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Chapter	IV:
The	Dawn	of	the	Age	of	Warisata

The	Symbolism	of	Warisata

Founded in 1931 near the shores of Lake Titicaca, the creation of the experimental 

school of Warisata is today widely recognized as the single most important event in 

the history of Bolivian indigenous education. Indeed, in the minds of many Bolivians, 

the school is synonymous both with indigenous resistance and with indigenous 

education. As many historians would have it, it was here that indigenous education 

was finally transformed from ‘education of the indigenous for the benefit of criollo

and mestizo society’ to ‘education for the benefit of the indigenous.’ 

There had, as has been pointed out by a number of scholars, been earlier 

efforts by indigenous leaders to promote indigenous education,1 but the founding of 

the escuela-ayllu—as it is also known—is widely regarded as the first successful 

attempt to institutionalize indigenous culture as part and parcel of Bolivian society

rather than as an obstacle to it. The indigenous associations created in the late 1920s 

to promote the creation of schools in indigenous communities valued education in and 

of itself;2 they did not focus on the precise shape and form of the curriculum and their 

ultimate goal was to enhance the ability of the communities to participate actively in 

society and to act positively on their own behalf through education.3 It would indeed 

be difficult to overstate the importance generally attributed to Warisata as a particular 

moment in Bolivian history that transcended the mere educational boundaries of the 

experimental school itself, rather becoming a symbol of indigenous resistance and

1. In particular indigenous leaders such as Santos Marka T’ula and Leandro Nina Quispe. See: 
Carlos Mamani, “Dos líderes aymaras.” In Los bolivianos en el tiempo. La Paz: Universidad 
Andina Simón Bolivar/INDEAA/La Razón, 1993, p. 263. Conde, “La lucha,” pp. 92–93. 
Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 63–68

2. Namely the CEABC and the SRC. See Chapter III.
3. This notion, of course, stands in direct opposition to my own analysis of these institutions as 

presented in the preceding chapter.
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self-assertion.4 In terms of the place and role of Warisata in the ongoing cultural 

conflict that many have regarded as a fundamental aspect of Bolivian social 

development, the school occupies a central place. For example, Karen Claure has 

described Warisata as “la síntesis de toda actividad de resistencia comunaria en torno 

a la escuela campesina,”5 indicating its exact location in the hagiography of 

indigenous resistance.

Warisata has been imagined as existing at the very heart of the apparent 

conflict between what Tristan Platt described as “alien realities,”6 wherein the 

escuela-ayllu founded by Siñani and Pérez has been regarded as the embodiment of 

resistance against the cultural eradication of the indigenous communities in the wake 

of an ongoing campaign by criollo-mestizo society to destroy the ayllu and all it 

represented.7 The place of Warisata in the history of indigenous relations with the 

state in independent Bolivia has actively been sought in the notion that this institution 

was created as a response to the assimilationist ideal behind the educational efforts 

promoted by the state in the earlier decades of the twentieth century.8 Warisata, then, 

has been understood to embody the rejection of assimilationism in favor of an 

alternative vision of indigenous culture and its value to Bolivian society, proclaiming 

once and for all that the indigenous component not only had a right to exist but indeed 

constituted a positive force in national development.9 The creation of the school has 

been counted in and of itself as a singular act of resistance against domination by 

those who would eradicate indigenous culture and the pre-colonial heritage it 

4. Juan Luís Martínez describes the school as “[…] símbolo vivo de la lucha por la justicia y la 
libertad, emblema de las antiguas rebeldías indígenas […]. [the living symbol of the struggle 
for justice and liberty, the emblem of the old indigenous rebelliousness].” Juan Luís Martínez, 
Algunas experiencias de educación popular en Bolivia: (Estado de Arte). La Paz, CEBIAE, 
1991, p. 26 as quoted in Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 54–55.

5. Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, p. 96.
6. Platt, “The Andean Experience,” p. 317.
7. As Karen Claure has phrased it, Warisata represents “la síntesis de toda actividad de 

resistencia comunitaria en torno a la escuela campesina […] [the synthesis of all resistive 
communal activity with regard to the peasant school],” Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, p. 
96.

8. In Soria’s words, pre-Warisateño education was characterized by an effort to “eliminar la 
organización de los ayllus y comunidades y liquidar la cultura nativa [eliminate the 
organization of the ayllus and communities and liquidate native culture].” Soria, “Los 
caciques-apoderados,” p. 76.

9. Which is indeed what Pérez and others have suggested. See Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172. 
Also Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, pp. 96–99.
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represented.10 Indeed, there are few examples of concrete institutions that so clearly 

and directly embody the very notion of inter-ethnic conflict as this one; even today the 

community in which it was created is closely associated with movements of 

indigenous resistance.

On a fundamental plane, then, the creation of Warisata has been regarded as 

the indigenous answer to a specific problem: the modernizing and assimilationist 

nature of the indigenous schools operated by the criollo-mestizo elites. In this sense, it 

has been understood as the polar opposite of what has derisively been referred to as 

the escuela oficial (official school),11 which has in turn long been regarded as the 

criollo answer to the perceived problem of ethnic and cultural heterogeneity, through 

its promise of assimilation, integration, and modernization, thus paving the way 

towards the creation of the modern nation-state as envisioned by criollo intellectuals 

and politicians since independence. 

This understanding of the place and role of Warisata in the history of 

indigenous education, and indeed in the history of Bolivian movements of indigenous 

resistance, is nonetheless clearly and firmly rooted in a very particular view of 

indigenous education as it began to take shape in the decades preceding the founding 

of Warisata. In other words, the meaning and importance of Warisata itself is 

intricately and inextricably tied to our understanding of the educational system that 

preceded it,12 which is to say that we cannot approach Warisata as an isolated instance 

of educational development, but that we have to view it actively within the context of 

the educational system as it developed in the years prior to 1931. The role of Warisata 

as the indigenous answer to an ‘official educational system’13 geared towards the 

assimilation and eradication of the indigenous cultural heritage hinges on our 

acceptance of the general idea that the indigenous school of the early twentieth

10. Claure, Las escuelas indigenales; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 72–78.
11. The escuela oficial is generally the term used by historians and anthropologists to differentiate 

between the assimilationist and modernizing schools of the state and indigenous efforts to 
construct a form of education that would be geared towards their cultural survival. The 
escuela oficial refers to the schools operated by the state and thus, by extension, those that 
promote deculturation of the indigenous masses.

12. This is a theme I have extensively addressed elsewhere. See: Brienen, “Por qué Warisata,” and 
Marten Brienen, “The Andean Melodrama and how it Reflects on Bolivian Education.” In 
Annelies Zoomers and Ton Salman, Imaging the Andes: Shifting Margins of a Marginal 
World. Amsterdam: Aksant, 2003, pp. 187–207.

13. As indicated by the frequent use of the phrase ‘escuela oficial’ as something contrasting to the 
indigenous school introduced at Warisata in 1931.
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century indeed served actively to deculturate the indigenous masses and thereby 

impose upon them a program of assimilation and modernization without regard for the 

wishes, desires, or needs of the indigenous communities themselves.14

While such a reading of the educational 

system of the early twentieth century certainly 

does reflect the official rhetoric of that period, 

which was unmistakably concerned first and 

foremost with the transformation of indigenous 

society into something much less indigenous and 

much more western and modern,15 the 

conclusions drawn from the preceding chapters of 

this study indicate primarily that there existed a 

vast chasm between the rhetoric of educational 

reform and the daily practice of the schools 

themselves. My in-depth review of both 

nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century 

reformism suggests a history of failure due to the inherent incompetence and 

incapacity of the state, no less the prevailing obstacle to educational development in 

1910 than it had been in 1850. 

Thus, in considering Warisata as a ‘counter-offensive’ against the 

assimilationism of the escuela oficial, we are faced with a very serious problem. I 

have shown in the preceding chapters that there existed a veritable gulf between the 

objectives of the state in promoting indigenous education—assimilationist or 

otherwise—and its ability to reach those objectives as a result of the crushing 

financial and administrative shortcomings that plagued the state apparatus. In effect, 

the very notion of an escuela oficial defined as an institution that actively furthered 

the assimilationist ideals of politicians and bureaucrats involved in educational policy-

making is well-nigh laughable in the context of the state’s complete inability to build 

14. Which, as I have shown in the preceding chapters, is the position taken by Karen Claure, 
Roberto Choque, Françoise Martinez, Vitaliano Soria, Ramón Conde, Humberto Mamani, and 
Raúl Calderón.

15. See especially Martinez, Qu’ils soient nos semblables, Martinez, “La peur blanche,” Martinez, 
“Le renouveau,” Salmón, El espejo, Irurozqui, “Las paradojas,” and Irurozqui, “Ebrios, 
vagos.”

Figure	 .	Elizardo	Pérez

Image	from	the	 iles	of	Josué	
Butrón	Velarde
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schools of any type beyond the narrow confines of the urban centers or indeed to train 

teachers that would be both willing and capable of delivering an educational 

experience even remotely like that envisioned by the criollo and mestizo visionaries 

who had so vigorously debated the need for indigenous education throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This escuela oficial, to which the escuela-

ayllu supposedly represented the answer, is, in fact, entirely mythical. Certainly, 

descriptions of the indigenous schools as they existed prior to the founding of 

Warisata as representing a style of education that can be characterized as “formal and 

academic,” “merely alphabetizing,” and “encyclopedic” are rooted in the dreams of 

early twentieth-century bureaucrats rather than reflecting any of the goings-on in the 

schools themselves.16

The fact is that just as in the late nineteenth century, outside of the occasional 

use of military force to quell uprisings that they themselves were more the result of 

highly local conflict and abuse, the state itself was only barely present in the rural 

areas at all.17 It had been precisely for that reason that indigenous communities across 

the Altiplano had taken up the cause of indigenous education themselves rather than 

waiting in vain for the state to undertake any kind of serious effort. When 

communities and their representatives complained about the state’s involvement in the 

development of indigenous education it was to bemoan the fact that it hadn’t any, 

rather than to denounce some concerted effort to crush indigenous cultural survival.18

Moreover, upon reading the petitions presented by indigenous communities 

throughout the early twentieth century, it becomes abundantly clear that the problems 

experienced by them arose locally from the ongoing abuse and exploitation at the 

hands of rural elites;19 these communities may have called in vain on the state to 

intervene on their behalf, but it is certainly noteworthy that the role of the state was 

imagined by the communities as a potentially beneficial one. 

16. Raymond H. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, vol. 1949/1 of The Bulletin of the U.S. Office of 
Education. Washington: United States Government Printing Office: p. 22; Pérez, Warisata, p. 
86; Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, p. 54.

17. This is an argument presented especially by Irurozqui in Irurozqui, La armonía and Irurozqui, 
Por la concordia. It is also a subject treated by Carmenza Gallo in Gallo, Taxes and State 
Power.

18. This is a consistent theme in the petitions and letters presented by caciques apoderados to 
local and state officials.

19. Not unlike the problems experienced by the state when it attempted to implement its escuelas 
ambulantes.
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The indigenous schools—known as escuelas unitarias (unitary schools) for a 

number of bureaucratic reasons, but mostly because they had only one teacher—that

existed at the time of the founding of Warisata were created, operated, and supported 

by the communities in which they existed, leaving the state to exert no measurable 

degree of control over matters of curriculum or, for that matter, any particular aspect 

of the schools’ functioning at all. It is indeed a stretch of the imagination to describe 

these institutions as the culturally destructive agents of state-sponsored cultural 

genocide that they have been made out to be. Indeed, one of the major complaints

leveled by school inspectors was that the schools did not comply with the demands 

and regulations set forth by the ministry: “[los] maestros actuales continúan 

enseñando las costumbres autóctonas. No teóricamente, sino prácticamente con los 

mismos procederes.”20

In fact, the experimental school of Warisata would bring about unprecedented change 

in the indigenous educational system, as I will show in this and the following 

chapters. In the chapter at hand, I will examine exactly what it was that set Warisata 

apart from other official institutions that had been created in the preceding decades, 

every one of which had so miserably failed to bring about significant change. In part, 

I will argue that it was the structure of the school and its administrative innovations 

that would have a far greater impact than its curriculum or indeed its much touted 

embrace of indigenous culture. That is to say, the school was indeed revolutionary, 

although quite notably not in the sense implied by authors, who have traditionally 

sung its praises within the immeasurably complex context of identity politics and 

indigenous resistance to westernizing cultural expansionism, which itself is a tricky 

concept within the context of the peculiarities of Bolivian ethnic mobility.21

In addressing the importance of Warisata it is, then, imperative that we also 

directly address and in some cases challenge some of the assertions commonly made 

with regard to the role played by Warisata, its chief architects, and its most fervent 

20. “Currently, teachers are continuing to teach autochthonal customs. Not theoretically, but in 
practice, using the same behaviors.”” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; Oficios 
Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes Beltrán to 
Toribio Claure: “Ref. a circular no. 2/44.”

21. See: Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “La raíz: colonizadores y colonizados.” In Silvia Rivera 
Cusicanqui and Raúl Barrios (eds), Violencias encubiertas en Bolivia. La Paz: 
CIPCA/Aruwiyiri, 1993: 25–139.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

151

proponents. In light of the arguments I have presented in the preceding chapters, it is 

clear that we cannot interpret this one institution as the indigenous answer to the 

problem of assimilationism in the escuelas oficiales, largely because the latter are no 

more than a figment of the imagination. As I have shown, the indigenous schools

extant at the time of the founding of Warisata were the result of indigenous efforts 

Figure	 .	Location	of	Warisata

and had come about without the material support of the state, even if they did have its 

blessing and outright approval. To argue, as has so often been done, that Warisata was 

a response to a problem of cultural conflict created by the state in creating a system of 

escuelas oficiales designed to implement some grand scheme of cultural annihilation 

to be wrought upon unsuspecting indigenous communities is to almost wholly ignore 

both the origins and daily realities of the hundreds of escuelas unitarias that had come 
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into existence through the blood, sweat, and tears of members of indigenous 

communities themselves, often directly confronting rural elites who consistently 

sought to suppress this subversion of the status quo.22 Moreover, this interpretation 

constitutes an outright denial of the involvement of indigenous communities in the 

creation of their own educational opportunities in decidedly unfavorable 

circumstances and as such, within the broader context of the study of indigenous 

activism and power, should be seen as entirely counter-productive: to posit Warisata 

as the solution to the supposedly destructive nature of the escuelas unitarias is to 

wholly discount the efforts of the communities.

