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Chapter	III:
Chaos	Reigns,	The	State	of	Education	Prior	to	

A	Blind	Spot	

Before we can turn our gaze to the famous escuela-ayllu of Warisata, the cooperative 

brainchild of indigenous educators such as Avelino Siñani and government officials 

such as Elizardo Pérez—the latter being the individual generally credited with the 

creation of the school—we are left to examine a relatively brief period of time 

following on the heels of the Era of Liberal Reformism and immediately preceding 

the creation of Warisata in 1931, which brings us to what constitutes little other than 

one of the most singularly overlooked periods in the history of indigenous education

in the Bolivian Republic. To a large extent, I would argue that this lack of attention to 

what in my mind constitutes an exceptionally important decade has been the result of 

the rather unfortunate fact that this period does indeed fall neatly between the two 

most studied periods in the development of indigenous education in Bolivian history, 

following, as it did, in the wake of the Liberal Reforms that have been hailed as the 

‘birth of indigenous education’—even though I have had occasion in the preceding 

chapters to argue against that interpretation—and immediately preceding the creation 

of the experimental school of Warisata that has in turn been hailed by historians and 

anthropologists as the single most important moment in the history of indigenous 

education for reasons to be examined in depth in the following chapter. The 

intervening period with which we are here concerned, then, has been sadly wedged 

between these pivotal moments and has been featured, if at all,1 as little more than a 

brief and rather uninteresting stopover along the road from one significant phase in 

the development of indigenous education to another.

1. Achá, for example, skips it altogether in his otherwise comprehensive—and nearly completely 
plagiarized—history of education. Samuel Achá B., Proceso histórico de la educación 
boliviana: ensayo critico. Sucre: Librería Túpac Katari, 1959.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

111

Indeed, the fact that it is difficult even to address this period without first 

referring to both Liberalism and Warisata, is a testament to the difficulty in even 

defining this decade-long interval as a ‘period’ in its own right. Unlike those two 

other moments, it has not been the subject of in-depth studies and analyses, and we 

find that works that do address events taking place during this time period do so 

mostly to make a series of observations regarding the desire of the indigenous 

communities to have schools and the unwillingness of the state to provide them,2

which as we have seen in the earlier chapters of this work, is more than likely a 

mischaracterization of the state’s intent—especially when this unwillingness is 

mentioned in the same breath as the assimilationism present in the educational system

sought after by the state. The state could not be simultaneously unwilling to create 

schools and nefariously plotting to build schools in order to destroy indigenous 

culture.

Nevertheless, it can easily be argued that this relatively short interval between 

the two foremost periods of supposedly momentous change—the birth and subsequent 

maturation of indigenous education, if you will—was itself of the utmost importance, 

precisely given its unfortunate place in the history of indigenous education. If we are 

to accept that Warisata brought about significant change, as I will argue in the 

following chapter, then it is the educational legacy of this period that was made 

subject to that change, and the looming gap in our understanding of educational 

development in the period right before the creation of Warisata is lamentable, then, 

especially since it robs us of the context needed to fully understand the significance 

and impact of Warisata, and above all, the very reasons for which that school was 

created. It was, after all, the reality of education in the nineteen-twenties and early 

nineteen-thirties that prompted the construction of the experimental school that has 

since been hailed as the “casa de los explotados.”3

It is, of course, precisely because Warisata was to follow on the heels of this 

period that we should pay it more attention than it has traditionally received. Given 

the importance attributed to the escuela-ayllu, it will not do to enter into an analysis of 

2. In particular in Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 82–84; Conde, “Lucha por la educación,” 
pp. 88–90; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 59–63.

3. “The house of the exploited.” Juan Luís Martínez, Algunas experiencias de educación popular 
en Bolivia: (Estado de Arte), La Paz, CEBIAE, 1991, p. 26 as quoted in Stephenson, Gender 
and Modernity, pp. 54–55.
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that experimental school without fully understanding—or at least reaching as full an 

understanding as is possible given the lack of primary sources stemming from this 

period4—the historical and political context in which that school arose. In this sense, 

we should consider the period at hand to constitute a crucial blind spot, obscuring 

from view the circumstances in which great changes eventually occurred. This 

chapter, consequently, constitutes an attempt to reconstruct the educational 

development that marks this era, even though, admittedly, fairly little data is 

available, and to come to some meaningful conclusions regarding the overall state of 

education in the Bolivian Republic at the dawn of the Era of Warisata.

Remarkably	Unremarkable

One might be forgiven for expecting that a revolution led by the very man who as 

Minister of Education (1909–1913) was responsible for some of the most significant 

reforms implemented during the Liberal Era—especially the construction of the 

escuela normal de Sucre and the escuelas normales rurales that had nonetheless so 

miserably failed to achieve their objectives—and who had himself ushered in an era 

of growing indigenismo with his groundbreaking essay on the ayllu,5 having 

developed a particular interest in indigenous culture and its supposed shortcomings as 

lead defense attorney for the indígenas charged with the infamous Mohoza Massacre,6

would result in a series of significant changes in the structure of an educational 

system that remained as much a failure in 1920, the year of the military coup d’état 

4. In a private conversation with the former minister of education responsible for transferring the 
archives of the Ministry of Education to the Archivo de la Paz, he intimated to me that one of 
the reasons that prompted him to do so was the discovery that ministerial officials had been 
selling off archival materials as scrap-paper in order to supplement their admittedly meager 
incomes, and it would appear that the first decades of the twentieth century have fallen victim 
to this practice more so than later years, resulting in a general lack of archival material from 
which to work on historical analyses. Indeed, a great many volumes stemming from this 
period appear to have been lost.

5. See Saavedra, El ayllu.
6. See Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “La guerra de razas en Bolivia: La (re)invención de una 

tradición.” In Revista Andina 11/1 (1993), pp. 163–197; Irurozqui, “The Sound of the 
Patutos”; Irurozqui, La armonía on the Mohoza Massacre and its aftermath, including the trial 
of those accused of eating their victims. The closing argument presented by the defense 
attorney, Bautista Saavedra, is included in his work: Saavedra, El ayllu.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

113

orchestrated by Bautista Saavedra himself, as it had been in 1899, but one would 

sadly be mistaken.7

As I detailed in the preceding chapter, the reforms presided over by Saavedra

as Minister of Education, as well as those designed and implemented by both his 

predecessors and successors, were miserable failures. The struggle to professionalize 

the teacher corps had resulted in no more than a single arguably successful 

institution—the Sucre Normal School, which nonetheless failed to produce more than 

a mere trickle of qualified teachers, very few of whom ever taught in an actual 

classroom and none of whom would ever teach in indigenous schools. The escuelas 

normales rurales, which had been created at the behest of Saavedra himself,8 were 

plagued by so many insurmountable obstacles—chief among which was their almost 

complete inability to produce teachers—that one of the most significant acts 

undertaken by Saavedra as president of the republic was to close the remaining ones 

in 1922.9

Most importantly, of course, there remains the fact that during the celebrated 

reforms of the early twentieth century, and with the exception of the escuelas 

ambulantes that were denounced by their own architect as a fiasco just years after 

their creation, the state had failed completely and utterly to construct any indigenous 

schools. Indeed, one of the rather angry accusations leveled by the director of the 

escuela normal rural de la Florida against the school’s detractors, who had 

complained that it failed to produce teachers, had been that the state never created any 

schools for such teachers to work in to begin with.10 For all the rhetoric spewed by 

Sánchez Bustamante, Segundo Guzmán, and indeed Saavedra himself, the state had 

simply abandoned indigenous education to the indigenous communities under the 

statute of 1907 and had limited its active involvement in the creation of indigenous 

education to the rather ill-conceived escuelas ambulantes. In short, then, it is both safe 

and reasonable to state that upon the Republican takeover led by Saavedra in 1920, 

7. On the 1920 coup d’état and the political developments surrounding it, see: Klein, Bolivia, pp. 
170–177.

8. Having been instrumental in defining indigenous education as a rural and agricultural 
endeavor: Bautista Saavedra, Memoria de 1910, p. LXXXV as quoted in Martinez, Qu’ils 
soient nos semblables, p. 361.

9. The remaining escuelas normales rurales were closed by order of President Bautista Saavedra 
due to the never-ending stream of problems that surrounded them. Choque, “La 
problemática,” pp. 15–21. Alse see: Suárez, Historia de la educación, p. 276.

10. Villarroel, Educación indígena, pp. LXXVII–LXXVIII.
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the state faced essentially the same set of problems that had been encountered by their 

Liberal predecessors in 1899. 

Unlike the Liberals before them, however, the Republicans appear not to have 

approached the problem with a brand-new set of sweeping reforms as had been the 

pattern until their ascent to power. We find no evidence of any broad-ranging changes 

to the educational system, nor even an angry denouncement of the failure of their 

predecessors, but rather a quiet continuation of the policies and practices established 

in the two decades prior.

This lack of significant change in educational policy includes the continued 

absence of involvement in the creation of indigenous schools, as there is no evidence 

that the state actively created any of them during the 1920s. Indeed, as late as 1927, 

the Minister of Education, in response to a question from members of Congress as to 

the number of indigenous schools maintained by the state, stated tersely that: “[…] 

como éstas no existen, este dato es imposible proporcionarlo,”11 and went on to 

indicate that the state simply did not have the funds to build schools, leaving the 

construction of such schools to the indigenous communities, under the 1907 law that 

allowed them to do so.12

Rather than actively engaging in the construction of schools in the rural areas, 

the state continued to rely on the communities to create their own. Indeed, the state 

was incapable even of living up to the legal requirements it had imposed on itself to 

provide material assistance in the form of books, desks, pencils, and other teaching 

materials, which it was obligated to provide through its shockingly inadequate system 

of almacenes escolares (school warehouses).13 As is clear from numerous complaints

11. “Since these do not exist, it is impossible to provide that data.” ALP/ME Expedidos Congreso 
Nacional, 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la
Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

12. ALP/ME Expedidos Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931, La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de
corrientes,” f. 52.

