99–100, 192.

50. Due to the lack of credible statistical analysis from the period, it is impossible to determine 
how many schools existed that served the needs of the indigenous communities, and it is 
consequently also impossible to determine what percentage of the indigenous population 
remained without access to education. The consensus, however, was that the vast majority did 
not have such access. See: Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 69.

51. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 61–69; Suárez, Desarollo, pp. 193–194.
52. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 61–69; Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 54–

57.
53. Escuelas normales had been created in 1835, 1838, 1845, 1851, 1874, 1877, 1882, and 1892. 

Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 200. None, however, survived into the twentieth century. Suárez 
indentifies the main problem as the lack of financial support given to the schools upon their 
creation. He also indicates that the absence of trained professionals to teach in these 
institutions constituted a serious problem: Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 200.
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system of education accessible to all resulted in the severe fragmentation of the 

system itself, as with each new attempt to spread schools throughout the country, the 

state had increasingly charged third parties with the task of educating the people. The 

escuelas parroquiales had been viewed as an answer to the exclusivity of the 

educational system, as indeed had the escuelas municipales, and ultimately the whole 

project of libertad de enseñanza (freedom of education), which it had been hoped 

would spur private enterprise and religious institutions to deliver what the state could 

not. Indeed, the late-nineteenth century was marked by a series of failed attempts to 

reestablish centralized control over the unwieldy system, including the relatively 

famous reforms initiated by José Pol in 188654 and a series of attempts throughout the 

1880s and 1890s to impose a system of teacher-certification in order to establish some 

semblance of standardization and quality-control.55

Nevertheless, even though neither the theme of education as an engine of 

modernization nor the notion of comprehensive reforms aimed simultaneously at 

professionalization, expansion, and unification of the system was entirely new or 

attributable to some changed understanding with regard to the need for a 

comprehensive and generalized educational system, the apparent success of the 

Liberal reforms in bringing about an educational system that provided access to ever-

larger numbers of rural and urban youth has resulted in an altogether different 

appreciation of the efforts embarked upon by the Liberal Party and its most famous 

proponents of educational renewal.56 In contrast to the reforms of the previous 

century, those instigated by the Liberals have been viewed largely as responsible for 

the tremendous changes that followed in the years after the Federal War,57 despite the 

fact that these reforms cannot be viewed as unprecedented, suggesting again that 

something more profound had changed in the nature of the state itself with the advent 

of Liberalism that would allow it to bring to fruition reforms that had been attempted 

54. On Pol’s reforms, see: Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, 
Historia, pp. 380–393.

55. For example, by decree of 30 May 1895, which sought to impose new standards on teacher 
certification. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 442–443. The reforms of 1886 likewise proposed new 
standards for certification and rearranged the authorities in the favor of the state. See 
Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, Historia, pp. 380–393.

56. For examples, see: Choque, “La educación indigenal boliviana,” p. 134; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” p. 49. Martinez, “La création,” p. 162. Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, pp. 51–53; Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 94.

57. Brienen, “Los orígenes del caos educativo,” pp. 321–323; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” 
p. 49; Choque, “La educación indígenal,” p. 134.
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before. Indeed, Françoise Martinez has remarked that in 1905 “las cosas ya no eran 

como en 1886, y […] el estado sí podía darse los medios de alcanzar sus fines.”58

Historians have identified a number of Liberal reforms that they regard as 

pivotal in the development of the educational system and therefore serve as evidence 

of a significant change in the ability of the state to implement its reforms. The first 

and perhaps most celebrated of these is the creation of the Sucre Normal School, 

which was established in 1909 under the supervision of Belgian education expert 

Georges Rouma, and is often still erroneously identified as the first such institution in 

the Republic, in blatant disregard for the escuelas normales, though short lived, of the 

preceding century.59 Of course, the long history of failure that preceded the successful 

creation of the Sucre Normal School has only added to its allure, serving as proof of 

an increased ability on the part of the state to make good on its promises. Indeed, 

while there had been a number of escuelas normales prior to the 1909 establishment 

of the Sucre Normal School, the latter has the distinction of being the first to survive 

for any significant amount of time and to consistently produce a stream of normalistas

(normal school graduate) to populate the nation’s educational institutions. The 

establishment of the Sucre Normal School has been seen within the context of the 

clear need for a professionalization of the educational system, serving as a shining 

example of the state not only recognizing one of the chief problems of educational 

development, but acting decisively and effectively to remedy the situation.