This is not the only fundamental problem that arises from the common 

assessment of Warisata as the locus of indigenous resistance, others being equally 

rooted in an incomplete reading of the history of indigenous education up to the 

creation of the fabled escuela-ayllu. To position the school in this particular manner 

within a debate focused on the struggle between indigenous cultural survival and 

criollo cultural imperialism is likewise to deny the role that the escuelas unitarias had 

already been playing in that struggle, as well as to ignore the effect that the escuela-

ayllu was to have on those escuelas unitarias in the decade-and-a-half following its 

creation. Similarly, the very heavy focus that researchers have placed on the 

particulars of the educational rhetoric surrounding this institution as compared to the 

rhetoric that dominated in official circles with regard to the role and place of the 

indigenous population in a future Bolivian nation-state has blinded them to the fact 

that the state was never capable of implementing its many schemes for the 

acculturation of the masses, and allowed scholars to ignore the fact that the program 

developed at Warisata is in and of itself highly offensive by modern standards. 

Moreover, given that it was to be more effectively implemented than any of the 

assimilationist schemes that had preceded it in the field of state-sponsored public 

education, an argument can be presented to the effect that the politics of assimilation 

were carried out nowhere as effectively as in the “casa de los explotados.”23

It is in light of these very pressing historiographical problems that I will seek 

in this chapter to expressly examine Warisata within the context of the state of 

22. There are many reports of terrible abuse. See, for examples, Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 90–92.
23. “Home of the exploited.” Martínez, Algunas experiencias de educación popular, p. 26 as 

quoted in Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 54–55.
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education at the time of its initial development. In addition, I will place it within the 

further context of changing cultural attitudes among Bolivian intellectual elites who 

had, in effect, long abandoned the notion of pure assimilationism such as it had been 

present during the first decade of the twentieth century. Warisata was indeed to have a 

profound effect on the shape and form of the Bolivian indigenous school, and its 

influence would stretch far beyond Bolivian borders, and as such it is especially 

important to look closely at what aspects of the project made it possible for it to 

become so central to indigenous education, with the understanding that it was not for 

the reasons most commonly stated in existing analyses.

Changing	Attitudes

We should first consider the circumstances in which the school was created, not only

with respect to the state of rural education as it existed at the time, but also with 

respect to the overall attitude towards rural education and towards the place of the 

indigenous majority within society among those responsible for the creation of 

official policy. While, as I have indicated, there is a strong tendency among scholars 

to view official policy as little more than an offshoot of a desire to de-Indianize the 

nation, this view is altogether too simplistic. This may have been the prevailing 

attitude around the turn of the century,24 but the early decades of the twentieth century 

brought significant change to Bolivian society and thus inspired an ongoing evolution 

of notions regarding the place of the indigenous masses within the national project. 

One cannot assume that the direction and ultimate goals of official policy with regard 

to indigenous education had remained unchanged since the early days of the era of 

Liberal Party rule.

Indeed, as I have indicated, common analyses of the significance of Warisata

revolve around the notion that the indigenous schools could be regarded as the 

implementation of an assimilationist desire. The counterargument has been relatively 

uncomplicated in that the state simply had not been involved in the creation of 

indigenous schools,25 nor had it established anything approaching a system of 

24. As Irurozqui and Martinez have clearly shown. See Chapter II.
25. With the notable exception of the failed escuelas ambulantes. See Martinez, “La création.”
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supervision that would have allowed it to implement its policies in schools erected by 

indigenous communities—or by anyone else, for that matter. At the same time, it is 

important to examine the supposed assimilationist fervor of the state, given that the 

evidence presented to us with regard to the desire of politicians and intellectuals to 

homogenize the indigenous masses into some westernized citizenry dates largely to 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—as a result, primarily, of the fact 

that very little analysis exists that addresses the period between the Liberal reforms

and the founding of Warisata. Given that we can clearly demonstrate that criollo and 

mestizo attitudes towards the nature of indigeneity and the place of the indígena

within the nation and the state were subject to significant change over time—consider, 

for example, the impact of the Federal War on prevailing cultural attitudes as 

demonstrated previously—it stands to reason that we cannot merely assume that 

predominant attitudes of the early twentieth century should still govern public and 

political discourse some three decades later.

On the contrary, conditions had changed, and considerably so. As I have 

shown, in spite of the state’s failure to construct schools in the rural areas, the 

educational landscape underwent a steady and ultimately comprehensive 

transformation during the first three decades of twentieth century. Whereas schools in 

rural areas were still a scarcity at the turn of the century, at the dawn of the Age of 

Warisata there were many hundreds of such schools operating rather quietly in 

indigenous communities throughout the rural areas, each and every one of them 

supported by the communities themselves and in some cases operating in 

exceptionally difficult circumstances due to fierce oppression on the part of local 

hacendados and other autoridades legales (legal authorities) who feared that this 

ongoing process could not but result in a disruption of the status quo.26 Indeed, the 

only real support that these communities received on a national scale had been 

organized through the two organizations erected by members of the cacique 

apoderado movement.27

26. Conde, “Lucha,” p. 89–91. Also see: Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” pp. 60–63; Irurozqui, 
“The sound of the Patutos,” p. 112; Mamani, “La Educación India,” pp. 80–81, 88.

27. Indeed, although the indigenous schools were entitled to material support, they did not receive 
it: Mamani, “Lucha,” pp. 82–84 and Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 86–92. Also see: ALP/ME “Oficios 
del Directorato General de Instrucción; Varios, 1927,” Adhémar Géhain to Ministro de 
Educación, 7 February 1927: “Informe del Rector de la Universidad de Chuquisaca,” f. 3.
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These schools, even though they were officially part of the state’s system of 

education nominally as escuelas fiscales, were even further removed from the reach 

of the state than the escuelas municipales, which legally formed a system unto their 

own, given that in the case of the latter, the question of control and supervision could 

be addressed fairly effectively in court, whereas the escuelas indigenales—as they 

would ultimately become known—so completely evaded governmental interference 

that the responsible Ministry and its offices did not know how many such schools 

existed, where they were located, nor indeed what went on inside them. 

The debates on the merits of indigenous education that had raged in the late 

nineteenth and into the early twentieth centuries, and which had been centered on the 

question of the intellectual capacity of the indigenous population, had been possible 

only so long as the debate explored the possibility and desirability of implementing a 

system of education “para la raza indígena.”28 The feverish activities on the part of the 

indigenous communities, which had quietly gone about creating schools even as 

ministerial officials and interested intellectuals were still busily debating the very 

notion, had provided an unmistakably positive answer to the question of indigenous 

capacity for learning, and demonstrated their unmeasured enthusiasm for education. 

Instead of puzzling over the implementation of indigenous education and the form it 

should take, the communities effectively preempted state intervention by refusing to 

wait for the state to do something constructive and instead set about creating schools, 

and therewith new opportunities for advancement, for themselves, and thus rendered 

the debate entirely moot.

Consequently, the question that lawmakers and intellectuals now faced was no 

longer whether or how to implement a system of indigenous education, but how to 

deal with it now that indigenous communities themselves had created one. In 

particular, there was an increasing awareness of the potential effects that this 

education might have on the indigenous communities and on society as a whole. This 

awareness was particularly focused on the urban centers, which had long remained

oases of western culture amid what criollos and mestizos had previously considered to 

be a mere cultural desert of pure savagery. Whereas paceños (inhabitants of La Paz) 

28. “For the Indian race.” By which I mean to refer to a system of education aimed at the 
education of Indians but serving the aims of non-Indians. Cf. estatuto de educación para la 
raza indígena.
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and orureños (inhabitants of Oruro) had still enjoyed the relative luxury during the 

late stages of the Federal War of worrying about the indigenous masses that merely 

surrounded them,29 by the early 1930s there was growing concern about the influx of 

indígenas into the urban centers and the cumulative effect of this migration on the 

cities and the very nature of urban life itself. In 1932, Franz Tamayo—the former 

champion of indigenous education30—observed bitterly: 

Sea por la escuela rural o urbana o por el cuartel de conscripción, hoy 
el indio alcanza la letradura y ¿cuál es el resultado? […] Ese indio es el 
gendarme que hoy mismo encontramos en las esquinas de nuestras 
ciudades. […] es el mayor flagelo después del colono español de la 
Conquista, para la propia raza y para sus propios congéneres. Intacto y 
primitivo, descomunalmente orgulloso de la pequeña superioridad que 
le da la letradura […] su rasgo típico es la crueldad y el espíritu de 
venganza.31

Tamayo was not alone in his disdain for the lettered Indian. Elizardo Pérez, the 

illustrious founder of the escuela-ayllu himself, wrote down the following description 

of the merit of ‘escuelas de simple alfabetización’ and their results in 1937: 

¿Para qué? Para que el indio semi letrado abandone el campo y se 
refugie en la ciudad y reniegue de su raza; para que se convierta en 
enemigo y explotador del indio ignorante; para que a título de ser 
“leído y escribido” sea un elemento disociador, perturbador del orden 
público, insolente y parásito de su ayllu, como lo han sido y lo son los 
indios alfabetizados?32

What a difference a quarter of a century makes! In 1899, the Indian Question had still 

been one that affected the urban elites of blancos (whites) and mestizos only in that 

their society abutted a savage outside world, apparently—in the minds of urban 

29. Martinez, “La peur blanche,” pp. 268–272.
30. See Irurozqui, “¿Qué Hacer?” and Martinez, “Le renouveau.” Also see: Franz Tamayo,

Creación de la pedagogía nacional. La Paz: Biblioteca del Sesquicentenario de la República, 
1975 [1910].

31. “Whether it is due to the rural or urban school, or to the military barracks, today the Indian has 
attained literacy, and what is the result? […] That Indian is the policeman that we find even 
today on the street corners of our cities. […] To his own race and to his own kin, he is the 
greatest scourge since the Spanish colonizer. Untouched and primitive, extraordinarily proud 
of the small superiority afforded him by literacy […] he is characterized by cruelty and a 
vengeful nature.” As quoted in Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 140.

32. “What for? So that the half-literate Indian abandons the rural areas and takes refuge in the city 
and swears of his race; so that he becomes an enemy and exploiter of the ignorant Indian; so 
that by virtue of being able to ‘read and write’ he becomes an alienating element, disturbing 
the public order, insolent and a parasite upon his ayllu, just as the alphabetized Indians have 
been and remain?” Bolivia, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indígenas/Elizardo Pérez, 
Orientación agrícola de las escuelas indigenales (respuesta a las observaciones de la 
Sociedad Rural Bolivian). La Paz: Editorial ‘Fenix’, 1937, p. 30.
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dwellers—replete with cannibals bent on the destruction of civilization itself.33 In 

1932, when Tamayo penned down his rather cheerless characterization of the indio

letrado (literate Indian), the idea had begun to take hold that education itself was 

driving the rural indígenas into the urban centers to become part of a rapidly 

expanding cholo (member of a distinct ethnic group of urban Indians, lit. ‘three-

quarter Indian’) underclass, leading to growing fears of the inexorable cholificación of 

the cities and thus posing an even greater threat to the survival of civilization in the 

Bolivian highlands than the threat of a “guerra de razas” (race war).34 This new 

menace, after all, was utterly impervious to the kind of simple military intervention 

that had in the past helped urban and rural elites to manage the indiada (Indian 

Masses). That is to say, a subtle shift had taken place among urbanites from a fear of 

the savage masses that surrounded their urban refuges to a fear of ongoing and 

relentless cultural erosion from within the urban centers themselves.35

It was easy to blame the indigenous school for the changing face of urban 

society. The language associated with indigenous education had, throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, included notions of proletarization and 

modernization, in essence promoting the wholesale reconstruction of Bolivian society

through the cultural transformation of the indigenous masses. To recall the 1872 

remarks of Bernardino Sanjinés:

enseñándoles a leer y escribir [los indígenas] tomarán nuevos hábitos, 
nuevas costumbres y por consiguiente se crearán mayores necesidades; 
y teniendo mayores necesidades, tendrán que consumir más, es decir, 
se harán más trabajadores, más productores y siendo más productores, 

33. Marta Irurozqui Victoriano, “Conversos a la patria boliviana. Identidad y participación 
política indígenas en las revoluciones de 1870 y 1899.” In Pilar García Jordán and Gabriela 
Dalla Corte (eds), De la nación homogénea a la nación plural.” Barcelona: Universidad de 
Barcelona, 2004, pp. 385–400: p. 393–397; Irurozqui, “La Guerra de razas,”p. 192.

34. Irurozqui Victoriano, Marta, “La guerra de razas en Bolivia: La (re)invención de una 
tradición.” In Revista Andina 11/1 (1993), pp. 163–197.