13. Indeed, the archives are awash in documents emanating from individual schools as well as 
school inspectors and other officials detailing the lamentable lack of even the most basic of 
supplies, despite ongoing promises of official support through the almacenes escolares, which 
were in charge of distribution of such materials, including everything from desks to pencils. 
There are many complaints about corrupt and unequitable distribution of materials and funds 
in the archives. One case in particular documents the illegal sale of scholarly materials for 
personal gain: ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos 1939,” #O/168, 17 April 1939, Jefe del 
Departamento de Educación Rural to Prefect of La Paz: “Subprefecto de Ayata.” Some 
interesting cases have also been presented by Soria: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 
60–62. Indeed, even ministerial authorities acknowledged the fact that demand far outstripped 
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filed by teachers of indigenous schools, as well as those of other schools integrated 

into the system of almacenes, these basic materials did not reach the schools. Indeed, 

even teachers themselves often went without pay for extended periods of time:

La Dirección General [de instrucción pública] ha encarecido, reiteradas 
veces, acerca de la necesidad de cancelar los haberes del personal 
docente de la República, reclamación que consta en diversas 
comunicaciones de esta oficina. Por otra parte, se impone dejar 
constancia de que, tanto el señor Ministro como el señor Presidente de 
la República se han esforzado en ese sentido, y si no se ha podido dar 
una satisfacción cumplida a todos, lo fue sencillamente por una 
imposibilidad material de parte del Tesoro.14

In keeping with this apparent tradition of educational expansion through official 

divestiture—i.e. the transfer of educational responsibilities to third parties, whether 

ecclesiastical, municipal, or private, in hopes that they might accomplish what the 

state could not—the Saavedra administration did enact legislation in 1922, refined 

through further decrees in 1927 and 1929 and then again in 1936, to require the 

landed estates with more than sixty colonos to construct schools for colonos at the 

expense of the owner of the estate,15 thus in effect ordering hacendados and 

rancheros (ranchers) to build schools for their colonos.16 As had been the case with 

the schools operated by indigenous communities prior to this decree—where we 

would assume that the vast majority operated in the context of ayllus rather than 

the ability of their offices to meet the demands that were streaming in, describing it as a 
“problema nacional” (national problem) that affected “todas las escuelas de la República [all 
the schools of the republic]:” ALP/ME “Oficios directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 
Adhémar Gehain to Ministro de Educación, 7 February 1927: “informe del rector de 
Chuquisaca,” p. 3. It is of note that this was very much the same problem that had already 
been described during the Liberal reforms: ALP/ME “Ministerio de Instrucción, Oficios 
Varios Por Trimestre 1911,” no page, no number, 2 February 1911: Director Sección 
Almacenes to Inspector Instrucción Primaria La Paz: “Silabarios.”

14. “The Directorate General [of Public Education] has repeatedly expressed the urgent need top 
pay the salaries of faculty throughout the Republic, a complaint made evident in a variety of 
communications from this body. On the other hand, it should be made clear that both the 
Minister and the the President of the Republic have made every effort in this regard, and if it 
has not been posible to satisfy everyone, it has been simply because it has been physically 
imposible on the part of the treasury.” ALP/ME “Oficios del Directorato General de 
Instrucción Pública, Varios 1927,” #127, 7 February 1927, Director General Gehain to 
Ministro de Instrucción Pública: “Comunicación de fecha 26 Enero 1927.”

15. It is interesting to note that Saavedra alluded directly to this legislation as an attempt to create 
schools without having to pay for them: Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 84.

16. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 21–22. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 82–84. Marta 
Irurozqui cites the same legislation, but places it in 1923 as opposed to 1922: Irurozqui, “La 
ciudadanía clandestina,” Per decree of 22 October 1929, this decree was altered to the effect 
that any fundo rústico (rural estate) with more than twenty-five souls should build and 
maintain a school. Suárez, Historia de la Educación, p. 300.
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haciendas, even though there was nothing specific in the law of 1907 standing in the 

way of colonos requesting the same authorization for a school that comunarios could 

legally obtain17—the state was legally responsible for the distribution of teaching and 

learning materials, as well as the requisite desks, tables, blackboards, and other such 

basic necessities.18 It is nonetheless clear from observations made by those targeted 

by Saavedra’s educational policies during this period that the state was no more 

capable under his leadership to meet its obligations and make good on its promises of 

material and economic support than it had been before.19

It is unfortunate that the dismal record-keeping abilities of the Bolivian state 

coupled with its inability to gather reliable data has meant that it is not possible that 

we will ever be able to do more than venture a crude guess at the number of schools 

that may have appeared in the rural areas as a result of these measures,20 but we do 

have ample reports from that period as well as the period following the creation of 

Warisata that suggest that the state could count on very heavy resistance from 

hacendados,21 who were not only unwilling to bear the cost of this project but also 

considered education of the indigenous masses to be a clear and present danger to the 

status quo of rural society. They feared the emergence of a class of ‘uppity Indians’ 

who would agitate and possibly cause widespread discontent and violence,22 upsetting 

17. Indeed, I have not seen any evidence of schools of this kind having been created on the 
haciendas, but at the same time it is important not to preclude the possibility of this.

18. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 21–22; Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 83. 
19. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 82–84, 86–92. Conde in particular cites some specific complaints with 

regard to the inability of the state to lend support to the schools in indigenous communities. 
Also see: ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 7 February 27, 
Adhémar Gehain to Ministro de Educación: “Informe del rector de Chuquisaca,” f. 3.

20. Although ministerial officials would have us believe that the number ranged into the hundreds. 
According to a 1930 document, some 280 schools had been created as a result of the Decree of 
22 October 1929, which followed on the 1922 decree issued by Saavedra to require fundos 
rústicos to create schools at their own expense. See: ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y 
parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 45, 05 May 1930, Inspector Escuelas Rurales 
Chuquisaca (Prudencio) to Director General de Instrucción: “Sociedad Rural Chuquisaqueña” 
and ALP/ME ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de 
oficios,” f. 69, #47, 12 May 1930, Inspector Escuelas Rurales Chuquisaca (Prudencio) to 
Director General de Instrucción: “Escuelas establecidas hasta la fecha.”

21. Often of a violent nature. Mamani, “Lucha,” p. 81. Also see: ALP/ME ALP/ME vol. 822 
“NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 45, 05 May 1930, Inspector 
Escuelas Rurales Chuquisaca (Prudencio) to Director General de Instrucción: “Sociedad Rural 
Chuquisaqueña.”

22. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 80–81, 88.
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the delicate balance of power that until then had so unquestionably tilted in favor of 

the landed class.23

There are many reported incidences of violent repression, and state officials 

noted with resentment the almost complete unwillingness of hacendados to comply 

with legal requirements regarding the construction of schools on their properties. 

Nevertheless, there is some indication that a steady stream of haciendas capitulated to 

the demands and ultimately provided schooling, even when the total number of them 

was consistently estimated to have remained very small at least into the mid-1930s.24

The most interesting aspect of this development is perhaps the manner in which it 

took place: while the state did continually threaten hacendados who failed to comply, 

it was widely understood that it did not possess the means the enforce compliance, 

and we have no records showing anything beyond angry letters to the individuals 

involved and pleas to the local authorities to take action. Internal complaints show 

that such action often did not take place. It was pressure from the colonos themselves 

that in some documented instances forced the hacendados to construct the schools.25

In many ways, the imposition of legal requirements to force haciendas to 

provide education to a large section of the Bolivian population as a means of 

remedying the state’s own inability to do so mirrors the 1859 requirements imposed 

on the Church to provide education through its parishes,26 not only in the delegation 

of basic responsibilities to a third party, but also in that the state had no means at its 

disposal to ensure compliance and therefore was left to bemoan the lack of conformity 

over the course of the following decades. Indeed, the matter of private schools on 

haciendas and other fundos rústicos (rural estates) such as the plantations of the 

eastern lowlands would remain an issue throughout the 1930s and 1940s, as 

successive governments continued to struggle with hacendados over their non-

compliance.27 The key difference, however, was that in a number of these 

23. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 82–84.
24. It was not until the mid-1930s that the Ministry started producing statistical data with regard 

to the amount of schools on haciendas as I will show in chapter V.
25. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 642–644.
26. Reyeros, Historia, pp. 121, 208, 293, 350, 380.
27. See, for example: Archivo y Biblioteca Nacionales de Bolivia (ANB) vol. 421 “Presidencia de 

la República; Palacio de Gobierno; Correspondencia, Ministerio de Educación, Ministerio de 
Hacienda, 1942”, #B1227/4212, September 1942, Ministro de Educación to Presidencia: 
“Federación Sindical del Departamento de Oruro.” ALP Prefectura (ALP/PA) vol. 212 
“Correspondencia ministerios, 1939/1,” #2278, 16 September 1940, Prefecto del 
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communities, schools did in fact appear even when it is clear that the hacendados did 

not willingly provide the means for their education. Indeed, when we consider that 

colonos themselves, teetering at the very bottom of social hierarchies as landless and 

disenfranchised peasants locked into a system that hovered somewhere in between 

feudalism and outright slavery, managed to achieve what the state had failed to in 

decades of relentless reformism, we are confronted with a reality that suggests that, in 

some cases at the very least, even the downtrodden colonos possessed a greater ability 

to impose their will on recalcitrant hacendados than did the state during this formative 

period.