Likewise, even though the problem of fragmentation and lack of oversight had 

long been understood—again in contrast to common assertions to the contrary—it 

was the period of Liberalism that brought what many have regarded as the first 

significant steps towards unification and standardization, primarily in the form of the 

state’s quest to establish a dominant role in the educational system by imposing 

controls on the certification of the teachers’ corps. Whereas the church had 

successfully resisted similar efforts throughout the 1880s and 1890s, in 1905 the 

Liberals were able to introduce centralized controls over the educational program of 

the church.60

58. “Things were no longer as they had been in 1886, and […] the state did have the means to 
achieve its goals.” Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” p. 90. This in regard, specifically, to 
attempts at reestablishing centralized control over the teachers’ corps.

59. The creation of the Sucre Normal School is detailed in: Martinez, “Una obra liberal.”
60. Martinez, “Los primeros pasos,” pp. 70–75.
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The seriousness of Liberal reformism has further been sought in the creation 

of the escuelas ambulantes (ambulant schools) in 1907,61 which has been viewed as 

the first concerted effort to thrust the modernizing impulse of education onto the 

supposedly stagnant indigenous communities of the Andean highlands and valleys 

through the establishment of a system of what can only be described as wandering 

teachers, who would travel between predetermined communities to teach for a time in 

each location and then continue on to the next.62 It is this effort in particular that has 

received a great deal of scholarly attention as evidence of the Liberals’ willingness 

not only to discuss the need for rural education but to take the steps necessary to bring 

it about, and therefore it has been featured prominently in scholarly works as the first 

step in the direction of a soon-to-be rapidly expanding system of rural schooling. 

Between the establishment of the Sucre Normal School, the institution of a system of 

rudimentary rural education in the escuelas ambulantes, and the legal efforts to 

enforce unification to allow the state to establish its ability to oversee and direct 

education throughout the nation, we have the elements addressing all three of the 

main concerns of Liberal reformers: professionalization, unification, and expansion, 

respectively. All three resulted in what have been widely regarded as victories for the 

state in its quest to counter the fragmentation of the educational system, its limited 

reach, and its lack of professionalism, and have therefore been seen also as 

elementary steps towards a true reconstruction of the educational system itself.

However, even though historians have tended to emphasize the importance of 

the reforms, they have expressly done so against a backdrop of supposed nineteenth-

century apathy towards education. The reorganization that marks the Liberal era has 

thus been interpreted almost as if it stood as a solitary first attempt to create a 

comprehensive system of education and, as we have seen, this is not the case; the 

dismal state of education had been rooted in an overabundance of reforms rather than 

a lack of them. When we consider Liberal reforms within the context of the reforms of 

the preceding decades, we find that in terms of their content and stated objectives, 

they do not stand out as particularly innovative. As stated above, nineteenth-century 

politicians and intellectuals had identified many of the same problems in the 

61. On the escuelas ambulantes, see: Martinez, “La création.”
62. Martinez, “La création,” pp. 162–165.
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development of an effective educational system that might ultimately propel the 

nation into an era of modernity and prosperity.

Indeed, the lack of uniformity had already led to comprehensive reforms 

intended to remedy the chaos that governed education, most recently in the 1886 

proposals of Minister José Pol.63 Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, Conservative 

administrations had—unsuccessfully—sought to impose new standards on the 

escuelas municipales and escuelas parroquiales, especially in terms of teacher 

qualifications and the right of the state to subject aspiring teachers to a centralized 

exam.64 The related issue of the escuela normal had, as I have already indicated, 

prompted a series of attempts throughout the nineteenth century to erect precisely 

such an institution. Even the program introduced in 1905 by Juan Misael Saracho to 

finally bring the civilizatory influence of the school to the indigenous population in 

the form of the escuelas ambulantes had already been introduced in the defeated 

reforms of 1886.65

More important, perhaps, is the fact that these efforts to unify, professionalize, and 

expand the educational system are not representative of the success achieved by the 

Liberals overall. The Liberal victory over the church in 1905 may be regarded as a 

step in the direction of unification, but at the same time it is important to recognize 

that primary education was controlled largely by the municipalities,66 and that these 

maintained their independence from centralized control until 1936.67 While the state 

was capable in 1905 of enforcing its will on the church, it failed to do so with respect 

to the much more influential municipalities, despite efforts to do so.68 The emphasis 

on the Liberal victory scored against the church, with this in mind, appears to have 

largely overshadowed the fact that the state had failed again to establish control over 

local authorities and that the celebrated reforms of 1905 in effect cemented and 

63. On Pol’s reforms, see: Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, 
Historia, pp. 380–393.

64. For example, by decree of 30 May 1895, which sought to impose new standards on teacher 
certification. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 442–443. The reforms of 1886 likewise proposed new 
standards for certification and rearranged the authorities in the favor of the state. see: 
Rodríguez, La reforma; Martinez, “Un proyecto local;” Reyeros, Historia, pp. 380–393.