35. The Sociedad Rural Boliviana—a lobbying organization representing the interests of the 
haciendas and other large landed estates—expressed its fears as follows: “no se ha de hacer 
del indio artesano consumidor, obligado a invadir los pueblos y ciudades para ejercer el oficio, 
como futuros desocupados, desvinculados completamente de su innata inclinación y ancestral 
aptitud, necesarias en la puna. [The Indian should not be made an artisan consumer, forced to 
invade the towns and cities to practice his trade, as future unemployed persons, let loose 
completely from his innate inclinations and ancestral aptitudes, necessary on the Puna].” 
Pérez, Orientación agrícola, pp. 29–30.
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se aumentará la masa de la riqueza nacional, y Bolivia entrará entonces 
en la verdadera senda del progreso y la civilización.36

The very idea behind indigenous education had been to create new needs and to instill 

an enhanced appreciation for all that western civilization had to offer, and these needs 

could, of course, only be met in the cities.37 It should stand to reason that those who 

had enjoyed the benefits of an education that was explicitly intended to create a desire 

for modern life, modern amenities, and modern consumption would seek out an 

existence in the cities rather than remaining in the rural areas from which they hailed 

and which remained so closely associated with savagery and backwardness. 

At the same time, both intellectuals and government officials understood that 

the indigenous schools that were supposed to be imparting this education failed to 

meet even the abysmally low standards that had been laid out in the various pieces of 

legislation that governed the indigenous curriculum—in particular the 1919 estatuto 

para la educación de la raza indígena—and were thus imparting an education that 

was by all standards woefully inadequate. That is to say, in the minds of criollo and 

mestizo intellectuals like Tamayo, the process of indigenous communal involvement 

in the creation of schools had succeeded in creating new needs that could be met only 

in the cities, but it had not prepared the indígenas adequately for urban life and 

certainly had not transformed them into the kinds of modern men and women who 

might effectively and successfully contribute to national growth and advancement. 

The deficient education offered in the rural areas had thus produced, in the minds of 

these elites, a growing population of indígenas who reached the cities in a state of 

semi-savagery; literate and yet uncivilized, removed from their traditions and yet ill-

prepared for urban existence, and desirous of modernity and yet incapable of the 

responsibilities of the consumer-citizen. Thus, according to criollo and mestizo

intellectuals, education had succeeded only in partially detaching the indígenas from 

their cultural roots, but nothing constructive had been put in its place.38

36. “Teaching [the Indians] to read and write, they will take on new habits, new customs and thus 
greater needs will be created; and having greater needs, they will have to consume more, that 
is to say, they will become more hardworking, more productive, and being more productive, 
the volume of national wealth will increase, and then Bolivia will embark on the true path of 
progress and civilization.” As quoted in Reyeros, Historia, p. 277. See Chapter I, p. 53.

37. This was, in fact, the crux of the argument that Pérez presented in 1937 in his Orientación 
agrícola.

38. We find a very heavy emphasis on the need to retain the link between the indígena and the 
land in official writings of the 1930s. See, for example, Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 30.
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The fact that the question of indigenous education and its role in the 

development of Bolivian society had shifted is reflected in the debates and exchanges 

in both political and intellectual circles, where the tone of the debate itself underwent 

a change both as subtle and yet undeniably transformative as the developments in the 

rural areas themselves. There was no sudden shift or radical change in ideology in so 

far as the place of indigenous education in national construction was concerned, and 

yet the content and tenor of the ongoing discussions about indigenous education were 

radically different in 1930 than they had been in 1899.

This is an important point to make, especially in the context of the somewhat 

“telescopic view,” to borrow a phrase from Michael Painter,39 that still commonly 

applies to cultural and racial attitudes among the country’s ruling elites among 

historians and anthropologists who have taken the raging racism of the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries as evidence to support the notion of education as a 

sinister ploy to further the eradication of indigenous culture, even as late as the 1920s 

and 1930s.40

Indeed, as I have indicated above, the very foundation of current analyses of 

the significance of Warisata posits a direct and strong contrast between the pro-

indigenous nature attributed to Warisata and the supposedly assimilationist nature of 

the official indigenous school it has been understood to supplant, where assessments 

of the function of this ‘official school’ appear to be rooted primarily in the rhetoric of 

early twentieth-century Liberal reformers, who admittedly sought to eradicate 

indigenous culture in the name of the national project.41 It is, however, not convincing 

to apply the profoundly racist underpinnings found in the motivations of early 

twentieth century Liberals to the situation encountered some three decades later 

39. Painter, “Re-Creating the Peasant Economy,” pp. 95–99.
40. Brienen, “The Andean Melodrama,” pp. 190–192. Soria describes the state’s interest in 

education for the indigenous masses as serving only to “eliminar la organización de los ayllus 
y liquidar la cultura nativa” [To eliminate the organization of the ayllus and liquidate natuve 
culture]. Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 49. Soria is not alone in his exceptionally 
negative characterization of the state’s intentions: see also Calderón, “La deuda social,” pp. 
58–67; Choque, “La educación indigenal,” pp. 175–176; Claure, La escuela indigenal, pp. 27–
56; Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 54–55, 111–157;

41. See Brienen, “Por qué Warisata.” The term ‘official school’ is used specifically as a derisive 
term in the majority of the literature, and it is used to stress the assimilationist nature of these 
schools. See for examples of this usage: Calderón, “La deuda social,” p. 68; Choque, “La 
educación indigenal,” p. 143; Conde, “Lucha,” pp. 93–94; Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 
86; Soria, “Los caciques-apoderados,” p. 52.
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without due consideration for the possibility of significant change in prevailing 

attitudes in the intervening time.

It should come as no surprise, then, that such attitudes with regard to the 

desired effects of indigenous education were undergoing a process of significant 

change along with the transformation of the educational system. On the one hand, of 

course, there were constant calls to subjugate the indigenous schools to state 

intervention, but, as we have seen, the capacity and the means to implement an 

effective system of supervision and guidance were still lacking and it could well be 

argued that the state’s influence over the wayward indigenous schools was shrinking 

with each new school that appeared as the result of indigenous activism. On the other 

hand, there was also a growing sentiment that the goals of indigenous education 

should be altered to reflect this new interpretation of the Indian Question. Not only 

could the indigenous school as it existed not successfully transform its charges into 

modern citizens and consumers who would function appropriately in the urban 

environment and thus contribute to the emergence of a modern nation-state, but 

questions also remained with regard to the ability of the indígena himself to adapt to 

this modern existence given what criollo and mestizo intellectuals still argued was his 

limited intellectual capacity:

[…] la raza indígena tiene las características de todas las retardadas. Su 
mentalidad, receptiva, es hasta intensa en la niñez y casi nula en el 
adulto. Empero, un entrenamiento mecánico da siempre buenos 
resultados en cualquiera edad, llegando a veces a grados admirables 
[…]42

What was needed, the argument went, was an education that would take into account 

the intellectual weakness of the indígena, while building on his innate talents to create 

a citizen who, in spite of his shortcomings, could contribute actively and effectively to 

the nation as a whole.43

42. “[…] the Indian race has all the characteristics of all the retarded [races]. Its receptive 
mentality is quite intense in childhood y almost non-existent in adulthood. However, a 
mechanical training at any age always gives great results, sometimes even reaching admirable 
levels.” ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930-1939; Copiador de oficios,” f. 
19, #7, 22 April 1930, Director general de educación indigenal to Director general de 
instrucción: “Decreto Supremo de 22 de Octubre último.”

43. Indeed, Pérez’s own description of what the schools should seek to achieve counts as a very 
helpful insight into such attitudes. Pérez wrote that the schools “Deben ser más educativas que 
instructivas; deben enseñar el cultivo y explotación de la tierra, a la que no debe abandonarla 
jamás el indio: deben saber ejercitar los trabajos manuales, para que se abastezca el indio a sus 
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In effect, much as I have argued in the preceding chapters, the period of the 

Federal War brought a transformation in the manner in which the indigenous 

population was viewed, and a similar change occurred between the era of Liberal 

Party rule and the founding of Warisata in 1931. Whereas the Federal War had 

sparked a reexamination of nature of indigenous ‘savagery,’ the following decades 

produced a situation which also caused intellectuals and politicians to rethink their 

stance on the Indian Question and the role of education in providing an answer to it. 

Interestingly, this renewed fear44 of the indigenous populace and its numerical 

strength was characterized by a stronger emphasis on the particulars of indigenous 

culture and especially on its perceived defects. That is to say, while prevailing 

attitudes around the turn of the century tended to be focused on the notion of 

indigenous culture as anti-modern overall and in need of complete transformation 

along western cultural standards, the focus became significantly more specific with 

the passing of time, shifting to an almost obsessive attention to the prevalence of 

‘vice’ among the indigenous communities.45

This more particular focus on the specifics of indigenous cultural

shortcomings and supposed proclivities towards filth, alcoholism, drug use,46 and 

necesidades domésticas por sí mismo: deben enseñar, la higiene personal y la reforma de su 
modo de vivir: deben inculcar una moral práctica: hacer cumplir los deberes de ciudadano, ya 
como elemento productor e integrante de la nacionalidad, o como reformador de su propia 
clase. Enseñar esto es más importante que enseñar a leer y escribir. [They must be more 
educational than instructional; they must teach farming and exploitation of the land, which the 
Indian should never abandon: they must know how to perform manual labor, so that the Indian 
can meet his own domestic needs himself: they must teach personal hygiene and reform his 
way of life; they must inculcate a practical morality; make him comply with his civil 
obligations, both as a productive element and integral part of nationhood, or as a reformer of 
his own class. To teach these things is more important than to teach reading and writing].” 
Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 30.

44. As I indicated in the preceding chapter, fear had been a strong motivator for criollos
reassessments of the place and role of the indígena in Bolivian society. See Martinez, “La 
peur blanche.”

45. See: Brienen, “Filthy Savages.” Unpublished paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Society for Ethnohistory, 2006. Also, Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 111–
157. A beautiful example can be found in Villarroel, Educación indígena, pp. 42–43. 
Martinez, “Le renouveau,” pp. 259–260. Indeed, the director of the escuela normal rural of la 
Florida describes the indígena of 1921 as a being “contaminado de vicio […] de los que hoy 
falta despojarle” [contaminated by vice … of which today he must be cleansed]. Villarroel, La 
educación indígena, p. I. 

46. Toribio Claure, the director of the núcleo escolar campesino at Vacas, for example, speaks of 
“indigencia, pereza, mugre, enfermedades y vicios. [Indigence, laziness, filth, disease, and 
vice].” Toribio Claure, Una escuela rural en Vacas. La Paz: Universo, 1949, p. 54. Pérez 
himself states that the goal of education should be to transform the indígena into a being who 
was “sobrio, esforzado, alegre, idóneo, limpio, sano de cuerpo y de espíritu. [sober, hard-



MARTEN	BRIENEN

162

carnal excess makes for more objectionable writings in terms of the manner in which 

intellectuals and politicians spoke of the indigenous education,47 but it is important to 

recognize that this higher level of detail in the descriptions of all that was awry in the 

indigenous communities obscures the fact that it specifically contrasts with the 

complete and unequivocal rejection of indigenous culture as a whole that we 

encounter at the turn of the century.48 Though on the surface contradictory, this means 

in effect that the attention given to the specifics of indigenous cultural shortcomings 

can be regarded as indicative of a more inclusive and welcoming approach to 

indigenous culture as a given,; it serves to identify those peculiarities of indigenous 

culture and tradition that were regarded as ‘negative’ while at the same time 

establishing that all of these degenerative traits were rooted in patterns of behavior 

that were subject to change and could thus be resolved.49 The outright rejection of 

indigenous culture had slowly been making place for an approach that held that 

indigenous culture was flawed but could be improved upon and as such deserved a 

place within the nation-state. At this point then, much unlike had been the case 

throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the national project was no 

longer understood to absolutely require the eradication of indigenous culture and now 

accepted the possibility, even the desirability, of a national project rooted in cultural 

and ethnic heterogeneity. Indeed, by 1927 even the survival of indigenous languages 

was considered a given, witness this remark made by Minister of Education Monje 

Gutiérrez:

Al castellanizarlo [al indígena] no se tratará de borrar el idioma 
autóctono, cosa imposible y anticultural.50

What we are faced with here is a fairly complex process whereby the cultural outlook 

among criollos and mestizos, especially those who inhabited the urban centers, had 

working, happy, apt, clean, healthy of body and spirit].” Pérez, Warisata, p. 224. The 
implication was, of course, that the indígena was none of these things.

47. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 139–141. Also Joaquín V. Mercado, Los problemas 
de la educación rural boliviana (ideas fundamentales de reorganización de la escuela unitaria 
rural). Sucre, Escuela Tipográfica Salesiana, 1929, p. 13.

48. Martinez, “La création,” pp. 169–170; Martinez, “La peur blanche,” pp. 266–272.
49. Indeed, that is precisely the point made by the director of the escuela normal rural of la 

Florida: Villarroel, La educación indígena, pp. I–VI. Also see: Irurozqui, “Ebrios, vagos,” p. 
731.