Interestingly, the mining corporations were faced with the very same 

requirements and responded with a considerably greater sense of cooperation and 

responsibility than rural elites. They had long been required to provide education in 

the mining camps, recognizing it was in their own interest to provide such services to 

the laborers and their families. It is of particular interest to note that many laborers in 

the mining camps worked on a seasonal basis, eventually returning to their 

communities of origin with ever-increasing levels of basic education and thus creating 

a pool of literate and informed rural workers and farmers not only in the ayllus but on 

the haciendas as well, helping to bridge the problem of the utter and complete lack of 

teachers in these communities.28

However, with the exception of this rather half-hearted attempt to force the 

construction of indigenous schools, educational policy largely remained business as 

usual. Just as their predecessors had done in the nineteenth century and the early 

twentieth century, the Republicans confronted the problem of inadequate—or rather 

absent—teacher training by attempting yet again to construct an escuela normal rural, 

this time the instituto normal indígena del Altiplano (indigenous normal institute of 

Departamento de La Paz to Ministro de Educación: “Oficio de fecha 12 de agosto último.” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y Varios 1945,” 16 October 1945, Ministro de Educación 
to Presidente de la HCN: “Respuesta a oficio 249/45 de fecha 4 del corriente.” Also, Getino, 
Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 115.

28. It is interesting to note that traditional historiography has not looked kindly upon the mining 
corporations, which to this day are reviled in the literature as well as in popular rhetoric as 
having leeched Bolivia’s wealth off without contributing to the nation as a whole. This 
rhetoric has also been extended to the willingness of the corporations to provide schooling in 
the mining camps, even though the available evidence certainly shows that unlike other 
economic sectors, the mining industry was more than willing to create and fund schools in 
clear contradiction to the overwhelmingly negative popular perception. See, for example, 
Brienen, “Interminable Revolution.”
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the Altiplano),29 which had been ordered into existence in 1926 and rather 

characteristically turned up dead in the water even before it had materialized:

Habiéndose imposibilitado, por serias dificultades financieras, la 
creación del Instituto Normal Indígena del altiplano, en cumplimiento 
del Supremo Decreto de 21 de abril de 1926, el Departamento de 
Educación Indígena de esta Dirección General se ha ocupado con 
empeño e iniciativa, de buscar una solución que permita abordar el 
importantísimo problema nacional de educación indígena en la 
amplitud de las condiciones económicas del país.30

It should not come as a surprise that this subsequent effort to tackle the problem of 

teacher-training within the limited means of the state meant that the country was left 

still without any adequate facility to resolve the problem of dependence on so-called 

maestros interinos (improvised teachers) to serve in the country’s schools for lack of 

an alternative. Having failed yet again to construct an escuela normal rural to resolve 

the fundamental problem of teacher training, the solution was sought in a certification 

scheme along the lines of the one that had been defeated during the 1880s, demanding 

that the interinos subject themselves to a national exam.31 In what remains of the 

archives relating to this period, there is no evidence to suggest that anything came of 

it at all or that any exam was taken even by a single interino. Ultimately, towards the 

end of the decade, the Ministry admitted defeat and resolved the problem of the 

interinos by automatically converting all interinos with ten years of experience into 

maestros titulados (improvised teachers with seniority), freeing them of further 

obligations with regard to certification on the basis of their experience and alleviating 

the problem of the interinos by recategorizing whole swaths of them without ever 

29. The school, created per decree of 21 April 1926, was to be built in Viacha and headed by 
Alfredo Guillén Pinto, himself a 1914 graduate of the Sucre Normal School: Suárez, 
Desarrollo, p. 205.

30. “Having become impossible, due to serious financial difficulties, the creation of the 
Indigenous Normal Institute of the Altiplano, in compliance with the supreme decree of 21 
April 1926, the Department of Indigenous Education of this Directorate general has diligently 
attempted to find a solution that would allow it to deal with the very important national 
problem of indigenous education in keeping with the financial state of the country.” ALP/ME 
“Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 18 June 1927, Gehain to Ministro de 
Educación: “Decreto de 21 de abril de 1926,” p. 1. Ultimately, as Gehain indicated, the project 
failed as a result of an inability to gather sufficient funding to remodel the hacienda to make it 
suitable as a teaching environment.

31. ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 1927,” 27 April 27, Gehain to 
Rectores: “Circular,” p. 1.
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having subjected any of them to certification or any other measure of quality 

control.32

It should be noted that, even though the state itself created no schools in the 

rural areas, it did acknowledge that colonos and comunarios had been busily creating 

them themselves under the 1907 statute permitting them to do so, and for the first time 

since 1907 chose to address the problem of supervision through the creation of the 

inspección general de educación indígena [Inspectorate General of Indigenous 

Education] (IGEI) in 1926,33 initially headed by Nestor Adriázola, who had graduated 

from the Sucre Normal School in 1912.34 Very few of its records remain—at least, 

insofar as it concerns this period—but what little evidence exists of its activities 

suggests that although its creation constituted a step in the right direction, the creation 

of a specialized bureau within the confines of the Ministry of Education did not alter 

the fundamental problem relating to supervision. There remained a basic lack of 

individuals qualified to do the work,35 leaving the inspección general wholly 

dependent upon the cooperation of local authorities to provide it with the data it 

required. This, of course, meant that the ability to execute adequate inspection had in 

no way been altered and remained largely absent, given the continuing lack of 

cooperation on the part of local authorities. As the inspector de escuelas rurales y 

parroquiales (inspector of rural and parish schools) pointed out to the director 

general de instrucción (director general of education) in 1930: 

[…] es de advertir que son aquellas autoridades las únicas a las que 
podemos recurrir en demanda de los datos que precisamos, ya que ni la 
inspección ni las departamentales pueden recojerlos [sic] directamente 
por el tiempo excesivamente largo que tendrían que emplear para 
recolectarlos en las bastas [sic] extensiones de los departamentos.36

32. Suárez, Historia, p. 300.
33. ALP/ME vol. 465 “Congreso Nacional, Copiador de Oficios Expedidos 1925–1931,” f. 50, 27 

August 1926, Ministro de Educación to Presidente de la HCN: “Respuesta a petición de 
informe del Honorable Representante de Vallegrande, Feliciano Lijerón.”

34. Suárez, Desarrollo, p. 205.
35. Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 90.
36. “It should be noted that those authorities are the only ones we can turn to to obtain the data we 

require, since neither the inspectorate nor the departments can obtain them directly due to the 
excessive amount of time that would be required to collect them in the vastness of the 
departments.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de 
oficios,” f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Los datos que pide.”
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On the whole, the educational policies of the Republican Party clearly followed 

patterns established during the preceding period and were marked by the same overall 

failure that had long characterized educational policy and practice. The notion of 

unificación (unification) remained largely unaddressed—municipal schools retained 

their autonomy—and the incoherence of the system was, if anything at all, made ever 

so slightly worse by a further divestiture of educational responsibilities of the state in 

its attempt to make the haciendas and estancias (ranches) responsible for the 

education of colonos, even if this approach was never backed by any serious attempt 

to enforce the 1922 and 1929 decrees. The issue of teacher training also remained, as 

escuelas normales rurales were shut down in 1922 and the institution that was created 

in 1926 to address the problem never materialized. Likewise, the certification scheme 

of 1927 was half-hearted at best, given that the Ministry of Education had no 

administrative capacity to subject the hundreds of teachers active in the country to its 

proposed examinations; so long as the state lacked even the capacity to gather 

credible statistics with regard to how many teachers there were at any given moment 

in time, or where indigenous schools were operating, the very notion of such a scheme 

can scarcely be taken very seriously. Most importantly, perhaps, remains the fact that 

even now, the state created no indigenous schools.

A	Quiet	Revolution

The lack of sweeping changes in the educational system as created and managed by a 

state apparatus that was clearly incapable of resolving the overwhelming problems 

that hindered educational progress might lead one to conclude that this period 

constitutes nothing more, at least in terms of educational development, than a simple 

continuation of the Liberal Era, and thus is not particularly deserving of a special 

place—or indeed a dedicated chapter—in the annals of the history of indigenous 

education. That conclusion, however, would be false.

While there is little doubt that financial constraints, administrative incapacity, 

and lack of cooperation from local authorities remained at the core of the state’s 

difficulties in constructing an effective and coherent system of education, the period 

leading up to the founding of Warisata certainly did constitute one marked by change 
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in the rural areas. During the Liberal Era, the indigenous school and its expansion in 

the rural areas had emerged as an affair dominated not by state intervention, but by 

the proactive participation of indigenous communities in the process under the 1907 

statute that promised a financial reward for those who created such schools in 

indigenous communities,37 and I have shown in the preceding chapter that this indeed 

gave rise to the appearance of an ever-increasing number of schools. 

Indeed, the 1920s were marked by a growing and rather impressive 

enthusiasm among indigenous communities and their leaders for the promise held by 

education in terms of their ability to safeguard cultural traditions, guard against the 

infractions of hacendados and others who sought to take advantage of the indigenous 

population, and to participate more directly and more actively in society at large.38

Notwithstanding the dearth of primary sources and the absolute absence of 

statistical data,39 all available evidence points towards a continued effort by 

indigenous communities to provide education for themselves so long as the state 

remained unable or unwilling to do so effectively;40 the expansion of education in the 

rural areas was thus still left to “la iniciativa de los mismos indígenas.”41 Just as had 

been the case in earlier decades, the problem of attracting teachers had been resolved 

locally by the military service, which provided a consistent supply of at least literate

indígenas who would then serve as teachers in their communities, making use of the 

37. See Martinez, “La création.”
38. See Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 82. This enthusiasm was commented on also by those 

involved in the creation of educational policy: see, for example, ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador 
de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes,” f. 52.