65. See: Reyeros, Historia, 378–379. See also: Martinez, “La création.”
66. More than sixty percent of primary schools in 1898 were escuelas municipales [municipal 

schools]: Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 92.
67. Per decrees of 2 November 1936 and 4 November 1936.
68. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 64.
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affirmed the state’s inability to impose its will on the municipalities and thereby on 

the bulk of the primary educational system. 

The escuela normal presents a similar picture of a limited success that hardly 

qualifies as a resounding victory for educational reconstruction. While the school did 

indeed survive and consistently produce qualified teachers for the first time in 

Bolivian history—not a minor feat—these came at a tremendous cost. The school was 

extensively researched by missions sent abroad, and finally constructed under the 

watchful eye of Belgian expert Georges Rouma.69 This preparatory work and the 

maintenance of the school after its foundation were an expensive affair, using up a 

considerable portion of the available budget.70 The tangible results were, while real 

enough, not impressive; the school produced teachers in disappointingly small 

quantities, never quite enough to truly impact the otherwise complete and utter 

absence of qualified personnel from the schools.71 Moreover, while this escuela 

normal can perhaps be considered the greatest accomplishment of the Liberal 

educational policy, its success was not repeated in the string of escuelas normales to 

be created in the 1910s. The escuelas normales rurales of that decade suffered a fate 

comparable only to that of their nineteenth-century predecessors, failing to remain 

open for more than a few years and producing only a handful of normalistas rurales

(graduates of rural normal schools). This was due in large part to inadequate funding, 

opposition to the schools by local authorities,72 and ill-prepared professors of 

questionable ability.73 The last of them were closed in 1922.74

Perhaps the most revealing is the case of the escuelas ambulantes, which have 

been touted as the first attempt made by the state to create schools specifically for the 

69. See: Martinez, “Una obra liberal”; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 286–310; 
Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 81–83.

70. For an overview of these missions, see: Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 56–58; 
Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, pp. 286–290. The temporary solution of sending 
retired teachers abroad to gain experience which they could then transmit was especially 
singled out for criticism for its tremendous cost: Martinez, “Una obra liberal,” pp. 187.

71. In its first decade, it produced an average of 20 normalistas per year, which would not have 
been enough even to meet the needs of the schools being added on a yearly basis. Suárez, 
Desarrollo, p. 206.

72. The Colomi school, for example, was ordered off the property when the school failed to 
properly support the political candidacy of the owner. Suárez, Historia, p. 245.

73. The first of these schools were manned by normalistas, but failed to understand the purpose of 
the escuelas normales rurales, imparting a second rate urban education, according to Suárez: 
Suárez, Historia, p. 244.

74. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” p. 21.
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indigenous population, as such representing the first embodiment of the newly 

invented notion of a specific and targeted escuela indigenal.75 While the effort has 

been praised precisely because it was supposedly the first concerted effort on behalf 

of indigenous education, it is important to recognize that the idea itself had been 

introduced already by José Pol in 1886, and that even prior to that there had been a 

number of efforts to create schools specifically for the indigenous communities.76 The 

results of these earlier efforts had not been encouraging, but they meant that some 

communities already had access to schooling at the time of the Liberal reforms.77

More to the point, the escuelas ambulantes fared no better than the efforts of the 

nineteenth century, the project being declared a failure just a few years after its start in 

1907.78

Here, too, the continued weakness of the state is revealed as the root of failure: 

active resistance by hacendados and local authorities—who feared that the schools 

would upset the rural balance of power, and threaten their continued exploitation of 

their indigenous workers—prevented the state from implementing its program beyond 

the immediate vicinity of the urban centers of La Paz and Potosí.79 In addition, while 

extolling the virtuousness of the maestros ambulantes (ambulant teachers), the state 

remained unwilling or unable to pay salaries that might have convinced the criollo

and mestizo urbanites to take up the challenging work of traveling from community to 

community to spread the gospel of modern living.80 Given the conditions and 

genuinely rotten pay, the life of the rural teacher remained more of an exercise in self-

flagellation on the altar of nationhood than a viable career choice and as such it 

should come as no surprise that the effort failed to attract sufficient numbers of 

qualified individuals who wished to become maestros ambulantes. The general state 

of affairs in rural education, in which teachers were promised little more than a life of 

75. Choque, “La problemática,” p. 14; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” pp. 144–145; Martinez, 
“La création,” p. 162.

76. For example by Minister Cortez in 1862, ordering that indigenous communities build schools 
if they had none: Reyeros, Historia, p. 215. The 1872 ley de libre enseñanza likewise 
demanded the construction of “establecimientos de instrucción rural en las aldeas y ayllus, de 
indígenas tributarios [establishments for rural education in the villages and ayllus of tributary 
Indians].” Reyeros, Historia, p. 269.

77. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–21; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 41–48; 
Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118–121.

78. Lora, Sindicalismo, pp. 182–184; Choque, “la educación indigenal,” p. 146; Martinez, “La 
création,” pp. 170–171.

79. Martinez, “la création,” p. 170; Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, pp. 186–188.
80. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 187.
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abject poverty—insufficient pay, and general self-sacrifice81—that would contribute 

to the ultimate undoing of the escuelas normales rurales. 

Scholars have emphasized the content of Liberal reformism, touting the zeal 

and enthusiasm with which reformers such as Juan Misael Saracho and Daniel 

Sánchez Bustamante went about attempting the complete overhaul of the educational 

system for the benefit of the national project. However, the reality is that despite the 

minimal advances registered during this period, the Liberal reforms effectively 

reproduced not only the intent but the substance of nineteenth-century reforms, 

proving the reformers themselves to be not at all particularly innovative or original in 

shaping the reforms themselves, but also damning their efforts to failure. In contrast 

to the assertion made by Françoise Martinez, the state proved itself no more capable 

of effectively establishing its dominance over rural society and over the profoundly 

fragmented educational system than it had been in previous decades, rendering false 

the notion that there was a dramatic turnabout during this period. Under the rule of the 

Liberal Party, the state had indeed embarked upon an effort to spread the gospel of 

modernity through a series of rural schools, but the experiment had failed. The 

escuelas normales that did not have the prestige of their counterpart in Sucre met their 

untimely demise under circumstances painfully similar to those surrounding the 

premature death of the institutions that had come before them, leaving only the rather 

ineffectual Sucre Normal School to produce an unsatisfactory number of teachers to 

work in the burgeoning system. Moreover, the system itself remained cripplingly 

fragmented, even in the face of ongoing rhetoric regarding the absolute need for 

unification.

The realization that no dramatic change came about in the ability of the state 

to control society accompanying the transition from Conservative to Liberal Party

rule, as evidenced by the ongoing failure of the state to adequately address the 

problems it had been able to identify—just as their Conservative predecessors—

leaves us with a particularly burning question. If we accept, as I would propose, that 

we can look upon the reforms of the early twentieth century as essentially constituting 

a continuation of past approaches to education, then we are left without an adequate 

81. Georges Rouma himself spoke of “sacrificios sin pausa [unrelenting sacrifice]” in describing 
to aspiring teachers of the Sucre Normal School what life lay ahead of them: as quoted in 
Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, p. 295.
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explanation for the one overwhelming piece of evidence cited by those who would 

hold that the transition to Liberal Party rule in the aftermath of the Federal War marks 

the birth of indigenous education: the undisputed fact that this period was 

characterized by a rapidly expanding system of rural and indigenous schools. It is 

clear that a significant change occurred in this period, and if we cannot attribute it to 

an enhanced ability on the part of the state to deliver on promises long undelivered, 

then who was ultimately responsible for this development?

The	Re-Creation	of	Institutional	Chaos

In order to understand the emergence of a rapidly expanding system of rural and 

indigenous education during the early twentieth century, it helps to review exactly 

what had been going on in the educational system and what explanations were offered 

for it at the time. Indeed, in the context of a scholarly tradition wherein an emphasis is

placed primarily on the role of the state in this development, it is of particular interest 

to see how in the aftermath of the Liberal reforms, a quite different picture is painted 

by those directly involved in the educational process and its development. 

Upon asking himself the rhetorical question of why his institution consistently 

failed to produce rural teachers, the director of the escuela normal rural de la Florida

answered in his extensive 1921 report that the question itself was fundamentally based 

on a false premise; while he bemoaned the fact that his school had only existed for a 

few years and did not receive the funding it needed,82 he argued above all else that 

while the state had created institutions like this one to prepare teachers for a life of 

sacrifice in the rural and indigenous schools, it had not undertaken the construction of 

rural and indigenous schools themselves.83 How could the admittedly very few 

82. The somewhat hostile language of the director of the Escuela Normal Rural de Sacaba, 
Gualberto Villarroel Claure, in this 1921 document should be interpreted as defensive in the 
context of the 1922 closure of the Escuelas Normales Rurales by order of President Bautista 
Saavedra. 

83. Rigoberto Villarroel Claure, Educación indígena: informe que el Director de la Escuela 
Normal Rural de la Florida (Sacaba) e Inspector accidental de Educación de la Raza 
Indígena, presenta a la ilustrada consideración del Señor Presidente del Consejo 
Universitario del Distrito. Cochabamba: NP, 1921, pp. LXXVII–LXXVIII. The argument 
presented by the director is fallacious. While it may be true that the state did not engage in the 
active construction of schools for graduating teachers to attend, it is not true—as we shall 
see—that no such schools existed. The main problem that prevented normalistas rurales from 
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graduates of the institution be blamed for not serving in indigenous schools, when the 

state had made no effort to build any?