50. “In teaching him Spanish, the idea is not to erase the indigenous language, an impossible and 
anti-cultural task.” ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 
1925–1931,” f. 52, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable 
Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de corrientes.”
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progressed along an evolutionary track. What had started as a denial of indigenous 

culture—the notion of pure savagery that had informed nineteenth-century 

educational and social policies—traversed through a recognition of indigenous culture 

as extant but incompatible with dominant ideals of modernity, progress, and 

nationhood in the aftermath of the Federal War, and had now reached a stage in which 

indigenous culture as represented in the indigenous communities of the rural areas 

was regarded as viable and ultimately compatible with the modern nation-state under 

certain, very specific, conditions that presupposed express changes to the character of 

indigenous culture, alleviating the propensity for vice and excess in order to integrate 

the indigenous population into the national project without requiring the complete 

abandonment of indigenous identity and tradition. Indeed, some indigenous traditions

had come to be valued as a cultural asset to be integrated into national curricula, 

especially those that were viewed as ‘harmless’ and ‘quaint’ folklore: indigenous 

theater, dance, and arts and crafts.51

The trickiness that resides in this proposition in part has to with the fact that 

the resultant more ‘culturally sensitive’ approach was marked by significantly more 

explicit objections to specific aspects of indigenous culture—at least, in the minds of 

intellectuals and politicians—that were in need of transformation or eradication.52 To 

place this in a broader historical perspective, I would make note of the fact that within 

the framework of nineteenth-century notions of indigenous savagery as consisting in 

the absence of culture, there really was no need to specify elements of indigenous 

culture that were objectionable or otherwise undesirable. Much the same can be said 

of the Liberal approach of the early twentieth century, which although it recognized 

51. These had become part of the official curriculum for the indigenous schools and received 
special attention from the Ministry of Education under Géhain: ALP/ME vol. 465 “Copiador 
de oficios expedidos: Congreso Nacional, 1925–1931,” f. 52, 27 August 1926, Siles/Monje 
Gutiérrez to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Respuesta a oficio de 19 de 
corrientes”; ALP/ME “Oficios del Directorato General de Instrucción, 1927,” #258, 30 June 
1927, Adhémar Géhain to José Gutiérrez Guerra: “Folklore,” ff. 1–4. Even folklore, however, 
could stand some improvement according to Géhain: “vale decir entre el pueblo que guarda 
las tradiciones de la raza, y los ingenios capacitados por su técnica para traducir esas 
tradiciones en términos artísticos apropiados a la cultura contemporánea o futura. [It goes 
without saying that between those peoples who guard their racial traditions and those shrewd 
ones technically trained to translate those traiditons into artistic expressions adapted to 
contemporary or future culture].”

52. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 111–157; Mercado, Los problemas de la educación 
rural, pp. 11–12, 23–29; Villarroel, Educación indígena, pp. LXII–LXIV. Also Ann 
Zulawski, “Hygiene and ‘The Indian Problem’: Ethnicity and Medicine in Bolivia, 1910–
1920.” In Latin American Research Review, Vol. 35, No. 2. (2000), pp. 107–129.
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the existence of an indigenous culture, argued that it should be eradicated in its 

entirety to make place for a system of western values and lifeways; in such a broadly 

based program of cultural displacement or assimilation, there was no need to consider 

specific aspects of indigenous culture. In this sense, then, there is a logic inherent to 

the obsessive discussions of the shortcomings of indigenous culture within a context 

of acceptance of indigenous culture as valuable or worthy, since it identifies what 

specific changes are needed to salvage it. Indigenous redemption no longer resided in 

the abandonment of indigeneity, but in the betterment of the indigenous condition 

through a targeted program of cultural improvement.53

The arguments used to promote this type of education, whereby the indigenous 

component of society was in need of cultural and moral improvement to create a 

‘better Indian’54 were profoundly and irremediably racist, but it should be recognized 

at the same time that they represented a significant departure from late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century attitudes, which were marked by a very specific desire to 

completely supplant indigenous culture and traditions. The new approach did not 

reject indigenous culture and tradition outright, seeking rather to tweak it than to 

eradicate it, which in itself constituted a substantial shift in the cultural mind-set of 

educators and intellectuals. What we find is in effect a progression from a standpoint 

that reflected Richard Pratt’s once popular slogan “Kill the Indian, Save the Man,” to 

one in which indigenous culture itself had become regarded as salvageable through 

directed intervention.55 Most importantly, perhaps, was the notion that this 

reorientation of educational goals should also entail the continued rurality of the 

indigenous populace and therewith halt the ongoing cholificación of the urban 

centers.56

If nothing else, it is clear that Bolivian urban society had lost its taste for an 

ongoing project of proletarization of the indigenous masses, enticing them to seek out 

53. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 111–157.
54. ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural; oficios recibidos, 1942,” #75/42, 24 June 

1942, Director del núcleo escolar campesino de Alcatuyo to Vocal de educación indigenal: 
“Culturización.”

55. On American Indian policies and attitudes, see Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: The 
Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880–1920. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1991; 
Jon Allan Reynher and Jeanne M Oyawin Eder, American Indian Education: A History. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006; Michael C. Coleman, American Indian 
Children At School, 1850–1930. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2007

56. Pérez, Warisata, p. 224
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the kind of modern existence exalted in official rhetoric. The rhetoric of this period, 

and more so during the 1930s, reflected this sea-change by emphasizing the 

incompatibility of the Indian with urban life, which was now depicted as confusing 

and full of temptations to which the poor rural migrant had few innate defenses. 

Urbanization could only serve to entice the migrant to a life of vice and depredation,57

while producing a degenerate offspring of urbanized modernity that would serve only 

to threaten the integrity of Bolivian societal development. The prevailing attitude, 

then, had become one that favored maintaining the Indian as Indian and in his natural 

agricultural setting. What education should produce was a better, more productive 

Indian but one who would not claim to be anything other than Indian.

The general notion, then, that official policy at the time of the founding of 

Warisata—and, indeed, afterwards—was still dominated by a push to truly eradicate 

indigenous culture and tradition based on the underlying notion that indigenous ethnic 

identities and cultural uniqueness formed an obstacle to progress and national 

construction is clearly false. Likewise, the idea that the appearance of Warisata should 

be placed within this context of an intellectual and political hostility towards 

indigenous culture and its survival in the emerging nation-state is not tenable in the 

context of changed cultural attitudes. Clearly, even though we can establish that 

official policy in the era of Liberal Party rule had been marked by a profound racism 

that held that the construction of the nation-state hinged upon the ability of the state to 

fully supplant indigenous cultural and ethnic identities in favor of a single modern 

Bolivian one, dominant views had shifted dramatically between the turn of the 

century and the late 1920s, while the notion of a unified and homogeneous nation-

state had been supplanted by a more flexible stance with regard to the place and role 

of the indigenous population in society. It was, admittedly, a flexibility still governed 

by quite profound prejudice and racism but one that nevertheless specifically foresaw 

a place for the Indian within society without a prerequisite for the wholesale 

57. A point reiterated in 1945 by a ministerial official who stated that “los indígenas, cuando 
emigran hacia los centros urbanos, donde llevan una vida de abyección, se pervierten 
mayormente, porque en esos centros encuentran todos los refinamientos de los vicios. [the 
Indians, when they migrate to the urban centers, where they lead a life of depravity, become 
mostly perverted, because in those urban centers they encounter all the refinements of vice].” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”
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abandonment of traditional practices and lifeways. In this new vision of Bolivian 

society, one could indeed be both indigenous and Bolivian simultaneously.

Old	Problems

Even though it is undeniable that the educational system had undergone very 

significant development since the early twentieth century—in essence appearing out 

of nowhere without the aid of the state to any measurable degree—and that as a direct 

consequence of this development the discourse regarding the orientation of the 

educational system in terms of what it should ideally produce in its charges had 

changed quite considerably, it is also true that many of the fundamental problems 

underlying the development of the educational system and in particular with regard to 

the role of the state in it had remained essentially unchanged since the advent of the 

era of Liberal Party rule.58

That is to say, even though intellectuals and policymakers had begun to shift 

away from advocating an approach centered on the wholesale assimilation of the 

indigenous masses in favor of one that would merely counter the supposed 

degeneration of indigenous culture, emphasizing those aspects of indigenous life 

associated with its rurality, the distance between the predominant discourse among the 

urban ruling class and the ability of the state to translate that discourse into a tangible 

reality remained as vast as it had ever been. The state apparatus was by 1930 certainly 

not more advantageously positioned to directly regulate the educational system than it 

had been three decades earlier, and one might even argue that with each new 

indigenous school founded by the communities, its command of the educational 

system shrank correspondingly. That is to say, in short, that even as the rhetoric had 

shifted as a result of the development of an indigenous system of schools, the 

fundamental problems that had long prevented the state from acting on its desire for 

societal transformation through the use of education had remained entirely static, in 

essence rendering the debates with regard to the exact content of the curriculum or the 

ultimate goals of indigenous education in terms of its desired effects for the 

development of rural society, rather futile. 

58. Or indeed before then. See Chapter I.
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Although I have argued rather extensively in the above paragraphs that some 

of the more common assessments of the nature of state policy with regard to 

indigenous education—especially its tendency towards pure assimilationism in the 

North American sense59—are rooted in a telescopic vision of state policy in which it 

is assumed that the intent of ministerial officials had not changed between 1900 and 

1930, we are thus left to wonder to what extent it really matters what the state hoped 

to accomplish, given its absolute inability to translate political and ideological rhetoric 

into practical results in the rural areas, all the while allowing indigenous communities

to operate their schools in almost absolute isolation. Not until the creation of a system 

that could indeed provide a means to implement policy and ideological positions 

taken at the Ministerial level would it truly begin to be relevant what urban elites had 

in mind for their indigenous countrymen—this, as I intend to show, would be 

precisely what Warisata managed to accomplish, which is why it does matter after all.

Moreover, if the state had been unable to address its own failings and 

shortcomings, all of which ultimately came down to a simple lack of funding and the 

subsequent inability to impose its will on uncooperative actors outside of the urban 

centers, it most certainly could not begin to hope to resolve them in the midst of the 

severest financial crisis the country had witnessed since its creation in 1824. It should 

be noted that the global crisis that erupted in 1929 had a particularly dramatic impact 

on Bolivian state coffers,60 given its disproportionate dependence on mineral exports 

for state revenues and the high susceptibility of precisely those exports to the 

industrial output of developed countries. Between 1928 and 1932, the state 

experienced a cataclysmic collapse of revenues from mining, leading to a reduction in 

the absolute size of the budget by no less than 55%,61 a reduction that was neatly 

reproduced in the budget apportioned to the Ministry of Education, which fell from 

some Bs. 5,000,000 in 1928 to Bs. 2,600,000 in 1933.62 Even if ministerial officials

understood perfectly what the main obstacles to educational development were—

59. See Hoxie, A Final Promise for a comprehensive overview of assimilationism in relation to 
the United States and its Indian Policy until the advent of John Collier.

60. The best overview of Bolivian state revenues in the first half of the twentieth century is 
without a doubt Carmenza Gallo’s Taxes and State Power.

61. Gallo, Taxes and State Power, p. 108.
62. Dropping from 5,000,411 Bs in 1928 to 2,625,123.99 Bs in 1933. Volume: ANB, vol. 406 

“Presidencia de la República; Palacio de Gobierno; Correspondencia, Consejo Nacional de 
Educación y Empresas Ferroviarias, 1942”, #174, 29 August 1942, Ministro de Hacienda to 
Presidente de la República: “Presupuestos.”
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which, as I have discussed in the preceding chapters, they did not—they would have 

been completely unable to redress them in any conventional manner. Had the 

construction of new schools not been within the means of the state during the 

financial heyday of the mid-1920s, the 1930s produced a degree of fiscal distress that 

would impede even the most modest of concerted efforts.

It should be noted that even though many of the shortcomings of the 

educational system could not be effectively addressed due to fiscal limitations, the 

realization had begun to set in that the continuous sweeping reformism that had 

literally plagued the development of education throughout the nineteenth century had 

done little to improve matters and had in fact resulted in the very chaos that now 

characterized the system as a whole. Here, an effort was made to decouple the 

administration of education from active politics through the creation in 1930 of what 

became known as the Consejo Nacional de Educación [National Education Council]

(CNE),63 which was to function as an independent and permanent body charged 

directly with the formulation and implementation of educational policy, with the 

notable exception of the universities, which had gained autonomy under the same set 

of reforms.64 It is a fatal irony that this particular reform should be among the first to 

be undone during the next spate of military intervention in 1936 and thus essentially 

amounts to no more than yet another example of incessant reformism, rather than a 

solution to it.65 This is even clearer when we take into consideration that the CNE was 

then promptly re-created in an entirely neutered fashion—without budgetary 

authority—negating the whole point of its creation in the first place, until it was then 

re-abolished several years later.

Nonetheless, in spite of the inability of the state to undertake the large-scale—

or, for that matter, small-scale—construction of schools in the rural areas, an 

educational system of sorts had come into being through the enthusiastic intervention 

of the indigenous communities themselves. The state remained unable to compete 

63. With the exception of the universities, which gained their autonomy in the same reforms. 
Decreto Ley of 25 July 1930, promulgated under the military junta of Blanco Galindo in the 
aftermath of its overthrow of Hernando Siles. See Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, 
pp. 285–299

64. The notion of autonomía universitaria is still cherished in the country's academic circles. See 
Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 285–299.

65. Per decree of 1 July 1936, which reorganized the Ministry of Education and created a new 
Dirección General de Educación Pública to oversee the educational system. Achá, Proceso, p. 
180.
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with them, as the budget still prevented it from actively constructing new schools. It 

could not appoint or replace the teachers, since it did not possess a system of training 

new ones,66 nor did it have the means to provide the teachers with guidance, given 

that no teacher’s manual existed.67 It could not even establish exactly what went on in 

these schools, since it also had no viable system of inspection.

I would argue that these circumstances are not accurately reproduced in the 

majority of the extant literature that has dealt with the founding and importance of 

Warisata. The notion that Warisata appeared amidst an ever-expanding system of 

rural education that served primarily to further the eradication of indigenous culture

and destroy what remained of the ayllus and he cultural heritage they harbored is 

patently false. The educational system had expanded into the rural areas, but this had 

been the consequence of self-motivated indigenous activism and the resulting schools 

existed on a plane far beyond the reach of the state and its educational agenda of 

societal transformation. If nothing else, the indigenous school was above all else an 

indigenous affair that functioned beyond the purview of the Ministry of Education. 