39. Indeed, Géhain himself lamented the lack of statistical data, noting that even “el porcentaje de 
analfabetos indígenas, desde 1907 nos es desconocido. [the percentage of illiterate Indians has 
been unknown to us since 1907].” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: 
Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to 
Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 
51.

40. Some evidence for this is presented, among others, by Choque, who observes that petitions for 
schools according to the regulations created in 1907 were being granted, for example, between 
1922 and 1930, citing a number of specific instances of this in the Department of La Paz. 
Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 22–23. Soria presents further evidence for such schools 
during this period: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–71.

41. “The initiative of the Indians themselves” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: 
Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to 
Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 
52. Also see: Carlos B. Mamani Condori, Taraqu, 1866–1935: masacre, guerra, y 
‘renovación’ en la biografía de Eduardo L. Nina Qhispi. La Paz: Aruwiyiri, 1991, pp. 128–
130.
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fact that the requirements under the 1907 statute were not only very limited but also 

unenforceable due to the lack of adequate inspection.42

Throughout the 1920s, a constant stream of requests for authorizations for the 

construction of schools was presented to the Ministry of Education through a variety 

of channels, often made directly and in person by community representatives who had 

traveled on foot to the seat of government to present their petitions for authorization.43

Given the fact that the state had no teachers to offer and could not offer the material 

support to which these schools were legally entitled, the result was an ever-expanding 

and very loosely-knit system of indigenous schools operated, funded, and maintained 

by members of indigenous communities, as indeed ministerial officials themselves 

noted in 1929:

[En] las fincas y comunidades del altiplano existen muchas escuelas 
costeadas por indígenas, siendo los maestros ellos mismos, en su 
mayoría egresados de los cuarteles, después de cumplido el servicio 
militar.44

Added to these schools were, of course, the relatively few schools operating on 

haciendas that had somehow succumbed to pressures exerted on them by the state and 

the colonos to construct schools in compliance with the decrees of 1922 and 1929, 

which together constituted a further contingent—however small—of indigenous 

schools operating in the rural areas.45

42. Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 91.
43. Conde, “Lucha,” p. 89. This remained a ‘problem’ in the eyes of ministerial officials well into 

the following decades, witness a complaint presented in 1936 by the Minister of Education to 
the Archbishop of La Plata: ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 
August 1941, Minister of Education Adolfo Villar to Archbishop of La Plata: “analfabetismo.” 
Also see: ALP/ME “Ministerio de instrucción y agricultura; comunicación epistolar del 
interior de la república 1927,” 12 July 1926, Soruco Ipiña to Monje Gutiérrez: “cacique y 
apoderado Guillermo Cruz.” Also: ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 
1927,” 7 February 1927, #127 f. 3, Gehain to Ministro de Instrucción: “Puntos del rector de la 
Universidad de Chuquisaca.”

44. “On the farms and in the communities of the Altiplano there are many schools maintained by 
the Indians, they themselves being the teachers, most of them having graduated from the 
barracks after the completion of their military service.” Comisión de Instrucción al Senado 
Nacional, 9-IX-29, as quoted in Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 91. Conde presents similar 
evidence: “En esos tiempos sólo nos enseñaba nuestra gente, los q'aras no querían 
enseñarnos...” [In those days only our own people educated us, the q’aras (white people) did 
not want to educate us…] Susana Maydana, La Paz, 28-VII-1985, Archivo y Taller de 
Historia Oral Andina (ATHOA), as quoted in Conde, “Lucha,” p. 91.

45. Calderón, “Paradojas de la modernización,” pp. 111–123; Brienen, “The Clamor,” p. 619; 
ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales, 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 69, #47, 
12 May 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Escuelas 
establecidas.”
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The indigenous enthusiasm for increased access to education that is evident 

from the expansion of the indigenous school in this period was met with significant 

resistance from rural elites, including hacendados, local authorities, and local church

authorities, all of whom regarded this development as a threat to their position in rural 

society.46 It was not just the hacendados who responded to this threat with violence, 

as I noted above, but, as Conde, Irurozqui, and Soria have shown, vecinos and local 

authorities of adjoining towns and villages also reacted with a notable degree of 

violence, burning and destroying schools, persecuting teachers, and threatening 

parents in order to maintain the status quo.47 Indeed, representatives from one 

community complained in a memorandum presented to the President of the Republic 

that:

[Hemos] sabido que los vecinos de esos cantones están en contra [de la 
instrucción], haciendo consentir a los indígenas que los que van a 
aprender a leer y escribir es para ser castigados y que sus miembros 
serán mutilados y reventados sus ojos, con estas mentiras [...] quieren 
sembrar la discordia entre nosotros y todo para aprovechar del trabajo 
indígena.48

It was in response to this violence and the many threats of violence, as well as the 

overall difficulties individual communities had had in creating schools, that two 

indigenous organizations emerged that were intended to aid communities in the 

process of obtaining official authorization for their schools and to channel complaints

from the communities with regard to obstacles put in their way by those hostile to the 

concept of indigenous education to the Ministry of Education.49

The first of these, the Centro Educativo de Aborígenes ‘Bartolomé de las 

Casas’ (CEABC) was founded in 1928 by Santos Marka Tula,50 and legally 

46. Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 88.
47. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 89–91. Also see: Soria, “Los caciques,” pp. 60–63; Irurozqui, “The 

sound of the Patutos,” p. 112.
48. “We have known that the townsfolk of these cantons are against education of the Indians, 

making it known to the Indians that those who learn to read and write will be punished and 
that the members [of the communities] will be mutilated and their eyes will be gouged out, 
with such lies […] they wish to sow discord among us and all of this to benefit from the labor 
of the Indians.” As quoted in Conde, “Lucha,” p. 91.

49. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 63.
50. Also known as Santos Warku and Santos Marka T’ula: Carlos Mamani, “Dos líderes 

aymaras.” In Los bolivianos en el tiempo. La Paz: Universidad Andina Simón 
Bolivar/INDEAA/La Razón, 1993, p. 263. Conde, “La lucha,” pp. 92–93; Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” pp. 63–68; Roberto Choque Canqui, “Sociedad República del 
Collasuyo (1930).” In Boletín Chitakolla 3/25 (1985), pp. 5–9. Conde refers to the 



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

125

incorporated in 1930, uniting caciques (indigenous leaders) and apoderados

(representatives) from across the highlands51 in their desire to aid in the foundation of 

schools in indigenous communities and thus fulfilling a crucial role, left vacant by the 

state in directing the development of indigenous education. The second organization, 

the Sociedad República del Collasuyo (SRC), was founded in 1930 by Eduardo 

Leandro Nina Quispe,52 who had long been active in education in the Aymara 

speaking highlands of La Paz. Nina Quispe had been active in the Taraqu uprising 

(1920–1922) as apoderado,53 and he was involved in indigenous schools throughout 

the 1920s, especially in the Yungas region of La Paz.54 While the CEABC had a 

national focus, the SRC concentrated its efforts largely within the department of La 

Paz, uniting representatives from the provinces of Murillo, Ingavi, Los Andes, 

Omasuyos, Larecaja, Muñecas, Camacho, Caupolicán, Loayza, Sicasica, Pacajes, Nor 

Yungas, and Ingavi.55

organization as the Centro Católico de Aborígenes ‘Bartolomé de las Casas,’ rather than 
CEABC. Conde, “La lucha,” p. 92.

51. According to Conde, The CEABC was active in La Paz, Oruro, Chuquisaca, and Cochabamba. 
Conde, “Lucha,” p. 93.

52. The spelling of his last name has been subject to some variation and is also given as Qhispi, 
sometimes even in the same text: e.g. Carlos Mamani, “La educación india.” I have opted for 
the original spelling as opposed to the variant preferred by Aymara scholars who have 
attempted to decolonize the spelling of Aymara terms, phrases, and names, primarily because 
Nina Quispe himself never used this new variant and published only under Nina Quispe. 
Similar changes and variations can also be observed in the spelling of other personal and 
geographic names, including Warisata itself, which during the period itself was usually 
referred to as either Huarisata or Huarizata. In this case, however, I have opted for the modern 
spelling, since it is the spelling preferred locally and by the school that still operates in that 
locality. This effort to standardize the spelling of Aymara in scholarly output has also affected 
the spelling of the SRC, which is now commonly referred to as the Sociedad República del 
Qullasuyu, although we also find Sociedad República del Kollasuyo and Sociedad República 
del Kollasuyu. I have, however, maintained the original spelling under which the society was 
incorporated in 1930, given that it concerns the legal name of a society very much defined by 
the era in which it was created and that the organization and its agents consistently referred to 
it by the spelling used in this text. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–75. On Nina 
Quispe, see Mamani’s biography of Nina Quispe: Mamani, Taraqu.

53. According to Soria, he also served as a scribe during the rebellion, but if we are also to believe 
Soria when he then states that Quispe learned to read and write after he had been exiled from 
his estancia as a result of his involvement, this presents us with a rather unlikely chronology. 
Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–70. Also, Mamani, Taraqu, p. 128.

54. Having requested authorization for schools in Sorata, Coroico, and Pucarani: Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” p. 70.

55. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 71. It should be noted that Mamani has argued that the 
SRC was focused primarily on legal issues confronting the indigenous communities in this 
area, providing support and advice in legal proceedings regarding the encroachment and 
illegal occupation of communal lands by haciendas and estancias. The educational work 
performed by the organization was thus, according to Mamani, nothing more than a front to 
ward off repression and censure. Mamani, Taraqu, pp. 132–150. In later years, representatives 
from indigenous communities outside of the department of La Paz would also join the 
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While these organizations could count on significant opposition from rural 

elites and local authorities,56 they managed to play an important role in the expansion 

of the indigenous school, each of them responsible for creating a significant number 

of new schools. The exact number can only be guessed at, based on available 

resources, but contemporary sources indicate that the CEABC was involved in the 

creation of some 96 schools from 1928 to 1931 in the department of La Paz alone,57

while Soria has claimed that the SRC was responsible for the creation of ‘hundreds of 

schools’ between 1930 and 1932.58 While these numbers may be inflated, and not all 

schools for which authorization had been requested ever became operational, they are 

certainly well within the realm of possibility given what we do know about the speed 

of the expansion of the indigenous school in the following decade.59

Indeed, organized opposition to the ‘subversive’ activities of these 

organizations—probably due in some measurable degree to the SRC’s success in 

obtaining the state’s cooperation in a number of land disputes between indigenous 

communities and hacendados—would ultimately result in the demise of the SRC in 

1934, as a result of a vicious smear campaign organized against Nina Quispe by 

members of the landed class, who accused him not only of being a communist but 

indeed of seeking the overthrow of the government in order to create a new and 

indigenous República del Collasuyo,60 In effect, they used the name that Nina Quispe 

organization, including Guaraní speaking delegations from Santa Cruz: Mamani, Taraqu, p. 
132.

56. Quispe himself would land in prison as a result of his ‘subversive activities’ in 1934, accused 
of being: “un indígena […] que se titulaba nada menos que Presidente de la República de 
Collasuyu llamado Eduardo Nina Quispe, indígena que valiéndose de su condición de 
fundador de escuelas rurales, consiguió imponerse sobre la enorme raza indígena tejiendo, 
indudablemente, una vasta organización subversiva [an Indian … named Eduardo Nina 
Quispe, who styled himself nothing less than President of the Republic of Collasuyu, an 
Indian who, making use of his role as founder of rural schools, managed to impose himself on 
the enormous Indian race, undoubtedly weaving a vast subversive network].” As quoted in 
Choque, “República del Collasuyo,” p. 9.

57. That number was provided by the venerable indigenista Jaime Mendoza in a newspaper article 
that appeared on 19 January 1931 in La Prensa. See Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 66 
and Conde, “Lucha,”p. 93.

58. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 73. Soria does not, however, provide a source for this 
rather elevated number nor does he otherwise indicate how the number was calculated.

59. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 615–619.
60. The accusation against him was that he sought to “suplantar al gobierno del Dr. Salamanca 

con su propia Presidencia, restableciendo la república del Kollasuyo. [to supplant the 
government of Dr. Salamanca with his own presidency, reestablishing the Republic of 
Kollasuyo],” which of course followed the accusations fabricated against him by the legión 
cívica that had been responsible for his initial arrest. Choque, “República del Collasuyo,” p. 9. 
Also, Mamani, Taraqu, pp. 136–137. The references to Quispe’s supposed self-styling as 
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had chosen for his organization in honor of the cultural accomplishments of his 

ancestors as an effective weapon against him in an atmosphere in which criollos and 

mestizos still feared the potential savagery of the indigenous majority, and during an 

era in which there had been heightened political activity among the indigenous 

communities of the highlands.61

We need only recall that one of the principal accusations leveled against the 

indigenous combatants of the Federal War (1898–1899)—during which the atrocities 

committed by indígenas were sensationalized to the point that they were suspected of 

waging a ‘race war’ against criollos and mestizos62—had been that these ‘savages’ 

sought to wage “una guerra de exterminio contra la raza blanca”63 to understand how 

effective such a charge might be in the aftermath of the rebellions that rocked La Paz

in the early 1920s,64 especially given the fact that Nina Quispe himself had been 

involved in the two-year long conflict in Taraqu.65 Nina Quispe, as a result of the 

accusations, was arrested and incarcerated in 1934 on charges of treason. The 

evidence to support the allegation that he had sought to oust the president in order to 

create a new indigenous republic—much in the same vein as the indígenas implicated 

in the Mohoza massacre had been accused of attempting to implement a system of, as 

Irurozqui has put it, ‘Inca communism’66—was so weak and obviously fabricated that 

a military judge cleared him of all charges in 1936, but by that time the SRC itself had 

been effectively neutralized.67 The CEABC’s more narrow focus on educational 

issues helped shield it against some of the worst abuses that led to the destruction of 

President of Collasuyo was obviously based on a (possibly intentional) misreading of his role 
as president of the Sociedad República del Collasuyo.

61. The best study on fear as a motivating factor in the actions of criollos is still the article by 
Martinez on the Liberal Reforms, even if it does not address these later decades: Martinez, 
“La peur blanche.” On criollos’ fears of the indigenous masses in the 1920s, and especially 
around the time of the Republican political takeover—called the indiada—see: Irurozqui, 
“The sound of the Patutos,” pp. 106–113.

62. Irurozqui has stated in this regard that “the aggression to which they were commonly 
subjected does not provide sufficient grounds to believe in an indigenous conspiracy against 
the white race, prepared in secret over a period of years and brought to light by inter-party 
rivalry. Such a view would seem to be more the product of Creole fear rather than Indian 
aspirations.” Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” p. 100.

63. “A war of extermination against the white race.” Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” p. 
100; Demélas, L’invention politique, p. 395; For a good analysis of the notion of race war in 
the Federal War of 1898–1899, see: Irurozqui, “La guerra de razas.”

64. Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” pp. 106–113.
65. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 69–70. Also, Mamani, Taraqu, p. 128.
66. Irurozqui, “The sound of the Patutos,” p. 113.
67. Mamani, Taraqu, pp. 136–137.
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the SRC, thus ensuring its continued ability to function effectively for several decades 

after its founding.68 Naturally, the failure of landed elites to destroy the CEABC as 

they had done the SRC had not been for want of trying; witness for example the very 

similar accusations of ‘communist agitation’ leveled against the organization, its 

leadership, and its members.69

Although we could debate the number of indigenous schools created with the 

aid of both the SRC and the CEABC, the question of the measure of their 

effectiveness in that respect is not nearly as interesting as the mere fact that they 

existed at all. Indeed, the creation of the SRC and CEABC both constituted a 

milestone in the development of the indigenous movement itself, representing the 

very earliest legally incorporated national organizations that had been created by 

indigenous leaders to represent the interests of the indigenous communities directly 

and had been recognized by both the state and the church. What Santos Marka Tula 

and Eduardo Leandro Nina Quispe had created was in effect the first nationally 

oriented and formally recognized indigenous lobbying organization, with the express 

intent to serve as a point of contact between the state and the indigenous communities. 

This enabled them also to streamline the process of petitioning the 

government, presenting complaints and legal demandas (demands) and denuncios

(denunciations), thereby forcing the government to take positions in the 

disagreements and conflicts that existed between indigenous communities on the one 

hand and local authorities and hacendados on the other. This in turn served to 

enhance the state’s awareness of such conflicts, and to insinuate the problems facing 

the communities into the consciousness of the state apparatus in a much more direct 

and balanced fashion than had been possible in previous years, when the state still 

depended almost exclusively on information fed to it by local authorities, along with 

the odd petition, emanating from individual communities. Indeed, Soria, Choque, and 

Mamani all present evidence of the effectiveness of this coordinated effort. Soria in 

particular cites examples of land disputes resolved in favor of indigenous 

communities by the state as a result of the intervention of the SRC.70

68. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 66–68.
69. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 80–82.
70. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 73. Also, Mamani, Taraqu, p. 131–153; Choque, 

“Sociedad República,” pp. 7–9.
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The fact that these organizations emerged from a drive to create schools was 

not coincidental: it has been fairly convincingly argued by scholars71 that access to 

education and communal self-defense in the face of oppression by rural elites and 

encroachment upon communal lands by haciendas and estancias went hand in hand, 

and indigenous leaders had long argued that the answer to violence and exploitation 

lay in access to education.72 One of the caciques apoderados from Oruro petitioned 

the government for schools in 1922, stating:

No sabemos leer ni conocemos la lengua en la que está escrita la 
legislación patria y sin embargo debemos sujetarnos a ella [...], sólo 
queremos la instrucción de los niños aborígenes para que no sufran lo 
que nosotros sufrimos.73

Part of the desire for education was, as Soria has indicated, related to the need for 

members of the communities to be literate in Spanish in order to gain access to 

documents relating to titles, and to have access to legal resources, including the court 

system and the state so that the communities could legally ward off encroachment 

upon their lands and settle land disputes in court without the intervention of mestizo

intermediaries whose allegiance was not always unambiguously to the communities.74

In the face of a society in which all legal matters were handled in Spanish and where 

correspondence with authorities was in writing, widespread illiteracy was rightfully 

seen as damaging to the survival of the communities themselves.75 This line of 

thinking was not new, and Irurozqui has shown that similar concerns existed among 

the communities throughout the nineteenth century as well.76

71. Especially by Irurozqui in Irurozqui, “Ebrios, Vagos”; Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina”; 
Irurozqui, “The sound of the patutos.” Also by Choque in Choque, “La educación indigenal”; 
Choque, “La problemática.” By Soria in Soria, “Los caciques apoderados.” By Conde in 
Conde, “Lucha.” By Mamani in Mamani, “La educación india” and Mamani, Taraqu and by 
Claure in Claure, Las escuelas indigenales.

72. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” pp. 69–75; Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” pp. 723–729; 
73. “We can neither read nor write the language in which the law of the land is written, and yet we 

are subject to it, […] we wish only education for our children so that they will not suffer as we 
suffer.” As quoted in Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 59.

74. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 60.
75. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” p. 70.
76. Irurozqui notes that demands for the devolution of communal properties in the wake of 

abortive agrarian reforms were generally accompanied by demands for schools, and notes a 
strong link between citizenship, literacy, and the inviolability of property rights. Irurozqui, 
“Las paradojas de la tributación,” p. 734–735. Also see Reyeros, Historia, p. 440 and 
Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina,” pp. 70–71 for examples of indigenous demands for 
schools in the nineteenth century.
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Although the matter of access to legal resources certainly was an important 

one, it is important also to not lose sight of the further implications of education and 

literacy in Bolivian society as motivations for members of the indigenous 

communities to desire access to education. The linkage between citizenship and 

literacy that Irurozqui has described for the nineteenth century remained in force until 

the National Revolution of 1952, meaning that political participation itself depended 

on access to education, thus transforming the indigenous school into a vehicle for 

political maturity that would otherwise be denied the vast majority of the Bolivian 

populace.77 In this sense, the emergence of the SRC and CEABC, and indeed the 

emergence of the indigenous schools themselves, should be regarded not merely as 

instruments for indigenous defense against usurpation and exploitation but also as 

instruments in the struggle for full political citizenship and participation in political 

life.

This goal of increased access to political life was, in effect, at least partly 

achieved by their very existence as legal entities in and of itself, as both organizations 

placed a premium on the creation of new networks and alliances with other politically

active organizations beyond the narrow confines of the strict interests of colonos and 

comunarios, and thus linked themselves and their activities to the nascent labor 

unions—which were to become exceptionally important political players in the 

decades after the Chaco War (1932–1935)—budding political parties and so on and so 

forth, thus also tapping into the rising tide of political indigenismo that was to play an 

important role in the development of Bolivian politics in the years to come.78

Ultimately, the result of all this feverish activity on the part of the indigenous 

communities and their leaders and representatives had been that, however slowly, the 

landscape of indigenous education had been visibly transformed. Even though it may 

not be possible to establish the exact number of schools that appeared during this 

rather overlooked period, a system of indigenous education—though loosely knit and 

not terribly well-organized at this point—had come into existence over the course of a 

relatively brief period of time, and more importantly, had come into existence as the 

result of an increasingly coordinated and deliberate indigenous effort without the 

assistance of the state. Funded and maintained by the indigenous communities, 

77. Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina.”
78. Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 92–93.
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coordinated by indigenous activists such as Nina Quispe and Marka Tula, and 

operated by indigenous teachers emerging from their military service, indigenous 

education had become an almost exclusively indigenous affair.

A	Rather	Confusing	Numbers	Game

In terms of the development of the educational system during the period at hand, it is 

of interest to note the divergence of two separate strands of educational development. 

On the one hand, as we have seen, the state remained relatively inactive and failed to 

address any of the most pressing problems in education. On the other hand, we find 

that the indigenous communities not only continued to take advantage of the 

opportunity to create schools under the 1907 statute and with the aid of comunarios

who had completed their military service, but were aided in their efforts by the 

emergence of two organizations led by the caciques apoderados. That is to say that 

even as the state remained overwhelmed by its own inadequacies, the indigenous 

communities themselves saw a significantly increased level of cooperation and 

coordination aimed at the indigenous school.

However, even though we have clear indications of the overall shape and form 

of educational development in the rural areas during this period, it is very difficult 

indeed to come to a more specific understanding of the scope of these developments 

in terms of exact numbers. I have already made note of the state’s very limited ability 

to provide oversight over the indigenous schools that had come into existence in the 

rural areas, due to its very limited administrative capacity in terms of inspection, 

which in turn was the clear result of underfunding and a lack of training.79 This 

organizational shortcoming unfortunately also meant that it had to rely on others to 

gather statistical data with regard to the educational system and its development 

beyond the narrow confines of the urban centers, in effect placing it at the mercy of 

local authorities who were often quite hostile to the very notion of indigenous 

education itself and therefore less than entirely likely to be as cooperative as 

79. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 90–91.
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ministerial officials would have liked to have seen.80 This lack of administrative 

capacity in the rural areas, of course, perfectly mirrors the experiences of the early 

twentieth century experiment with the escuelas ambulantes, which had fallen victim 

precisely to the state’s inability to overcome resistance against the schools at the local 

level, as well as echoing the defeats suffered in repeated confrontations over 

education and control over education between the municipalities and the state.81

In addition, the state had never intended or expected the 1907 statute to 

become as significant an engine of expansion as it so quickly became, and had thus 

not been prepared to deal with the schools that appeared as a result. As is evidenced 

by the incessant commentaries on the part of politicians and ministerial officials

expressing amazement over the enthusiasm of indigenous communities in their effort 

to create schools,82 the 1907 statute that had allowed for the creation of schools by the 

communities themselves had never been envisioned as anything more than a stop-gap 

measure, allowing a handful of communities to get a head start on what all had 

expected would be a state enterprise of indigenous educational expansion. It most 

certainly had not been intended to result in the creation of hundreds of schools 

ultimately constituting the largest single segment of the educational system—save, 

perhaps, the escuelas municipales. As a result, nothing had ever been specifically 

formulated to establish the place these schools were to occupy within the hierarchy of 

state schools, and as a result their exact place and role within that system was never 

clarified. Not until, at least, an inspección general de educación indígena was created 

by Géhain in 1926 precisely to fix this problem.83

Since the effects of the 1907 statute had not been foreseen, there had never 

been an effort to create a specific place for the resultant schools within the ministerial 

hierarchy, leaving the position of these schools rather ambiguous. The IGEI was not 

80. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 49, 5 July 
1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Los datos que pide.”

81. Such as the fight over the escuelas municipales that took place in 1886. See chapter I.
82. ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” La Paz, 

27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: 
“Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes,” f. 52.

83. ALP/ME vol. 465 “Congreso Nacional, Copiador de Oficios Expedidos 1925–1931,” f. 51, 27 
August 1926, Ministro de Educación to Presidente de la HCN: “Respuesta a petición de 
informe del HR de Vallegrande, Feliciano Lijerón.” Strictly speaking, however, the IGEI had 
been legally created in 1919 as article fifty of the Estatuto para la Educación de la Raza 
Indígena (Statute for the Education of the Indigenous Race), but this article had never been 
implemented. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 196.
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created until 1926, which meant that until then these schools had not really been part 

of the broader system of inspection and supervision, however ineffective those 

systems were.84 Thus, even when a curriculum for indigenous education was 

formulated in 1919 with the estatuto para la educación de la raza indígena (statute 

for the education of the Indian race),85 there was no specific department or section of 

the ministry responsible for its implementation, nor indeed had any specific 

mechanism for supervision been created, given that the state itself had not actively 

been involved in the creation of indigenous schools and had not foreseen the 

enthusiasm associated with the 1907 statute. Indeed, even as the ill-fated escuelas 

normales rurales became operational—for lack of a better word—during the 1910s, 

their creation was not accompanied by an effort to create teaching and learning 

materials adapted for use in the indigenous schools themselves, while the almacenes

escolares, as I have already had occasion to point out, would not have been capable of 

adequately distributing such materials even if they had existed. 

The tremendous degree of autonomy enjoyed by the indigenous schools had 

thus not only resulted from the fact that they were very much a part of the indigenous 

communities themselves, but also from the fact that no mechanism or structure had 

been implemented to provide supervision or exert direct influence over these schools. 

Ministerial officials had not even had the presence of mind to systematically file the 

requests for authorization that soon had begun to inundate their offices as well as 

those of the prefectures and the church, thus denying the Ministry the chance even to 

compile reliable data on the basis of these formative documents, which can be found 

in a wide variety of locations across various archives.

Adding to the difficulty of the state’s incomplete understanding of the extent 

of the educational system in the rural areas was another result of the somewhat 

unexpected nature of this development. Since it had not been foreseen in 1907 that the 

indigenous communities would so vigorously pursue the opportunity to construct 

schools on their own behalf, the precise position of the resultant schools remained 

84. Officially, the responsibility for these schools thus resided with the overarching inspección 
general de educación (Schools Inspectorate General), which barely had the manpower and the 
means to oversee the urban schools within its jurisdiction.

85. The statute had been designed by Daniel Sánchez Bustamante and was promulgated on 21 
February 1919. The statute largely outlined general trends to be followed in the indigenous 
schools, rather than dictating means and methods in any great detail. Lora, Sindicalismo del 
magisterio, pp. 194–196; Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 640–641.
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rather vague. The ambiguity resided in the fact that even though the schools were 

clearly intended to form part of the national public system of education—in their 

totality identified as the escuelas fiscales86—they were different from all the other 

escuelas fiscales in that they were in practice privately funded and maintained by the 

communities themselves. It was therefore not at all uncommon for official documents 

to describe them as escuelas particulares—private schools—while they were never 

referred to as escuelas fiscales, even though they were officially designated as such. A 

similar situation existed with regard to the escuelas de hacienda to be built under the 

provisions of the 1922 and 1929 decrees in that these schools were considered part of 

the escuelas fiscales in terms of the state’s jurisdiction and its subsequent ability to 

appoint and remove teachers as well as prescribing the curriculum for these school, 

even though these were—unlike the indigenous schools—explicitly to be funded by 

private parties and thus constituted escuelas particulares in a legal sense.87

The upshot of this was that the language used in official documents tends to be 

very vague indeed and did not usually reflect official jargon, which can make it at 

times difficult to understand to which schools a particular document refers. Official 

tallies of escuelas fiscales did not include estimates of the number of indigenous 

schools that were known to exist, in part since they had never been assigned to any 

office in particular until the creation of the IGEI. The escuelas de hacienda (hacienda

schools) were not included in these official tallies because they were considered 

escuelas particulares, even though they were jurisdictionally escuelas fiscales. The 

other indigenous schools were likewise often disregarded, in part because no 

statistical data was available, and in part because they were often also regarded as 

escuelas particulares, even though they had not been intended to be. 