It is by any measure a remarkable statement, voicing frustration over a policy 

that provided for teacher-training but not for schools. Even more remarkable is the 

fact that he was not alone in his assessment of government policy with regard to the 

construction of schools in rural areas. In 1926, the responsible Minister of Education, 

Tomás Monje Gutiérrez, in response to questions put to him by members of Congress, 

stated that: 

[…] la penuria de nuestro presupuesto y, por qué no decirlo de una 
vez, cierto lamentable desconocimiento de la raíz de muchos males que 
sufre la nación, no han permitido al estado sostener escuelas para 
indígenas, habiendo quedado la creación de ellas librada a la iniciativa 
de los mismos indígenas que están dando muestras inequívocas de su 
hondo deseo de liberación de la ignorancia […]84

The message is crystal-clear: in spite of an official rhetoric espousing the need for 

indigenous education, the state had not actively undertaken the construction of 

schools in indigenous communities.85 Indeed, beyond the rather sadly unsuccessful 

escuelas ambulantes, there is no evidence that the state had implemented any 

comprehensive plan to create schools in the rural areas, even though it did create 

escuelas normales rurales where teachers for such schools could be trained and 

formulated a complex set of regulations governing indigenous schools (1910) and an 

entire estatuto de educación de la raza indígena [statute for the education of the 

Indian race] (1919).86 Nor indeed, based on the depressing fate of the escuelas 

ambulantes and escuelas normales rurales, does it seem at all very likely that the state 

would have been capable of implementing such a plan any more than nineteenth-

serving in such schools was that their diplomas enabled them to obtain much better jobs in the 
urban areas, which were equally deprived of qualified and trained personnel, where salaries 
were higher as to be incomparable, and the standard of living was significantly higher. 

84. “[…] the destitution of our budget and, why not come out and say it once and for all, a certain 
regrettable ignorance of the root cause of many of the ills that afflict our nation, have not 
permitted the state to maintain indigenous schools, leaving the creation of those up to the 
initiative of the selfsame Indians, who have shown unequivocable evidence of their deep 
desire to be liberated from ignorance […]” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: 
Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la 
Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

85. With the exception of some isolated schools in indigenous communities. This, however, does 
not a policy make. See: Calderón, “Paradojas,” pp. 114–121; Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” 
pp. 20–23.

86. In 1910: Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 77–79; Lora, Sindicalismo del 
magisterio, pp. 194–195.
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century reformers had succeeded in creating schools “en todos los pueblos y aldeas de 

la República.”87

Beyond the abysmal experience of the escuelas ambulantes, which were 

declared a failure in 1907, there was no concerted effort on the part of the state to 

introduce schools into the rural areas, despite the clear rhetoric in support of a 

comprehensive and accessible system of education. The somewhat startling 

conclusion, based on observations made by Monje Gutiérrez and supported by 

evidence presented by a variety of scholars, is that the effort to create schools in 

indigenous communities was driven primarily by members of the communities 

themselves. At the same time, however, this fits rather neatly with what little we do 

know about the emergence of rural schools during the nineteenth century, when, as 

Reyeros has pointed out,88 indigenous delegations already made their way to the 

capital to request schools for their communities, demonstrating the “hondo deseo de 

liberación de la ignorancia” of which Monje Gutiérrez spoke in 1926.89 Indeed, as we 

have seen in the preceding chapter, there is ample evidence to suggest that even in the 

nineteenth century, and long before the creation of the escuelas ambulantes, some 

communities had already succeeded in creating schools and gaining access to 

education, and some of these schools had apparently existed for many years.90

While the activity of indigenous communities on their own behalf can be 

traced back to the nineteenth century, it was a series of measures taken by the Liberals

that would unexpectedly prompt a dramatic increase in this kind of development. In 

1907, the armed forces, in an effort to create a more functional military apparatus, 

introduced a system of rudimentary education for its conscripts, meaning that 

indigenous draftees were to be taught Spanish, reading, and writing.91 In addition, in 

1905 a law was passed that stipulated that any individual who met a minimum of 

87. “In all the villages and towns of the republic.” Which is of course precisely what Monje 
Gutiérrez suggested: ALP/ME, Expedidos Congreso Nacional 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 
1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta 
a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

88. Reyeros, Historia, p. 440.
89. ALP/ME Expedidos Congreso Nacional 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 

Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes,” f. 52.

90. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 20–21; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 41–48; 
Calderón, “Paradojas,” 118–121

91. Juan R. Quintana Taborga, Soldados y ciudadanos: un estudio crítico sobre el servicio militar 
obligatorio en Bolivia. La Paz, PIEB, 1998, pp. 27–73; Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos 
semblables, pp. 422–425.
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requirements—as demanded by the still effective ley de libre enseñanza of 1872—and 

opened a school for the indigenous communities could request official authorization 

for that school and would not only be rewarded financially, but would also receive 

material support from the state for the school as well as official recognition for the

teachers.92

The unlikely combination of these two measures resolved a number of 

problems at once that had previously obstructed the efforts of indigenous 

communities to do for themselves what the state could not: undertake the construction 

of indigenous schools. The 1905 measure created the express legal framework that 

allowed communities to do this, while the 1907 measure provided the communities 

with the solution to the most pressing problem: where to get teachers for their schools. 

Indeed, one of the reasons for the failure of the escuelas ambulantes and the dismal 

state of education had been the simple shortage of teachers and the historical inability 

of the state to produce them in sufficient quantities. The military alphabetization 

campaign, however, would bring a steady stream of young men back into the 

communities with newly acquired literacy skills and a working knowledge of 

Spanish.93 In addition, the large mining operations of the Andean highlands also 

operated schools for the workers in the mining camps, such as the famous mining 

camp of Huanuni, where a night school was created for miners in 1908.94 Given that 

mining depended to a large extent on seasonal labor, the presence of educational 

facilities in the mining camps provided a further stream of literate adults who returned 

to their communities of origin.

Given the absence of viable teacher-training, the requirements for the 

otherwise rather unpopular position of rural teacher were never particularly 

overwhelming, while the ability of the state to effectively examine aspiring teachers

was no greater now than it had been before, thus opening the way for members of the 

communities themselves to become teachers in schools of the communities’ own

92. The reward was Bs. 20 per student per annum. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, pp. 181–
182. This also gave them access to the teachers’ retirement fund.

93. Humberto Mamani Capchiri, “La educación india en la visión de la sociedad criolla: 1920–
1943”. In Roberto Choque, Vitaliano Soria, et al., Educación indígena: ¿ciudadanía o 
colonización? La Paz: Aruwiyiri, 1992, pp. 79–98: pp. 85–88.

94. ALP/ME vol. 448 “Oficios de la prefectura de Oruro, 1908–1909, 1908 #8” (Oficios 
Prefectura Oruro 1908), 21 May 1908, Prefecto de Oruro Ascarrunz TO Ministro de Justicia e 
Instrucción Pública: “Oficial Mayor del Ministerio de Instrucción Pública, señor Liborio 
Oropeza.”
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creation. It was in the aftermath of these measures that the circumstances had been 

created that would allow for indigenous education finally, though with a slow start, to 

take off.95 Indeed, at the end of the 1920s, two societies would be created by the 

caciques apoderados (representative chiefs) with the express goal of expediting the 

process of construction and authorization, thereby significantly speeding along the 

process.96

Due to the absolutely unreliable nature of any statistical information produced 

by the state in the first decades of the twentieth century,97 it seems unlikely that we 

will ever be able to establish just how many schools appeared as a result of the legal 

framework created by the Liberals between 1905 and 1907. First of all, it is difficult 

to establish how many of these schools had existed prior to the moment at which 

official recognition was requested within the framework of the 1905 provision.98

Secondly, the state itself had little idea of the exact location or number of the schools 

it had granted authorization.99 Lastly, in counting the number of escuelas fiscales—

which included the escuelas ambulantes and the indigenous schools of indigenous 

creation—there is no easy manner to distinguish between those built at the behest of 

the communities and the ones of regular creation, other than to find reports of 

inspections that would mention this or to find the initial request for authorization. 

Nevertheless, there is consistent evidence to show that communities did request such 

authorization, while there is little evidence showing any concerted effort on the part of 

95. Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118–121. Conde places the start of the 
movement in 1910. Ramón Conde Mamani, “Lucha por la educación indígena, 1900–1945.” 
In Data: revista del instituto de estudios andinos y amazónicos, vol. 5 (1994), pp. 85–95: pp. 
87–88. Other researchers have mostly concentrated in the 1920s. Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” pp. 59–63; 

96. The “Sociedad República del Collasuyo” and the “Centro Educativo de Aborígenes Bartolomé 
de las Casas.” See: Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 23–29; Soria, “Los caciques-
apoderados,” pp. 63–75.

97. As evidenced by the fact that estimates for the labors of the Liberal government presented by 
Martinez, Calderón, and Reyeros vary so wildly as to be entirely unconvincing.