Rather than constituting a means for the state to impose its vision of modernity and 

progress on a victimized population of defenseless indígenas, the indigenous schools

that arose in the aftermath of the Federal War and into the 1920s—and beyond—

amounted to yet another layer of education over which the state had ceded control, as 

it had done previously with the municipal schools, parochial schools, thus adding to 

the bureaucratic and administrative chaos that characterized the educational system.

Until it established a method that would allow it to gain some measure of 

control over the extant schools, any discussion over the potential merit of indigenous 

education as a means of transforming rural society—regardless of the ideological 

underpinnings—would remain rather pointless: it remained no more than merely ins 

Blaue hinein richtungweisen. The primary need of the state, consequently, was for a 

means of establishing some degree of control within the existing indigenous schools

and thus to be able to use them to implement its vision of the future, without requiring 

much—preferably any—investment or resources. 

66. Nor could it successfully identify all of the teachers who worked in the unitarias.
67. The first teacher’s manual was to be introduced in 1947. See Chapter VI.
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An	Of icial	School

There, of course, lies the crux of my argument. At the experimental school of 

Warisata, Elizardo Pérez and his collaborators ultimately managed to create an 

educational model that could effectively address many of these shortcomings, while 

neatly remaining within the confines of official policy as it had developed in terms of 

the state’s desire to ‘improve’ the indigenous condition in a manner that would allow 

the communities to more efficiently contribute to the national good. 

Indeed, continuing along the lines of my earlier remarks regarding the non-

existence of a struggle between ‘official schools’ and the model developed at 

Warisata, I have already indicated that the notion that the escuelas unitarias or 

escuelas indigenales were particularly ‘official’ to begin with is a bit of an 

overstatement given the almost exclusive reign over them by the communities in 

which they operated.68 Certainly, the depictions of the indigenous schools as they 

existed prior to the founding of Warisata as representing a style of education 

characterizable as “formal and academic,” “merely alphabetizing,” and 

“encyclopedic” are rooted in highly idealized visions presented by early twentieth-

century bureaucrats rather than reflecting any of the goings-on in the schools 

themselves.69 Moreover, the suggestion is of course that the institution created by 

Siñani and Pérez and their collaborators was itself somehow ‘unofficial,’ adding to its 

presumed status as a revolutionary institution that stood in solitary opposition to an 

official system bent on the oppression and cultural destruction of its charges.

On the contrary, the famed escuela-ayllu was very much an ‘official school’ in 

that it was created in 1931 not only at the behest of the minister of education,70 but 

68. As I have indicated in the preceding chapter, the terminology used in official documents can 
be confusing in that many overlapping categories of schools existed, none of which at this 
time referred specifically to indigenous schools: the phrase escuela indigenal was used, but 
did not exist as an official category. The term was used largely interchangeably with the term 
escuela unitaria, which although it did not specifically denote an indigenous school, it in 
practice generally was one. The official designation, however, referred only to a school that 
offered less than a full curriculum and had only a single teacher. That is to say that while an 
unitaria was not necessarily an indigenous school, virtually all indigenous schools were 
unitarias, and the majority of unitarias were indigenous. 

69. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 22; Pérez, Warisata, p. 86; Stephenson, Gender and 
Modernity, p. 54.

70. Min. Bailón Mercado. In fact, Pérez was given a sum of cash to help him create the school. 
National Archives and Records Administration–Volle Park Building (NACP), Record Group 
229 (RG229); Office of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA); MLR #87, Records of the 
Department of Information, Education Division (RDIED); General Records relating to Field 
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indeed by a long-time ministerial apparatchik with funding from the minister 

himself.71 The first stone was laid on 2 August 1931 in the presence of provincial 

authorities who had traveled from Achacachi for the occasion.72 Throughout its 

existence, it could count on the active support—including funding—from the 

Ministry,73 which kept a very close watch on the experiment as it unfolded.74 Indeed, 

the profile of the school was sufficiently high that the vice-president of the republic, 

José Luís Tejada Sorzano,75 along with the minister of education, Alfredo Otero, 

visited the school while it was still being constructed in 1932.76 If anything, the 

escuela-ayllu that has long been regarded as a lone voice of justice in a wilderness of 

oppression was by far the most actively supported and supervised indigenous school

in the history of the country, having received a special status within the administrative 

structure of the educational system and having sparked particular interest among 

advocates of indigenous education as a potential model for reform.77

Indeed, the celebrated architect of the school, Elizardo Pérez, was no stranger 

to the peculiarities of the Bolivian educational system, having himself not only been a 

product of it, but a long-time participant in it.78 Pérez graduated from the Sucre 

Normal School and then followed in the footsteps of his fellow alumni, working his 

way up through the ministerial ranks; indeed, very few of the normalistas ever 

became educators themselves. As inspector of indigenous schools, he had become 

keenly aware of the shortages that existed in the schools and the inevitable problems 

with quality control in the absence of formal teacher training, also coming to realize 

the primary obstacle to educational development: the almost complete absence of 

Operations (Field Operations), Box 1175: Bolivia (Bolivia) Map “F2 Bolivia, 7a Special 
Reports” (F2 Special Reports), 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck, “Elizardo 
Pérez,” f. 10.

71. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 69–71; NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 
Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck, “Elizardo Pérez,” f. 10.

72. Adolfo Velasco, La escuela indigenal de Warisata, Bolivia; Escuela de recuperación indígena 
de Caiza, Bolivia; Indios selvícolas bolivianos. Mexico: Departamento de Asuntos Indígenas, 
1940,  p. 21.

73. It paid the salaries not only of Pérez, but also several of his closest collaborators, including 
José and María de la Riva and Juan Velasco. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 18. In 1939, its 
budget consisted of Bs. 424,080. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p.45.

74. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 69–71.
75. He was to briefly become president in 1935 after the military overthrow of President Daniel 

Salamanca. See Klein, Bolivia, pp. 199–200.
76. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 267.
77. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 

“An Experiment in Internationalism,” ff. 4–7.
78. See Pérez’s autobiography. Pérez, Warisata. 
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funding. As someone dedicated to indigenous education, by the late 1920s he had 

assumed the directorship of one of the experimental normal schools that had been 

created since the mid-nineteenth century to demonstrate some particular principle of 

education that had become fashionable at the time. The experimental escuela normal

rural de Miraflores, which Pérez briefly administered, had been created as an 

example of vocational training adapted to the practicalities of rural life as understood 

by planners in the Ministry of Education, and it was the first attempt at the creation of 

a normal school for aspiring indigenous teachers since the last had been closed down 

in the 1920s.79 It was, in fact, in that capacity that he realized the futility of the 

approach chosen. Miraflores, now an organic part of the city of La Paz itself, then lay 

on the fringes of the city, amid the haciendas that still surrounded it; Pérez instead 

proposed to create a new experimental school that would exist in closer proximity to 

the indigenous communities,80 an idea for which he quickly received the blessing of 

Bailón Mercado.81

Pérez was charged with the creation of precisely that, an indigenous school

that would be an integral part of the indigenous community itself,82 and his tenure at 

Warisata was an entirely official one; he was a full-fledged government employee 

throughout the development of Warisata, which was itself regarded very much as an 

official institution. In his account, Pérez actually goes into quite a bit of detail 

describing how he came to found the school in Warisata as opposed to several other 

locations he had weighed and inspected,83 but it is of particular import to note that one 

of the chief attractions at Warisata had been the presence of indigenous educators, 

such as Avelino Siñani and others, who had had experience teaching in indigenous 

schools and were intimately familiar both with the problems in indigenous education

and the needs of the community itself.84 Here he had collaborators who understood 

79. Suárez, Historia, p 319; Fell, “Warisata,” pp. 209–211.
80. In the case of Warisata itself, it would be more appropriate to describe it as an ex-comunidad

which, at the time of the founding of the school, was slowly going extinct as a result of 
encroachment on the part of the surrounding hacendados. Velasco, La Escuela Indigenal, p. 
16

81. Of course, the only detailed account we have of these events is that penned down by Pérez 
himself in his autobiography.

82. Lora, Magisterio del magisterio, p. 271.
83. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 71–73.
84. Indeed, Fell indicates that he had previously visited the school operated by Avelino Siñani. 

Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 210.
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the problem and had seen it first-hand, with whom he could discuss his plans.85 It is, 

rather sadly, entirely unclear how much Siñani and the other indigenous educators 

contributed to the creation of the model implemented at the school.86

While Warisata was certainly not the first experimental school constructed in 

Bolivia to help formulate an answer to the problem of indigenous education, it was 

the first to approach the problem on a much more fundamental level than any of its 

predecessor institutions. Indeed, the single most important difference between Pérez’s 

experimental school and the many escuelas granjas (farm schools), escuelas 

vocacionales (vocational schools), escuelas de trabajo (industrial schools), and

escuelas normales rurales in whose footsteps it followed resided in the fact that its 

primary purpose was not to formulate a brand-new approach to education itself, based 

on whatever ideological wind was blowing at the time, but to create a school that 

could function under the adverse circumstances that had killed each and every 

experimental school of note to date.

That is to say that Warisata was designed specifically to deal with the 

underlying problem that had hampered educational development so far: the failure of 

similar institutions—sometimes within weeks of their creation—that had become so 

utterly predictable due to the severe limitations in terms of financial and material 

support to be expected from the state. Indeed, even if such a school survived—as did 

the equally experimental Sucre Normal School—the means did not exist to apply any 

of the school’s principles and lessons to the daily reality of rural schools, since the 

means to do so did not exist in terms of financing and administration. 

It was important, therefore, that the school be able to function with an absolute 

minimum of resources, while depending—much as the escuelas unitarias had done—

on the contributions of the community for its support and maintenance. At the same 

time, it was considered important to play into the ‘natural abilities’ of the indígena

and to incorporate elements of the indigenous lifeways into the program.87 As such, 

by 1933 the school possessed seven hectares of land—donated by members of the 

community—for the production of crops and the maintenance of livestock, a 

85. Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 210.
86. It is, however, clear that Siñani’s school—which had been maintained by the community as 

was commonly the case—should be regarded as the precursor to Warisata itself. Fell, “La 
irradiación,” p. 210; Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 267.

87. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 30.
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carpentry workshop, as well as a workshop for the production of textiles, one for 

metal working, and a facility for the production of brick.88 Thus, the school managed 

to incorporate all of the elements for vocational and agricultural training—long 

regarded as the future of indigenous society—while each of these sections served a 

particular purpose above and beyond professional training for some future occupation. 

The bricks were used for the construction of the main building, as well as several 

‘pavilions’ that were added later, while the carpentry workshop produced the desks

and chairs needed for the school, the metal workshop produced the beds and other 

necessities, and the agricultural section provided the school with its provisions.89 In 

addition, excess production—agricultural or otherwise—would be marketed and thus 

contribute financially to the school, allowing it a degree of financial independence 

from the perpetually strapped national budget.90

In this sense, the much touted move of the school into the heart of indigenous 

life—certainly one of the principal innovations of Warisata—as opposed to remaining 

on the fringes of the urban centers, where many of the previous experimental schools 

had existed—including, of course, the Indigenous School of Miraflores that had 

originally inspired Pérez to establish Warisata—can also be regarded as a question of 

practicality, in that it was well understood that the existing indigenous schools had all 

been constructed and maintained by the indigenous communities, demonstrating their 

ability and willingness to support education in their very midst. What Warisata had 

done was to duplicate the success of the communal escuelas unitarias by 

incorporating itself within the community to such an extent that it could count on the 

community for its material support.91 In addition, we must recall that according to 

88. Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 211.
89. According to Salazar Mostajo, it was “From each according to his ability,” and even the 

kindergarteners were expected to contribute “fabricando menudos adobes para el gallinero. 
[make small adobes for the chicken coop].” Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 27.

90. Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 71. Pérez himself stated that: “La escuela indígena es una escuela 
industrial, de organización económica autonómica. Debe implantarse en centros que posean 
posibilidades de desarrollo en este sentido [...]. [The indigenous school is an industrial school, 
with an autonomous economic organization. It must be built in centers that possess 
possibilities for economic development in this sense].” Perez, Warisata, pp. 222–227 as 
quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

91. Indeed, far-reaching efforts had been made in order to incorporate the school into the 
community as an organic part of the community itself, not least by the creation of the consejo 
de amautas, an advisory organ populated by community members who were deemed to have 
been “indios respetables, de alta moral y sin vicios” [respectable Indians, with high morals and 
without vice] (Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 40.) who would advise the school and 
essentially act as intermediaries between the community and the school. George Greco of the 
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prevailing views of the indigenous population, any attempt to remove the indígena

from his natural surroundings exposed him to the temptations of modern life, thereby 

undermining the very efforts of indigenous education itself, which should serve to 

preserve the rural nature of the indigenous population, rather than drawing it nearer 

the cities.92

The building itself, erected by Pérez, his collaborators, and countless unnamed 

local indígenas through endless blood, sweat, and tears has been viewed by 

contemporary observers as a monument to the needs of the indigenous people. Carlos 

Salazar Mostajo, who had himself been intimately involved in the project, describes it 

as a monument to the sacrifices made by Pérez.93 Later observers were not so very 

kind: Porter Claxton of the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación [Inter-

American Cooperative Educational Service] (SCIDE)—of which we will learn more 

in later chapters—described it as a “huge [his emphasis] monumental adobe structure, 

or stone and adobe, half completed, with extravagant hand-carved slabs of stone […].