As a direct consequence of this, it is literally impossible to determine precisely 

the extent of the growth of the indigenous schools. As I noted above, ministerial 

officials themselves did not have anything approaching a full awareness of the 

location or number of the indigenous schools, and they had no viable mechanism in 

86. The translation of this term would be ‘public schools,’ which is problematic since a separate 
system of public education existed in the escuelas municipales. It is for this reason that I will 
avoid the use of the term ‘public’ and refer to schools using the terminology employed at the 
time, thus differentiating between escuelas fiscales and escuelas municipales.

87. Choque, “La escuela indigenal,” pp. 21–22. Mamani, “La educación india,” pp. 82–84. 
Irurozqui, “La ciudadanía clandestina.” Suárez, Historia de la Educación, p. 300.
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place to gather credible statistical data in this regard as they themselves indicated on 

more than one occasion. The state thus relied on local authorities to provide insight 

into the expansion of indigenous education, knowing full-well that these authorities 

on the whole had little incentive to cooperate and could not be made to do so, even if 

we do assume that they themselves had the capacity to generate accurate statistics, 

which may well not have been the case.88 In the absence of reliable data of its own, 

we find that the vast majority of the numbers produced by the Ministry of Education

during this period are in effect nothing more than very rough estimates based on 

incomplete data from a small percentage of apparently cooperative local authorities 

from which larger numbers were then extrapolated. Thus, for example, in reporting on 

the number of communal schools on haciendas, ministerial officials left no doubt as 

to the unreliability of their own data, stating that: “no se puede obtener mayores datos 

por la falta de colaboración de las autoridades políticas,”89 the latter referring to local 

authorities that had been less than responsive to repeated requests for data of this 

nature:

Puede citarse una circular telegráfica que pasé en fecha 29 de Abril a 
los subprefectos de Omasuyos, Larecaja, Caupolicán, Inquisivi, 
Sicasica y Murillo, en la que pido datos concretos dándoles termino 
hasta el día 5 del actual, agregando: ‘caso contrario el señor Ministro 
pedirá su suspensión ya que se trate de hacer efectivo un noble ideal 
del señor Presidente de la República, alfabetizando raza indígena.’ Y 
sólo ha contestado el subprefecto de Omasuyos.90

Any kind of numerical information with regard to the indigenous schools was thus 

produced infrequently—usually only as the result of a request for information by 

members of Congress—and without adequate data to support it, leaving us with a very 

incomplete picture of the development of the educational system during this period, 

88. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 49, 5 July 
1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Los datos que pide.”

89. “More information could not be gathered due to the lack of cooperation of political 
authorities.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,”
f. 69, #47, 12 May 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Escuelas establecidas.”

90. “I can cite a telegraphic memorandum that I sent out on April 29th to the subprefects of 
Omasuyos, Larecaja, Caupolicán, Inquisivi, Sicasica, and Murillo, requesting for concrete data 
to be provided before the 5th of the current month, adding that ‘in the case of [a lack of 
cooperation], the Minister will request your suspension, given that it concerns the President’s 
noble ideal to alphabetize the indigenous race.’ Yet, only the subprefect of Omasuyos has 
responded.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios,” 
f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: “Los 
datos que pide.”
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especially where it concerns the indigenous component of that system. The sources 

available to us do, however, very clearly indicate that the number of indigenous 

schools was very steadily on the rise. Throughout the decade, reports appear from 

among the indigenous communities with regard to schools founded and maintained by 

them, often asking for material support,91 while quite a considerable amount of 

authorizations are requested by other communities for the foundation of new 

schools—such requests have been found, it should be noted, not only in the archives 

of the Ministry of Education but indeed also in prefectural archives and the archives 

of the Office of the Presidency. Ministerial estimates, even if we cannot interpret 

them as anything more than very crude estimates based on little evidence, also 

invariably create the impression of a very rapidly expanding system.92

In addition, both the SRC and the CEABC, which through their networks of 

caciques apoderados were in a much better position to gain insight into the 

developments in the rural areas, reported at times quite considerable gains, also 

suggesting that hundreds of schools operated in the rural areas by the time of the 

creation of Warisata, none of which had been the result of state intervention.93

Perhaps the best evidence available to us is that which stems from the educational 

reforms undertaken in the aftermath of the founding of Warisata itself, when reliable 

data was first compiled with regard to the size of the indigenous educational system, 

indicating that at least 898 such schools were then operational while the reports of 

inspectors visiting these schools frequently indicate that they had been created prior to 

the reforms themselves and thus stem from the 1910s and 1920s.94 Thus, even in the 

absence of credible data, the evidence is certainly there to suggest that by the end of 

91. For one example, ALP/ME “Ministerio de instrucción y agricultura; comunicación epistolar 
del interior de la república 1927,” 12 July 1926, Soruco Ipiña to Monje Gutiérrez: “cacique y 
apoderado Guillermo Cruz.” Also: ALP/ME “Oficios del directorato general de Instrucción 
1927,” 7 February 1927,” #127, f. 3, Gehain to Ministro de Instrucción: “Puntos del rector de 
la Universidad de Chuquisaca.”

92. One document in particular seems to suggest that between October of 1929 and May of 1930, 
some estimated 120 communal schools had been created on haciendas alone, although the 
language is somewhat ambiguous. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–
1939: copiador de oficios,” f. 69, #47, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to 
Adhémar Géhain: 12 May 1929: “Escuelas establecidas.”

93. That number was provided by the venerable indigenista Jaime Mendoza in a newspaper article 
that appeared on 19 January 1931 in La Prensa. See Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 66 
and Conde, “Lucha,”p. 93. Also, Soria, “Los caciques,” p. 73. He does not, however, provide 
a source for his contention that ‘hundreds of schools’ had been created by the CEABC.

94. Brienen, “The Clamor for Schools,” pp. 616–617.
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this period the indigenous schools constituted a very significant proportion of the 

educational system as a whole, and were in effect rapidly overtaking the rest of the 

system as the most numerous component.95

It should be noted that the inability to provide reliable statistical data was not 

limited to the indigenous schools alone but also affected the rest of the educational 

system, for which, in the absence of an office of statistics, numbers were created more 

or less on the fly, making it difficult even to establish the size and number of the 

publicly funded schools. Indeed, the numbers that are available to us reveal above all 

else their own unreliability: were we to take them at face value, then the conclusion 

would have to be drawn that the educational landscape had remained stagnant since 

about 1916, and that school attendance in 1929 was in fact down by several thousand 

from 1919.96 For 1919, we are given the number of 57,016 as the total number of 

students enrolled in primary education, including private, public, and municipal 

schools.97 This is only slightly above the number given to us by Rouma for 1916, 

when the official estimate for attendance in primary schools—private and public—

stood at 51,348.98 Then, for 1925, we are given an estimate of 80,984 which is then 

offset by an estimate for 1929 of a comparatively paltry 50,856, the latter figure 

including primary, secondary, special, and advanced education, which would give us 

about 45,000 for primary schools.99 Given what we do know about the state of 

education as it developed in the 1920s and 1930s, the notion of a net loss from 1919 

to 1929 is simply not tenable, nor do the extremes that lie in the middle make any 

sense, as there is no evidence that the educational system somehow suddenly 

collapsed between 1925 and 1929, and it seems unlikely that such an event would 

have gone unnoticed and unremarked upon.100

95. A status it had very definitely achieved by 1940, and quite possibly before then.
96. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 85–86. 
97. This number was compiled by Elizardo Pérez, who would later be instrumental in the 

foundation of Warisata, during his tenure as visitador de escuelas [inspector of schools]. The 
unreliable nature of these numbers is highlighted by the fact that the total tally of schools 
presented by Pérez is, in fact, 56,983 even though he provides a total of 57,016. Getino, 
Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 85–86.

98. It is interesting to note that the numbers given by Rouma also show inconsistencies between 
the total tally of schools (primary, secondary, special, and normal), which stands at 56,703 and 
the total he himself provides in the same document, which is 56,698. Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, p. 85.

99. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 100.
100. When contrasting the figures provided for the ‘regular’ schools with those provided for the 

indigenous schools, it is interesting to make note of the fact that official statistics for the 
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Change	without	Reform

The fact that educational policy during this period was not marked by significant 

change from the policies of the preceding administration can likely be attributed to the 

fact that Bautista Saavedra, leader of the Republicans who took power in 1920, had 

himself been responsible for a significant portion of those earlier educational policies 

as Minister of Education, prior to his break with the Liberal Party in 1916. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the result was an unprecedented period of 

relative stability in terms of the state’s approach to the problems of education, 

essentially breaking with a detrimental tradition of ceaseless reformism and thus 

allowing the indigenous communities to continue along their path toward the 

construction of schools for indigenous children. We might say that the lack of 

remarkable change itself may be qualified as highly remarkable in the context of the 

history of Bolivian education up to that point.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that this continuation of existing 

policies also meant that this administration continued to face the same problems that 

had plagued its predecessor. The Republicans proved no more capable of providing 

teacher training than any government that had come before, leaving the entire 

educational system deprived of qualified teachers, with the exception only of the 

handful that emerged from the Sucre Normal School. Existing rural normal Schools 

were closed down, and the one institution that had been intended to resolve the 

problem never materialized. Likewise, the educational system remained in a state of 

administrative disarray, as an overly wide variety of school-types now existed, the 

majority of which operated beyond the reach of the Ministry of Education itself as 

escuelas municipales, escuelas particulares, and escuelas parroquiales. The 

unprecedented expansion of the indigenous school, of course, only succeeded in 

adding yet another layer of schools—soon to be the largest single component of 

former tended to count the total number of students rather than the total number of schools in 
the system, whereas the reverse is true for the latter. This anomaly is never explained in 
official documents, and we can only speculate that this phenomenon, too, is likely the result of 
a clear inability to gather data with regard to the number of students present in the indigenous 
schools.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

139

Bolivian education—that were beyond the influence of the state, effectively resulting 

in a further dilution of the state’s control over the educational system. 