98. As indicated above, we have solid evidence to suggest the existence of a number of 
indigenous schools in the nineteenth century as well as at the beginning of the twentieth, even 
though some of these may not have had an official status. See Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” 
pp. 21–22; Valda, “Sobre la instrucción,” pp. 43–48; Reyeros, Historia, pp. 215, 269–270, 
440–441; Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 118–121; Claure, Las escuelas 
indigenales, pp. 47–50.

99. On several occasions, the state attempted to obtain such information from prefectos and 
subprefectos, who proved largely unwilling or unable to provide this information. See, for 
example: ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios” 
(NSP Rurales), f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar 
Géhain: “Los datos que pide.”
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the state to create schools and assign teachers beyond the failed experiment with the 

escuelas ambulantes.

The consequences of this development would be difficult to overstate. I have 

elsewhere argued that due to the ambiguous nature of the indigenous school as an 

institution constructed and maintained by the communities yet part of government 

bureaucracy upon state recognition,100 the schools played a significant part in the 

reconfiguration of the relationship between the state and the indigenous communities, 

as the indigenous teacher gained something that the communities had not enjoyed in 

the Republic prior to this moment: direct access, through the teachers, to the central 

state as a result of the fact that regardless of the manner of their creation, the schools 

were regarded as escuelas fiscales and thus were part of the government 

bureaucracy.101 Remarkably, the emergence of the indigenous school in this period 

gave rise to a new mode of communication, not only allowing the teachers to make 

known the abuses suffered by their communities—as well as in many cases by 

themselves—at the hands of corrupt officials and exploitative hacendados (owners of 

haciendas), but indeed prompting the state to recognize these schools as windows into 

the indigenous communities, allowing them to disseminate information on legal 

protection for the indigenous communities and gather information on rural life and 

social structures, which was often sorely lacking among urban intellectuals pondering 

the Indian Question.102

In a period associated with the first steps along the road to unification,103 the 

state had essentially created the conditions that would allow for the emergence of an 

entirely new segment of the educational system that would operate largely 

independently of state intervention. Created, maintained, and operated by members of 

the communities, these schools eluded centralized control and, as became clear during 

later inspections, did not come near to conforming to the transformative notions 

espoused by the Liberal state; rather than engaging in an active pursuit of civilization

a la criolla, one inspector in later decades complained that: “los maestros actuales 

100. That is the main thesis presented in: Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools.”
101. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 643–647.
102. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 644–645. 
103. As detailed by Martinez in: Martinez, “Los primeros pasos liberales.”
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continúan enseñando las costumbres autóctonas. No teóricamente, sino prácticamente 

con los mismos procederes.”104

Moreover, whereas the municipal system at least functioned according to its 

own logic and internal organizational structures, each of the new escuelas indigenales

functioned in a relative vacuum, far removed from other schools and only very 

infrequently subjected to inspection. Had the nineteenth century produced an anarchy 

of autonomous institutions, dividing the education system between escuelas fiscales, 

escuelas parroquiales, escuelas municipales, and escuelas particulares, the Liberals

had fostered a system consisting of largely autonomous unitary schools (escuelas 

unitarias)—soon to become the largest single portion of the educational system as a 

whole—leaving their successors, especially in the revolutionary upheaval in the 

aftermath of the Chaco War, to create order out of the most complete chaos.

In a very real sense, the willingness of the state to allow this autonomous 

development further strengthens the notion of the period of Liberal rule as 

constituting a continuation of past policies and practices, in effect recreating the 

ongoing fragmentation of the educational system in spite of stated efforts to promote 

unification. Indeed, the small victory against the Church on the issue of 

standardization was soon overshadowed by the emergence of an entire branch of the 

educational system that functioned even further beyond the restricting confines of 

state power.105 It is interesting to note, in this respect, that as the emphasis shifted 

towards unification and the creation of escuelas fiscales, the state lost control even 

over this portion of the educational system.

It is easy to draw a parallel between the willingness of the state in the 

nineteenth century to delegate control over large portions of the educational system to 

parties outside of its immediate control as a means of promoting the expansion of 

education itself, in an apparent recognition of the limited ability of the state itself to 

provide for an ever-expanding network of schools, and the enthusiasm with which 

ministerial officials welcomed the indigenous embrace of the opportunities afforded 

them under the 1905 provisions, often touting the zeal of the indigenous communities

104. “Today’s teachers are continuing to teach autochthonal customs. Not theoretically, but in 
practice, using the same behaviors.” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; Oficios 
Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944” (Vocalía Recibidos Núcleos 1944), #44/44, 16 May 
1944, Eusebio reyes Beltrán to Toribio Claure: “Referente a circular no. 2/44.”

105. Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 64.
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in seeking access to education as evidence of their desire to abandon traditionalism 

and ignorance.106 In effect, the willingness to grant authorization to indigenous-run 

schools, even when it was clear that the teachers requesting authorization were ill-

equipped, can be regarded as an admission of defeat in the aftermath of failed 

escuelas ambulantes. The rhetoric employed in this contest bears a striking 

resemblance to the rhetoric that spawned the escuelas municipales, escuelas 

parroquiales, and the escuelas privadas of the ley de libre enseñanza, all of which 

were viewed at the time as an answer to the continuing inability of the state to provide 

schools.

The	More	They	Stay	the	Same

The fundamental problem with our approach to indigenous education has been the 

insistence that the development of the indigenous school must be the result of state 

intervention. It has been this guiding principle that has caused historians to focus on 

the reforms executed by the Liberal Party in an effort to establish the role of the 

Liberals in the birth of indigenous education and in doing so to ignore the fact that 

some indigenous communities had already maintained schools and that furthermore, 

the reforms implemented by the Liberals followed patterns already established during 

the nineteenth century. In effect, the Liberals reproduced both the innovations of their 

predecessors and their ultimate failures. When we make up the total balance of early 

twentieth-century educational policy and its effects, we find that the Sucre Normal 

School counts as one of very few, if not the only, Liberal success-stories and even that 

only by a stretch of the imagination. 

The odds were long to being with. Having established that the nineteenth

century was rife with reform and the failure of reform, to search for the primary 

difference that would characterize Liberal success—the evidence consisting of a rapid 

expansion of rural education—constitutes itself a proposition that is fraught with the 

difficulty of exceptionally high expectations of some newly acquired ability on the 

106. ALP/ME “Expedidos Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes,” f. 52. ALP/ME “Oficios de las escuelas ambulantes, 1908” (Oficios Ambulantes 
1908), 24 March 1908, José Gutiérrez Barragán to Ministro de Educación: “Escuela de 
Carachuyo”; Martinez, “La création,” p. 170.
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part of the Liberal state to overcome those difficulties that had impeded such progress 

for decades prior to their rise to political prominence. The evidence available to us 

shows that, in fact, the Liberals were no more capable of imposing their will on 

society than their predecessors, while the reforms they proposed were neither 

innovative nor particularly revolutionary, the bulk having been drawn directly from 

proposals and projects introduced long before the Federal War. It had been 

incompetence and institutional incapacity that had determined the outcome of those 

initial programs of sweeping reform, and in this regard there was no sea change, no 

measure developed by the Liberals that would put them at some significant advantage 

to allow them to magically enhance their hold over a society still profoundly 

fragmented by economic, social, racial, and cultural difference.

Even the rise of the indigenous school, which certainly does appear to have 

gained significant momentum during this period, constitutes a continuation of 

established patterns rather than some momentous break with the past, as has been the 

suggestion inherent to the idea that the Liberal reforms brought about something 

entirely new and revolutionary. Just as nineteenth-century statesmen struggled with 

their desire for a comprehensive and coherent system of education and in their 

desperation would allow third parties—municipal, local, private, ecclesiastical—to 

take charge of whole segments of the educational system, so too did the Liberals

ultimately create the conditions that would allow the indigenous communities to 

master their own educational advancement. When we consider the shape and form of 

this system of education, if such a description is at all accurate, then the one thing that 

stands out is that this increasingly vast portion of the educational system existed far 

beyond the reach of the state, which at no point seemed to have any accurate 

information as to the total number of schools, their location, and certainly had little 

ability to control what went on inside them. The inability of the state to reproduce the 

Pyrrhic victory it had achieved in the Sucre Normal School in any of its rural 

incarnations determined that the indigenous schools of this period would be run 

internally, that is to say, by members of the communities themselves. All in all, the 

state had once again contributed to the formation of a large body over which it exerted 

little or no control, mirroring the experience of their predecessors in the escuelas 

parroquiales and escuelas municipales. 
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Nevertheless, even if we must conclude that the contribution of the Liberal 

reformers of the early twentieth century hardly constitutes the kind of sweeping 

transformation suggested by most authors who have singled out the Liberal Party as 

the inventors and tireless promoters of the indigenous school, we can credit them with 

the invention of ‘indigenous education’ in the sense that they created a segment of the 

educational system that was specifically designed to stand separate from the 

remainder of the educational system. The rhetoric employed by Liberal reformers did 

reflect a change in prevailing attitudes with regard to indigenous culture, but not one 

that would provide the means and tools necessary to the establishment of a system of 

indigenous education controlled and supervised by the state. It is particularly 

interesting to make note of the fact that while researchers have pointed especially 

towards Liberal efforts for unification, their primary impact on indigenous education 

had been to allow the creation of yet another branch of the educational system over 

which it exerted no control, and at that, one that would soon overtake all other 

branches as the most sizeable.