My impression a year ago was that that place was undoubtedly one of the bleakest, 

barest, coldest, most uncomfortable excuses for a school that I had ever seen.”94

The	Theory	of	Warisata

Carlos Salazar Mostajo, who was himself intimately involved in the creation of 

Warisata,95 made a point of emphasizing that the escuela-ayllu was a ‘socialist 

school,’ explaining that it not only celebrated indigenous culture and survival, but also 

sought to instill socialist values of collectivity.96 Of course, this collectivity was and 

remains at the core of the ayllu itself—which is precisely why some authors, such as 

Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación describes it as essentially equivalent to a 
Parent-Teacher Association. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 
Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck, “Elizardo Pérez,” f. 10.

92. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 271.
93. Velasco goes into quite a bit of detail with regard to the construction of the main building. 

Velasco, Warisata mía, pp. 20–27.
94. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948, 

Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, “Disloyal Campaign.”
95. He penned down his experiences in: Salazar, ¡Warisata mía!
96. Actually, Pérez himself occasionally employed the term also in describing the labor of the 

schools. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 169–170.
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Mariátegui, have described indigenous culture as proto-communist97—and we can 

therefore wonder to what extent the collectivity upon which Warisata’s survival 

hinged was ultimately an indigenous or a Marxist influence. Pérez and his colleagues 

seem to indicate the former rather than the latter, and it is noteworthy that collectivity 

was necessary to the survival of the school from the outset. The pay scale, 

nonetheless, reveals something quite different from the socialist ideal by which the 

labor of each individual is regarded as equally important: the vast majority of the 

labor performed in and around the school and fields was provided without 

remuneration by members of the community, while Pérez himself earned almost eight 

times as much as the majority of the paid faculty and staff.98

Given the context and the many discussions on the merits of Warisata as a 

school that incorporated values and ideals that stood in opposition to those of the 

mythical escuelas oficiales, Salazar’s claims do raise an important question: how 

should we regard the philosophy of Warisata? This is an interesting question, also 

when we consider that beyond the tremendous importance attached to the presumed 

pro-Indian nature of the institution, very little analysis actually exists at this time with 

regard to its goals other than general platitudes regarding the liberation of the 

indígena—or indiecitos, as the director of the school’s sister institution at Vacas put 

it—from oppression and exploitation. Exactly how did Pérez cum suis hope to achieve 

what Guillermo Lora described as the “liberación del indio, si por tal se entiende la 

‘solución histórica del problema indígena’?”99

What the creators of Warisata certainly did have was a grandiose vision of the future 

and of the role that the indigenous population should play in the development of the 

nation. What Pérez had in mind was in effect the industrialization of the indigenous 

communities. He stated the ultimate goal of the escuela-ayllu in the 1936 Declaración 

de los principios de la escuela campesina, which laid out the guiding principles upon 

which the school was founded, as follows: 

97. It is noteworthy to point out in this regard that this somewhat complicates the use of the words 
‘comunista’ and ‘comunismo,’ especially in the late nineteenth century, when these terms 
denoted the collectivity of the ayllu and were used to refer to indigenous traditions rather than 
modern Marxist theory.

98. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 45.
99. “Liberation of the Indian, if by that we mean the ‘historic solution to the Indian Problem.’” 

Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 263.
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Nuestro ideal es que los núcleos escolares, apoyados en la 
colaboración de sus filiales, se conviertan en grandes centros fabriles 
que reemplacen la pequeña industria indígena […]100

Likewise, he indicated that:

La escuela indígena es una escuela industrial, de organización 
económica autonómica. Debe implantarse en centros que posean 
posibilidades de desarrollo en este sentido [...]101

The idea was to awaken the spirit of the indígenas102 and to push them towards 

greater productivity and prosperity, transforming the communities into ‘industrial

centers’ and commercially oriented farming communities. 

These were certainly all very lofty goals—though profoundly paternalistic, 

when we consider the amount of cultural ‘improvements’ these men listed as 

prerequisites—and while they painted an image of the kind of rural society Warisata’s 

creators wished to build, they lacked specifics. Indeed, other than such broad 

statements with regard to the need for the liberation of the indígenas, there is very 

little in these documents that would give us much of an idea as to how this utopian 

vision should be made real. The strategy seems to have revolved around hard labor, so 

much so that Carlos Salazar Mostajo stated that “habíamos hecho del trabajo una 

religión.”103 Indeed, the importance of labor and dedication are stressed so often that 

one would be forgiven for thinking that the school’s creators did not think all that 

much about the work ethic of the indigenous community as they had encountered it.104

In effect, we can describe the language employed by Pérez, Salazar, and other 

champions of the escuela-ayllu as consisting of a great deal of platitudes regarding the 

innate nobility of the indígenas, while emphasizing at the same time the amount of 

vice and traditionalism that continued to impede indigenous progress. What does not 

emerge from the writings of these enthusiasts is language relating to the specifics of 

how this labor should be done. In terms of the educational philosophies employed, an 

100. “Our goal is that the school centers, aided with the collaboration of its branch-establishments, 
become great industrial centers that replace the small Indian industry.” Perez, Warisata, pp. 
222–227, as quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

101. “The Indian school is an industrial school, with an autonomous economic organization. It 
must be implanted in regions that possess prospects for development in this sense.” Perez, 
Warisata, pp. 222–227, as quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

102. Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 270.
103. “We had made labor into a religion.” Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 45.
104. Indeed, Toribio Claure, who founded the núcleo escolar campesina de Vacas, modeled 

specifically after Warisata, does specifically make a point of mentioning laziness as one of the 
main obstacles to the advancement of the indiecitos. Claure, Una escuela rural, p. 54. 
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emphasis existed on how things should not be done—lessons learnt from earlier 

experimental schools—and on fairly general principles. Carlos Salazar Mostajo 

describes the main educational goals of the escuela-ayllu as follows:

— Supresión del horario, lo que, lejos de sembrar el desorden, 
facilitaba las labores a un grado asombroso.

— Supresión de exámenes, lo que equivale a eliminar esa carga 
inhibitoria que pesa sobre los niños como una pesadilla anual.

— La co-educación, o sea la educación sin discriminación de sexos, ya 
establecida por Rouma en 1909 pero nunca aplicada a la educación 
fiscal, salvo excepciones. Su consecuencia, el internado mixto, fue 
admitida de modo tan natural en Warisata, que nunca dio lugar a la 
menor nota negativa en la relación entre ambos sexos.

— La reducción del tiempo de escolaridad. Warisata tenía un Jardín 
Infantil, al que ingresaban niños de cuatro a siete años de edad; una 
sección Prevocacional, con tres años de duración, una sección 
Vocacional, también de tres años, y una sección Profesional que, con la 
sección Normal, no tenía un plazo fijo. De esa manera, las dos 
primeras promociones de maestros indigenistas fueron resultado de 
once años de trabajo en la Escuela (además del Jardín Infantil), 
concepción adecuada al medio económico y social del indio, hoy 
olvidada en aras de una supuesta "escuela única" que uniformiza 
arbitrariamente tiempos, programas, organización y finalidades de la 
escuela urbana con la rural.

— El bilingüismo en la enseñanza, que nunca fue problema en 
Warisata como no debe serlo en su aplicación a escala nacional. 

— La formación o educación del espíritu a través del trabajo, 
restablecimiento de la moral aimaro-quechua [sic] en toda su 
dimensión hasta llegar al heroísmo permanente. 

— El desarrollo de cualidades y aptitudes psico-motores mediante la 
plástica, la música y la educación física, problema hasta ahora 
escasamente comprendido por la docencia boliviana.

— La reducción de la carga curricular, suprimiendo todo aquello que 
no correspondiera a las necesidades inmediatas de la vida campesina. 

— La alimentación y la higiene, como bases para un desarrollo mental, 
solucionadas en gran medida con los internados, que tampoco eran 
encierros permanentes, sino lugares de refugio y, de reunión 
compartida con la comunidad.

— Por último, esa decisión heroica, inadmisible en la actual educación 
campesina, de suprimir también las vacaciones anuales, pues siendo 
una empresa de actividad permanente, siendo la vida misma de la 
comunidad, no reducida al aula, no tenía sentido interrumpirla ni un 
solo día. Claro que, de acuerdo a las necesidades del indio en tiempo 
de siembras y cosechas, se daba permiso a los niños para que fueran a 
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colaborar con sus padres; pero las labores educativas, en sí mismas, no 
se interrumpían.105

However, other than indicating that the lesson plans should not be too highly 

regimented, and that a good deal of flexibility was required due to the circumstances 

and conditions of rural life, silence reigned when considering what should be taught 

during contact hours and how it should be taught. The truth is that Warisata’s creators 

spent much more time contemplating what the ideal society should look like and what 

role the indigenous population should play in that society than they did planning how 

to reach those goals. While Pérez and Salazar Mostajo would wax poetic about 

justice, suffering, and the innate nobility of the indígena, their program remained rife 

with generalizations and tired clichés, while severely lacking specifics with regard to 

the educational philosophy and methodology to be employed. The closest that the 

escuela-ayllu came in its 1936 Declaración de principios was in effect to embrace a 

whole array of educational approaches: “Dalton, Montessori, Coussinet, Decrolly, 

Tagore, Tolstoy, Angelo Patri, etc.”106 There were certainly enough options to appear 

impressive, yet also far too many to be at all meaningful. Indeed, by 1940 the director 

105. “—Abolition of the timetable, which, rather than sowing disorder, facilitated our work 
tremendously; — Abolition of exams, which meant eliminating that forbidding load that 
weighs upon children like a yearly nightmare; —Co-education, that is education without sex-
discrimination, already established by Rouma in 1909 but never implemented in state 
education, with exceptions. The result, the co-ed boarding school, was accepted in such a 
natural manner at Warisata, that it never gave rise to the slightest negative note in the 
relationship between the sexes; —Reduction of school time, Warisata had a Kindergarten, that 
children attended between four to seven years of age, a pre-vocational section, of three year 
duration, a vocational section, also of three year’s duration, and a professional section along 
with a normal section, without a set duration. Thus, the first graduations of indigenous 
teachers were the result of eleven years of work at the school (not counting Kindergarten), a 
concept adapted to the socio-economic conditions of the Indian, today forgotten on the altar of 
a supposed ‘unified school’ that arbitrarily standardizes timetables, programs, organization, 
and objectives of the urban school at the expense of the rural school; —Bilingualism in 
education, which was never an issue at Warisata, just as it should not be on the national stage. 
—Spiritual formation or education through labor, reestablishing the Quechua-Aymara morals 
in every dimension until we reach permanent heroism; —the development of psychomotor 
aptitudes and qualities through sculpture, music, and physical education, a problem scarcely 
understood by Bolivian teachers; —Reduction of the curricular load, abolishing everything 
that does not meet the immediate needs of rural life; —Nutrition and hygiene, as a basis for 
mental development, largely resolved by the boarding schools, which were not permanent 
prisons, but places of refuge, and places to gather with the community;—lastly, this heroic 
decision, inadmissible in current rural education, abolishing also the annual vacations, being a 
permanent enterprise, being the life of the community itself, it made no sense to interrupt it 
even a single day. Of course, in accordance with the needs of the Indian at harvest, permission 
was given for children to go help their parents; but the business of education was never 
interrupted.” Salazar, Warisata mía, pp. 269–271.

106. Velasco, La escuela indigenal, p. 35.
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of the directorato de educación indigenal of the briefly reconstituted CNE, Vicente 

Donoso Torres, complained that

La falta de orientación llega al extremo de no existir hasta ahora un 
plan de estudios, quiero decir una distribución científica de materias, 
de actividades de trabajo, menos programas y métodos de enseñanza, 
pues los profesores indigenales improvisados dictan sus lecciones al 
acaso, sin trazarse siquiera un bosquejo de preparación, reduciéndose 
sus afanes a una rutinaria alfabetización […]107

In effect, Pérez’s vision had been quite limited in scope when he embarked on his 

project; his primary motivation consisting of the need to move the indigenous school

into the indigenous communities—something the state had not yet succeeded in 

doing, even if communities themselves had—and to incorporate the school into the 

structure of the communities themselves, thereby permitting it to tap into the very 

same resources that had made the development of the already extant escuelas 

unitarias possible. In essence, Pérez and his collaborators sought to duplicate the 

success of these escuelas unitarias in an effort to bring the state and its resources into 

the communal schools.

At the same time, it is of interest to consider the degree to which even the 

general platitudes that constituted the philosophical basis for the escuela-ayllu can be 

considered revealing with regard to the attitudes shared by Warisata’s architects 

towards the indigenous community and culture it had been created to serve. The 

language employed by Velasco, Claure, Pérez, Salazar, and others deeply invested in 

the development of what was to become the núcleo escolar campesino (NEC) betrays 

a series of preconceptions shared among these men and many of their contemporaries 

107. “The lack of direction reaches such an extreme degree that even now there is no study plan, I 
mean to say a scientific distribution of subject matters, of work activities, and even less of 
teaching programs and methods, so the Indian teachers give their lessons as they please, 
without so much as sketching a lesson plan, reducing their efforts to a routine 
alphabetization.” Bolivia/Consejo Nacional de Educación, El estado de la educación indigenal 
en el país. La Paz: Editorial del Estado, 1940, p. 106. It should be noted that this document in 
particular constituted an absolutely scathing report on Warisata and the other núcleos 
escolares campesinos that was used to close down the Normal School section of Warisata for 
several years. Vicente Donoso Torres, who was vice-President of the Consejo Nacional de 
Educación and was responsible for the publication of the report, in particular has been 
regarded as nothing less than the arch-enemy of Warisata and an enemy of the indigenous 
peoples to boot. In the following chapter, I will indicate that much of the criticism with regard 
to Warisata had been, in fact, fair and that Donoso Torres has been singled out for a great deal 
of unfair criticism for his attack on Warisata. On the lack of educational philosophy, also see: 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism,” ff. 6–7.
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that belie a deep understanding and appreciation for indigenous culture: these men 

envisioned what indigenous society could become, what it could be made into, rather 

than what they actually encountered. 