Even though educational policies as developed in the offices of the Ministry of 

Education did not undergo major changes in direction, I have shown that indigenous 

education itself did go through a period of momentous growth. Between the 

establishment of the 1907 statute that permitted the communities to request 

authorization for schools on their own behalf and the founding of Warisata, hundreds 

of schools appeared in ayllus and on haciendas across the Altiplano. We may never 

be able to determine just how many of these were created, but what is indisputable is 

the fact that something very significant had taken place that in effect altered the very 

nature of the educational system, while simultaneously sparking the creation of the 

first successful indigenous lobbying organizations.

This, then, was a period marked not by the politics of the era—which followed 

models established in earlier decades and introduced no sweeping changes of its own 

in terms of the educational system as viewed from the body politic—but by the 

activities of subaltern groups, who managed to turn the relative political calm into an 

opportunity for very significant change. It is absolutely a tribute to the power and 

ability of the indigenous communities that this period saw the emergence of a very 

significant change in the educational landscape, with the communities themselves 

actively transforming the realities of rural existence even in the face of severe 

oppression and, in many cases, brutal violence. It was the desire of the communities 

to obtain access to education that drove the development of the educational system, to 

such an extent that the fundamental problem of indigenous education was utterly 

transformed.

Even though we can argue that the basic shortcomings of the state in terms of 

its ability to provide education had remained essentially unchanged, as indeed had the 

solutions ministerial officials sought to remedy their own shortcomings—primarily by 

handing off responsibilities to third parties, some of whom, like the hacendados, were 

not exactly cooperative—the ongoing process that resulted from the measures taken 

by the state to promote its goal of education produced an outcome that meant that the 

educational landscape as it existed in 1930 was no longer quite the same as it had 

been in 1900. Indigenous enthusiasm for education had produced quite a large number 
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of schools where none had existed before, meaning that unlike in 1900 when such 

schools were still exceptionally rare, the main problem faced by advocates of 

education as the solution to the nation’s societal and economic woes was no longer 

necessarily the absolute absence of schools itself, but had rather become the inability 

of the state to control those extant. Indeed, we find that the language of ministerial 

officials in this period reflects this change, as the debate throughout the nineteen-

twenties became less focused on the construction of schools in rural areas and much 

more on the daily problems facing the schools in terms of their access to teaching 

materials, the appalling state of the classrooms—if indeed they had any—and the 

inability of the state to effectuate teaching strategies and guide the learning process to 

reflect its desires for a more modern indígena.

In the run-up to Warisata, then, we find an educational landscape transformed, 

where the questions that had once dominated the debate surrounding indigenous 

education were no longer the same and indeed the fundamental problems that existed 

in education were no longer those that had existed in 1900, the result necessarily and 

demonstrably being that the very shape of the debate itself had undergone significant 

change. Unlike in 1900, by the time of Warisata’s founding there was an expansive 

system—or collection—of schools operating in indigenous communities throughout 

the countryside: the problem was no longer one of introducing schools, but what to do 

with them now that they were here.

When we consider the significance of the changes that occurred during this period, we 

can draw no conclusion other than that this neglected interval—long dismissed as a 

rather uninteresting stop along the way from the Liberal Reforms to the Age of 

Warisata—constitutes perhaps the most transformative period in the first one hundred 

years of educational development in the Bolivian Republic. Whereas a century of 

handwringing, debate, and discussion on the need to create a system of indigenous 

education had almost utterly failed to produce any tangible results, and a veritable 

onslaught of reformist zeal continuing from one revolutionary moment to the next had 

resulted first and foremost in complete and utter bureaucratic chaos, this relatively 

short period afforded the indigenous communities the time they needed to make full 
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use of the opportunities hidden in stop-gap legislation and thereby completely 

transform the educational landscape.

In truth, the shrill contrast between the silence that surrounds this period of 

unprecedented development in historical analysis and the sheer extent of the changes 

that unfolded leaves us with a bit of a conundrum. How indeed has it been possible to 

overlook the significance of the expansion of indigenous education in this period?

The answer can be found in the overall attitude among historians who hold 

that, in the words of Manuel Contreras, the desire for indigenous education “no surgió 

por demanda popular […] sino del Estado.”101 Indeed, when we examine the existing 

body of literature on the development of indigenous education, we find that the focus 

has primarily been on educational politics as the source of both the shortcomings of 

the educational system and its development, at least insofar as it concerns the period 

that ends with the creation of Warisata—which is widely understood as a reversal of 

this situation. Thus, as we have seen in the preceding chapter, the Liberal Reforms are 

regarded as the birthplace of indigenous education largely due to the sweeping nature 

of legislative and bureaucratic reforms, even when further examination reveals 

exceptionally little in the way of tangible results produced by these reforms. Likewise, 

just as the Liberal Reforms have been heralded as a turning point in the history of 

indigenous education, the lack of reformist zeal that appears to have marked the 

Republican Era starting with the coup d’état that moved Bautista Saavedra into the 

Palacio Quemado has been taken as unmistakable evidence of a lack of development 

in education. The absence of reforms as comprehensive as those introduced by Daniel 

Sánchez Bustamante and Juan Misael Saracho is thus equated with an absence of 

change on the assumption that progress emanates from the state’s direct intervention.

This attitude is reflected in much of the existing literature on the development 

of education in Bolivia in that much of it deals more directly with the development of 

educational policy than with development of education itself. It is particularly striking 

that even those works that are focused more specifically on the activities of the 

indigenous communities, documenting the emergence of the indigenous school,102

101. “Did not arise from popular demand […], but from the state.” Contreras, “Reformas y 
desafíos,” p. 485.

102. This is particularly true of the work of Choque, Soria, Mamani, Calderón, and Conde, and by 
extension also of the works that use these authors as their main source of information, such as 
that of Stephenson.
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somewhat peculiarly overlook the significance of the evidence they have unearthed. 

In spite of the amount of evidence that has been produced to illustrate indigenous 

activity on the educational front, there has not been an effort to construct out of this 

evidence a clear and coherent picture of the resulting educational development in the 

rural areas. That is to say that even though there has been wide acknowledgement of 

indigenous interest in education, direct involvement in educational development is 

depicted largely as a coincidental and uncoordinated effort. The evidence of feverish 

activity has been used to illustrate a very particular point about the indigenous 

communities, namely that they sought to resist assimilationist endeavors foisted upon 

them by the state, and is thus presented as a prelude to what is generally considered to 

have been the more serious and coordinated effort made at the escuela-ayllu. 

Only thus has it been possible that those authors who make note of indigenous 

interest in education, and make note as well of the creation of schools by the 

indigenous communities during this period, still insist upon viewing indigenous 

education on the whole as part and parcel of a concerted effort to destroy indigenous 

culture. In their zeal to highlight the opposition between victimized communities and 

a destructive state, these authors have failed to notice that the evidence they were 

presenting pointed towards a system of indigenous education that operated in 

complete autonomy from the state itself, consequently underplaying the 

organizational and constructive abilities of the communities. That is to say that even 

in these works, the underlying notion of the state and its policies as fundamentally 

shaping indigenous education during this period remains unchallenged, in part as a 

result of the emphasis placed on Warisata as the origin of an education by and for 

indigenous communities. Even in the face of the available evidence that posits the 

creation of indigenous schools by indigenous communities, the significance of 

Warisata is still sought in its rejection of the supposedly assimilationist nature of the 

“official school” that preceded it. 

Given that there is not a shred of evidence to suggest that the state actively 

constructed any indigenous schools at all during this entire period, and that the totality 

of indigenous education had thus been under the direct control of the indigenous 

communities, we are left to wonder where one might have located this mythical 

“official school” that would have left a trail of cultural destruction in its wake. Indeed, 
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it is significant that the works describing the activities of the indigenous communities 

in the expansion of the educational system, one is consistently left with the impression 

that this phenomenon was somehow an exception in the creation of the indigenous 

school, rather than constituting the whole of it; there is no mention of the singularly 

remarkable fact that the indigenous communities, when it comes to the emergence of 

the indigenous school, were in effect the only game in town.

This period, in short, can really only have been overlooked by completely 

ignoring the fact that it was precisely then that an entire system of schools was erected 

virtually out of nothing, with no material support from the state, and by the 

indigenous communities themselves. The fact that in spite of this transcendental 

change in the shape and form of education itself—by far the most significant change 

that had occurred in the history of the development of Bolivian education—has not 

been made the subject of in-depth studies has been the result of nothing other than the 

mere fact that it had not been the state that had been responsible for it. Since official 

policy did not undergo significant reform, the assumption has been made that 

therefore there cannot have been real progress, other than the occasional school 

erected in a community, which serves historians primarily as a lesson in cultural 

resistance rather than as an engine of transformative social change in the rural areas; 

that, in much of the extant literature, remains the province of the state.

This period, then, has been overlooked to the detriment of our understanding 

of the development of the indigenous school prior to the founding of Warisata, which, 

as we will see, has had a significant effect on the manner in which that school has 

been interpreted. Rather than a mere interlude between periods of significant reform, 

we should look upon this period as one marked by very dramatic developments that 

have been obscured from our vision if nothing else by the overemphasis on the period 

of Liberal reformism and the almost complete lack of credible data from the Ministry 

of Education. Our understanding of the indigenous school and its development has 

consequently been lost somewhere between ministerial incompetence and 

obliviousness on the one hand, and our own tendency to put more stock in the 

capacity of the state for significant change than in the subaltern classes; as I have 

shown, the state itself remained incapable of delivering substantive change, while 

those subaltern classes—in this case, the indigenous communities of comunarios and 
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colonos—accomplished what a long succession of administrations had been unable to 

do, and in doing so had quietly but inexorably reshaped the reality of education and 

arguably of rural life itself.