El indio será educado para vivir en el agro, cultivarlo, impulsarlo, 
enriquecerlo, llevarlo a la expresión máxima de riqueza. [...] 
Suscitaráse pues la formación de un hombre cuyas condiciones
especiales le hagan inconfundible: sobrio, esforzado, alegre, idóneo, 
limpio, sano de cuerpo y de espíritu, dueño de su personalidad y 
sentido de responsabilidad, libre del egoísmo que el hombre atesoró 
para defenderse de las invasiones anegadoras de la esclavitud feudal. 
Hombre de multitud, destinado a constituir en no lejano tiempo la 
unidad del Estado colectivista que haya borrado todos los linderos de 
la ambición punible de los hombres.108

When we look at the official philosophy of Warisata, expressed in the Declaración de 

los principios,109 it is striking that the stated goals of this new model of indigenous 

education that has long been touted as a move away from the assimilationism inherent 

to ‘official education,’ in effect was constructed on the basic premise that indigenous 

culture and society were profoundly broken and backwards.110 It posited that the 

survival of indigenous culture hinged on a process of modernization, improvement of 

the culture itself, and an active effort to combat the many vices that supposedly 

plagued the indigenous communities. In effect, the creators of Warisata regarded 

indigenous society as one plagued by alcoholism, superstition, coca-abuse, 

backwardness, and ignorance, while superficially lauding what they considered the 

more attractive aspects of the indigenous heritage, consisting largely of particular 

traditions that revolve around dance and other ‘positive’ cultural legacies. The goal of 

Warisata was to fix indigenous culture and society and to propel them into the modern 

era, to create a more ‘positive’ force for the good of the nation, a ‘new kind of Indian’ 

108. “The Indian will be taught to live on the land, to cultivate it, to stimulate it, to enrich it, to take 
it to its highest degree of enrichment. We will bring about the formation of a man whose 
special circumstances make him unmistakable: sober, hardworking, happy, apt, clean, healthy 
of body and mind, master of his personhood and his sense of responsibility, free from the 
egotism that the man accumulated so as to defend himself from the overflowing invasions of 
feudal slavery. A man of the masses, destined in short order to become the oneness of the 
collectivist State that has erased the boundaries of man’s punishable ambition.” Perez, 
Warisata, pp. 222–227, as quoted in Fell, “La irradiación,” pp. 215–216.

109. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172.
110. Indeed, Pérez himself regarded the comunarios as rather simple folk, describing his reception 

there as that of “algo así como un ser sobrehumano [something like a superhuman being].” 
Pérez, Warisata, p. 79.
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who could more actively and constructively contribute to both the national character 

and the national economy. Indeed, the declaración stipulated that:

Nuestro ideal es que los núcleos escolares […] se conviertan en 
grandes centros fabriles, que reemplacen la pequeña industria indígena
y subviertan de este modo al primitivismo de la vida aborigen por la 
introducción de medios modernos […].111

In fact, when we compare the program outlined in the declaración to that of the 1919 

estatuto, we find that both are essentially built on a very similar understanding of the 

ills facing indigenous society and the manner in which education could and should 

seek to remedy them. To an astounding extent, given the role that has traditionally 

been attributed to Warisata and its architects as a crucial expression of resistance, the 

declaración that expressed the foundation of the philosophy behind Warisata appears 

to reflect the same guiding principles and desired outcome as the estatuto, which 

embodied the very essence of what many have considered an ‘official education’ 

geared towards assimilation and cultural homogenization. In the eyes of advocates of 

the model developed at the escuela-ayllu, indigenous society was no less primitive 

and dysfunctional than it had been in the eyes of the very Liberal reformers who have 

been relentlessly accused of seeking to obliterate the indigenous heritage in the 

Bolivian highlands. As Toribio Claure, the director of Warisata’s sister institution at 

Vacas, put it:

Frente a la realidad desesperante: estatismo, indigencia, pereza, mugre, 
enfermedades y vicios cebados en la masa abyecta y absurda, y por 
otra, el fantasma del terror, de la inhumanidad, del abuso
inmisericorde, del comensalismo humano de los gamonales adherido 
sobre la tullida economía del autóctono idiotizado, hice un balance de 
los recursos inmediatos y de las posibilidades mediatas que podían 
ofrecer la sinceridad, el esfuerzo, el sacrificio y el ideal obrando sobre 
la frialdad del ambiente tan nuestro y tan suicida.112

Speaking directly to the indígenas who inhabited the region served by Warisata, he 

stated:

111. “Our goal is to convert the School Centers […] into great industrial centers, that will supplant 
the small Indian industry and thus dislocate primitivism from aboriginal life by introducing 
modern means.” Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172.

112. “Faced with the despairing reality: stagnation, indigence, laziness, filth, disease and fattened 
vice in the abject and absurd masses, and on the other hand, the specter of terror, of 
inhumanity, of merciless abuse, crippling exploitation by gamonales at the expense of 
aboriginals driven to madness, I balanced the immediate resources y medium-term 
possibilities that sincerity, effort, sacrifice, and the ideal, setting about work in the cold 
environment that is both ours and suicidal.” Claure, Una escuela rural, p. 54.
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Quiero que ustedes [...] mejoren sus condiciones de vida habitando en 
casas cómodas y limpias, durmiendo en catre y cama confortables, 
vistiendo buena ropa, comiendo mejor y más abundantemente.113

In this manner, Velasco indicates that the indígena would thus be

[convertido] de esclavo que es, en un elemento social liberado y apto 
para engrandecer su país mediante su trabajo honrado, su fortaleza 
moral y su pensamiento creador.

Pérez’s vision, and by extension Warisata’s mission, then was to remake indigenous 

society, by placing an emphasis on the confluence between modernization and the 

continued rural nature of the indigenous. Thus, even though Warisata has been 

interpreted by historians as some profound rejection of educational policies bent on 

the annihilation of indigenous culture and society, the reality of the school was rather 

different. To the contrary of a hagiography that depicts the escuela-ayllu as a 

momentous reinvention of educational policy itself, the stated goals of the school’s 

creators in terms of what they intended for the school to accomplish in the indigenous 

communities it would serve fit very neatly within the cultural and ideological 

parameters of established official policy. The founding document and statement of 

principles elaborated at the school elegantly reflected prevailing cultural attitudes that 

regarded indigenous culture as deeply flawed and in need of salvation, while 

advocating a curriculum that was uniquely adapted to the supposedly limited 

intellectual needs and capabilities of the indigenous child and emphasized the 

importance of maintaining him in his ‘natural habitat.’ In other words, the indígena

should do what he had always done, but should be taught to do it better and more 

efficiently.114 In 1937, Pérez stated that the indigenous schools

Deben ser más educativas que instructivas; deben enseñar el cultivo y 
explotación de la tierra, a la que no debe abandonarla jamás el indio: 
deben saber ejercitar los trabajos manuales, para que se abastezca el 
indio a sus necesidades domésticas por sí mismo: deben enseñar, la 
higiene personal y la reforma de su modo de vivir: deben inculcar una 

113. “I want you […] to better your living conditions, living in comfortable and clean houses, 
sleeping in a comfortable bed, wearing decent clothes, eating better and more abundantly.” As 
quoted in Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 265.

114. “[Converted] from the slave he is today to a liberated socialized element, ready to make his 
country great though honest work, his moral strength, and his creativity.” Salazar Mostajo 
writes that one of the main principles at Warisata consisted of the “reducción de la carga 
curricular, suprimiendo todo aquello que no correspondiera a las necesidades inmediatas de la 
vida campesina. [reduction of the curricular load, suppressing all that which does not 
correspond to the immediate needs of peasant life].” Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 70.
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moral práctica: hacer cumplir los deberes de ciudadano, ya como 
elemento productor e integrante de la nacionalidad, o como reformador 
de su propia clase. Enseñar esto es más importante que enseñar a leer y 
escribir.115

The escuela-ayllu sought to remedy the most fundamental problems the state had 

faced in its endeavors to implant a transformative system of education in the rural 

areas, while at the same time directly and actively furthering the goal of indigenous 

betterment. This is hardly surprising, given that the school was very much an official 

institution that counted on the active support of the state, which would not have been 

forthcoming if it had been somehow directly opposed to the state’s goals in terms of 

indigenous education and the manner in which it should transform indigenous society. 

In spite of Salazar’s depiction of the school as a ‘socialist’ undertaking, its philosophy 

was squarely rooted in the visions of indigenous society that prevailed during the last 

years of the Liberal Era:116 that is to say, that it operated from the basic premise that 

indigenous society was sick and degenerate, out of touch with modern life, and 

therefore in need of the guiding hand of the state and its more illuminated agents in 

order to eradicate vice and idleness, to instill modern values of hard work and 

progress, while at the same time emphasizing the importance of the linkage between 

the indigenous and the land and deemphasizing intellectual development, given the 

limited capacity for learning of the target audience.

This, of course, did not run counter to official policy at all. The 1931 decree

that created the new indigenous normal school that was managed by Pérez prior to his 

founding of Warisata stipulated, among other things, that: 

Aparte de estos fines, las escuelas normales para preceptores de 
indígenas formarán profesionales indígenas en algunos oficios o artes 
manuales [...], dándose preferencia a los oficios compatibles con el 
medio en que vive cada alumno, sus inclinaciones, capacidad mental, 
etc., y teniendo en cuenta estos dos aspectos primordiales: a) Buscar el 
resurgimiento de los oficios y artes tradicionales de cada región, b) 

115. “They must be more educational than instructional; they must teach farming and exploitation 
of the land, which the Indian should never abandon: they must know how to perform manual 
labor, so that the Indian can meet his own domestic needs himself: they must teach personal 
hygiene and reform his way of life; they must inculcate a practical morality; make him comply 
with his civil obligations, both as a productive element and integral part of nationhood, or as a 
reformer of his own class. To teach these things is more important than to teach reading and 
writing.” Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 30.

116. Not to be confused with the Era of Liberal Party rule, which ended in 1920. The Liberal Era is 
understood as the era period between the 1880 constitution and the military overthrow of 
1935.
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Que ninguno de los obreros formados en el establecimiento se sienta 
distanciado de la aldea o estancia de donde procede, a la cual debe 
retornar como un factor útil de perfeccionamiento colectivo.117

It is indeed true that for the time, and in the context of earlier visions of a wholly de-

Indianized society, this was a notably progressive stance which allowed for the 

continued existence of the indigenous as neatly indigenous, but it should not be 

confused with some profound appreciation for indigenous society as it existed. 

Warisata, as much as it championed the cause of indigenous rights in the face of 

oppression, exploitation, and encroachment, was still an intensely modernizing 

creation rooted in the firm conviction that indigenous society would perish without 

outside assistance, slowly but surely drinking and drugging itself into oblivion if not 

for the intervention of enlightened ‘superhumans’ who knew better.118

The focus on ‘practical skills’ in agriculture, construction, hygiene, and crafts 

perfectly mirrors what politically dominant society believed the indígenas to be 

capable of, while reinforcing the notion that they belonged in the countryside. The 

117. “Apart from these goals, the normal schools for indigenous teachers will form indigenous 
professionals en some trades and manual arts […], giving preference to those trades that are 
compatible with the environment in which each student lives, with his inclinations, his mental 
capacity, etc. and taking into account these two pivotal aspects: a) To seek the resurgence of 
traditional arts and crafts of each region, b) that none of the trained laborers in the school feel 
alienated from the hamlet or farm he hails from, and to which he must return as an element of 
use to the collective betterment.” Decree of 21 January 1931, as quoted in Lora, Sindicalismo 
del magisterio, p. 231. This somewhat neatly mirrors similar declarations made by Bautista 
Saavedra during his tenure as minister of education under Ismael Montes. In 1914, he 
indicated that “La escuela rural no debe ser alfabética. El problema está en hacer del indio un 
miembro útil en la colectividad boliviana, no instruirle únicamente, ni llevarle a la enseñanza 
primaria superior, porque esto sería un peligro. Con una cultura puramente intelectual, el 
habitante de los campos será un elector manejado por el cacique o corregidor. Hay que 
educarle, y educarle dentro de su medio ambiente, destinarle a sus propias inclinaciones, a que 
cumpla su misión étnica, a que sea obrero de la faena campestre, de la labranza manual. Como 
educación general habrá que inculcarle hábitos higiénicos y antialcohólicos, deberes cívicos y 
capacitarlo para labores agrícolas adecuadas a cada zona geográfica [...]. [The rural school 
must not be alphabetizing. The problem resides in making the Indian a useful member in the 
Bolivian collective, not only educating him nor bringing him to superior primary education, 
because this would be dangerous. With a purely intellectual culture, the rural inhabitant will 
be a voter manipulated by the cacique or the corregidor. We must educate him, and educate 
him in his natural habitat, guide him towards his own inclinations, so that he fulfills his ethnic 
mission of manual labor, so that he will be a worker on the farm. By way of general education 
we must cultivate in him hygienic and anti-alcoholic habits, civic duties and train him for 
agricultural labor appropriate for each geographic zone].” Mensaje del Presidente 
Constitucional de la República, La Paz, 1914, as quoted in Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, 
p. 201.

118. Eusebio Reyes Beltrán, director of the NEC of Llica wrote in 1944 that “Los vicios son: el 
alcohol y la coca. [The vices are: alcohol and coca].” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; 
Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes 
Beltrán to Toribio Claure: “Respuesta a Circular 2/44.”
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rejection of ‘encyclopedic’ teaching reflects the outright rejection of the notion of the 

indígena as even potentially intellectually capable; in fact, quite a few instances exist 

in the public record where it was argued that esoteric subjects such as literature, 

among others, would be a complete waste of time, as the indígena would never have 

any use for it because his destiny was a life of manual labor, whether in industry, 

mining, or agriculture. The heavy emphasis on hygiene and sanitation indicate the 

degree to which the indígena was regarded as filthy, while a separate emphasis on the 

struggle against the ‘Indian Vices’ of alcoholism, drug abuse, and superstition 

illustrates the belief in his weakness and susceptibility to worldly temptation.

Ultimately, of course, we can look, as has been traditionally the case, on the 

formulation of Warisata’s educational program as a celebration of indigenous cultural 

values and traditions, but we can also regard it as demonstrating a belief in the 

indígena as less capable, both morally and intellectually, and therefore in need of a 

specialized curriculum. According to Pérez, his indigenous charges viewed him as a 

‘super-human being,’ and his program was dedicated to the creation of a more 

responsible, clean, healthy, and productive individual than the modern-day indígena

he saw around him.119 In other words, is program was completely in line with official 

policy as it had been created and with the general attitude of the politically and 

intellectually dominant segment of Bolivian society. The great difference was that it 

could now be implemented in an entire group of schools, overseen by the 

“superhuman being” himself.

In fact, there is something very fundamentally anti-cultural about the position 

taken by Pérez and his collaborators. In choosing to emphasize practical skills such as 

agriculture and craftsmanship while foregoing purely academic subjects, they 

indicated that academic subjects could not possibly benefit the indígenas; Pérez and 

his collaborators would plan the transformation of indigenous society and lifeways 

according to how they perceived the flaws and weaknesses of indigenous society. 

Academic subjects centered on knowledge that could not reasonably be obtained any 

other way than through schooling were set aside in favor of a program to reform the 

manner in which the indígenas practiced agriculture and engaged in their daily 

activities. That is to say, not only would general knowledge be wasted upon the poor 

119. Pérez, Warisata, p. 79.
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indígenas, but the way they engaged in their daily lives was all wrong, too. Who 

better than a set of urban mestizo intellectuals and professionals to teach the colonos

and comunarios how to work the land that they had successfully tilled for perhaps 

more than a thousand years?

The indígena should be liberated as much from oppression and exploitation as 

from his own weaknesses and shortcomings, or to put it in Pérez’s words: 

[…] hacer hombres de los que hoy sólo son esclavos, esclavos no tanto 
de los gamonales—que por otra parte lo son—, cuanto esclavos de su 
rutina, de su atraso y de su mentalidad estratificada.120

This was, of course, a tremendously paternalistic approach to the Indian Question, by 

yet again pointing to the indigenous communities themselves as the main source of 

the problem. The solution was to improve the indigenous work ethic, since only 

through honest and hard work would the indígena ever progress. The liberation of the 

indígenas was to be a labor that involved protection against local powers that had 

genuinely ill designs on their communities, but it would also require the remaking of 

indigenous society, the improvement of the indigenous condition, and the extinction 

of a variety of vices that plagued the highly susceptible indígenas. The survival of 

indigenous culture and society required the gently guiding hand of a superior or “ser 

sobrehumano,” as Pérez himself expressed it.121

True	Innovation

Warisata was very much a transformative project that sought to use education in an 

effort to introduce profound change in indigenous society. It was a celebration of 

indigenous identity and culture only to the point where it celebrated what its founders 

imagined indigenous society might become and what it had been in the very distant 

past. Its protection of the indigenous population was an ultimately paternalistic affair, 

a reality that is not reflected in the praise that has been heaped on the institution and 

its founders by historians and anthropologists. 

120. “To make men of those who are now mere slaves, slaves not so much of the gamonales—
which they also are—but rather slaves of their drudge, their backwardness, and their stratified 
mentality.” Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 43.

121. “Superhuman being.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 79.
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The revolutionary nature of the escuela-ayllu very clearly did not reside in its 

pro-Indian program or philosophy. As I have indicated, the goals of indigenous 

education as envisioned by Pérez were very much in line with official policy. Indeed, 

Pérez would eventually graduate to formulating indigenous policy as director general 

de educación indigenal y campesina in 1937, the position from which he penned his 

response to complaints made by the Sociedad Rural Boliviana (Bolivian Rural 

Society).122 The notion that Warisata ran counter to official policies and prevailing 

cultural attitudes is simply rooted in a vision that assumes that the opinions of 

Liberals in the early twentieth century were carried over wholly into the 1930s.

Nor did Warisata represent a deep appreciation for indigenous culture itself. 

Even though the school was the first state-funded institution of significance to have 

been created in the heart of the indigenous community, it still operated from the basic 

premise that the indígenas themselves were in dire need of ‘correction’ and 

modernization. Regarded as filthy, lazy, and unproductive, the aim of indigenous 

education as Pérez and his followers and colleagues saw it was still to combat the 

indigenous condition as they had encountered it:

Y de aquí que nuestras escuelas no persiguen hacer su progreso a base 
de la resucitación retórica de los símbolos arcaicos de la vida indígena, 
enseñando a las nuevas generaciones a amar la wifhala de los kollanas, 
la agresividad magestuosa [sic] del cóndor, y todos los demás símbolos 
de la literatura aymara [sic]; amar los instrumentos rudimentarios con 
que el indio rotura las tierra desde épocas inmemoriales; es decir; 
nuestra escuela no es tradicionalista, sino nacionalista; desea hacer de
las nuevas generaciones indígenas generaciones que se preparen 
resueltamente a ingresar en el camino de la Civilización y no a 
restaurar el imperio indígena dé Tiahuanacu, cuya grandeza no 
pertenece a las verdades históricas sino a la leyenda o a la arqueología, 
pues esta grandeza es anterior a los Incas, que estos al hablar de ella 
decían que se había realizado en épocas inmemoriales. […] Sólo deseo 
hacer ver las consecuencias y prácticas que esta orientación pudiera 
deducir:—La wifhala que deben amar los indios y los no indios en 
Bolivia es la tricolor de la autonomía, la tricolor de Ballivián, de 
Abaroa y de Pabón; la agresividad que deben imitar los jóvenes indios 
no es la del cóndor sino la del hombre instruido, conocedor de sus 
deberes y por tanto deferente con las leyes y con las autoridades que 
representan esas leyes; y los instrumentos de labranza que deben 
exaltar no han de ser aquellos rudimentarios, por más que hasta hoy se 

122. In Pérez, Orientación agrícola.
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los use; porque con ellos Bolivia nunca va a ser un imperio como 
Tiahuanacu sino que no saldrá de su atraso vergonzoso de hoy.123

Nevertheless, even if we can consider some of the positions taken by Pérez, Salazar, 

and Claure in particular as somewhat distasteful by the standards of the early twenty-

first century, it is certainly true that the escuela-ayllu was to have a tremendous 

impact on the development of indigenous education in Bolivia, and indeed even 

beyond the country’s borders. It is particularly interesting to note that the most 

transformative aspect of the school, the one aspect that more than any other would 

guide the transformation of education in the rural areas, was unforeseen by Pérez and 

had not been an integral part of its initial design. 

For the first years of its existence, Warisata had remained a relatively 

simple—though effective—experimental school that served its particular communities 

and those individuals who were close enough that they could attend it on foot. As 

news of its program spread, however, outlying communities began to request 

assistance in the creation and management of their own schools,124 leaving Pérez cum 

suis to ponder how to extend the reach of the experimental school without having 

access to decent teachers. The fundamental problem that had long kept the state from 

implementing any of the principles of the experimental schools that had come and 

gone had remained unchanged, after all. In effect, the school was presented with 

essentially the same problem that had long hampered the state in its approach to the 

problem of indigenous education, having the desire to provide educational resources, 

but lacking the teachers and funding to do so. 

123. “And thus let our schools not seek to make their progress based on the rhetorical revival of 
archaic symbols of indigenous life, teaching the new generations to love the wiphala 
[indigenous flag] of the Kollas, the majestic energy of the condor, and all the other symbols of 
Aymara literature or to love the rudimentary implements with which the Indian ploughs up the 
land since times immemorial; that is to say, our school is not traditionalist, but nationalist. It 
desires to make the new generations of Indians into generations that prepare themselves with 
resolve to enter the path of Civilization and not to restore the indigenous empire of Tiwanaku, 
the greatness of which does not belong to historical truths but to legend or archaeology, since 
those who speak of it say that it had been created in times immemorial. […] I only wish to 
make it clear what the consequences and practices of this direction could entail:—the wiphala 
that the Indians and non-Indians must love is the flag of our sovereignty, the flag of Ballivián, 
Abaroa, and Pabón; the energy they must emulate is not that of the condor, but that of the 
educated man who knows his duties, and is therefore deferent to the law and to the authorities 
who represent the law; the farm tools they must extol must not be those primitive ones, even 
more so because they are still used today; because with them, Bolivia will never be an empire 
like Tiwanaku but will not emerge from its shameful backwardness of today.” Pérez, 
Orientación agrícola, p. 41–42.

124. Ernest E. Maes, “Los núcleos escolares campesinos y el desarrollo de la educación de la 
educación rural en América Latina.” In. Educación Boliviana III/2 (1955), pp. 2–25: pp. 4–7.
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This left Pérez and his collaborators with a serious problem: they could remain 

within the limits of their funding and original mission and ignore these requests for 

assistance, once and for all proving that the scope of the type of education that 

Warisata offered would remain limited in the same way as it had been for all the 

earlier failed experiments, or they could offer material and financial assistance, and 

thereby sap Warisata itself of its precious resources and thereby doom the experiment. 

The very notion behind Warisata had been a grandiose vision of societal 

transformation, and here they found themselves confronted with a challenge: could 

they make good on their promise, or would their efforts be as limited and their 

promises as hollow as ever before?

The solution to the problem was hammered out in cooperation with the 

Minister of Education: Warisata was to be transmogrified from a simple escuela 

experimental (experimental school) into a brand-new institutional category known as 

the núcleo escolar campesino (NEC).125 Under this new designation, the school itself 

was transformed into the administrative heart of a larger body consisting of multiple 

schools, the former known as the escuela matriz (mother school) or escuela central

(central school) and the outlying former escuelas unitarias would become escuelas 

seccionales (sectional schools) under the direct administrative control of the escuela 

matriz. The director of Warisata now became the director of the NEC and as such was 

placed in charge of both the escuela matriz and the escuelas seccionales. In this 

manner, the communities that had requested assistance could be incorporated into the 

body of the NEC simply by adding extant escuelas unitarias to it.126

It was a brilliant concept that paradoxically at once decentralized 

administrative jurisdiction by removing the escuelas unitarias from the direct control 

of the state—which had never possessed the capacity to exercise its authority in any 

meaningful way to begin with—and re-centralizing it in the hands of the much 

smaller escuelas matrices, which were physically nearby and possessed some of the 

scarce resources so badly needed: it had certified normalistas, a budget, and expertise 

125. Maes, “Los núcleos escolares campesinos,” p. 6.
126. Larson notes that the structure of the NEC was strikingly similar to the so-called colonia 

escolar (school colony) envisioned in the 1919 estatuto, foreshadowing the NEC in that this 
colonia was to consist of a central school (solar) and a number of satellite schools organized 
around it. Pérez, however, paints a picture of the gradual development of Warisata that does 
not refer to this prior utopian model. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 189–190.
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gained over the course of the experiment. This meant that the administration of these 

schools now rested with a very local state institution that could effectively exercise 

control over them due to its very proximity and knowledge of the surrounding areas.

The ingenuity of the solution resided in the fact that this model allowed the 

schools to stretch scarce resources to their absolute maximum potential benefit. In one 

fell stroke of the pen, upon the invention of the NEC, a solution had been found for 

the most fundamental problem in the state’s efforts to bring education to the 

indigenous masses and indeed to establish some degree of control over the existing 

escuelas unitarias. As I have reiterated several times, the most basic obstacle to the 

development of an indigenous educational system overseen by the state had always 

been a lack of resources: there were no teachers to teach in these schools, nor was 

there a system of supervision that could even conceivably offer a credible level of 

guidance and correction to existing schools, nor was there a viable system of 

distribution of as yet non-existent teaching materials. The creation of the NEC and its 

implementation at Warisata resolved some of the most fundamental of these issues by 

physically transplanting administrative and organizational functions into the 

indigenous communities by concentrating them in the escuela matriz, which had been 

furnished with some of the basic resources needed.

To further optimize its use of scarce resources, a decision was made to attempt 

a separation of functions between the escuelas seccionales and the escuela matriz in 

that the latter would be responsible for imparting more academic subjects that 

required teachers with a higher degree of learning, whereas the former would be 

tasked with agricultural and pastoral training, as well as the application of learnt 

lessons in daily practice, for the children of the local communities they served. In this 

manner, a single normalista could reach a much larger audience than merely that of 

the community surrounding the escuela matriz itself, while mere reinforcement of 

applicable skills would take place at the seccional, thereby unburdening the teachers 

of the escuela matriz. Any significant problems at the level of the escuelas 

seccionales could be quickly uncovered and effectively addressed.

The effect of this transformation went far beyond issues of inspection and 

teaching methodologies. This centering of educational authority around a single 

escuela matriz, allowing it to take responsibility for the curriculum and giving it a 



MARTEN	BRIENEN

192

means to implement and enforce it locally, also had the effect of achieving something 

that had never before been possible in the absence of viable methods of distribution of 

didactic materials: the much sought-after and highly elusive unificación de enseñanza, 

or the standardization of teaching methods and practices, even if only on a regional 

scale.127 Meanwhile, the escuelas seccionales would be required to adapt to the model 

of communal collectivity that had been developed at Warisata—as I have indicated, 

mirroring already extant practices of the escuelas unitarias—and use learned skills in 

agriculture and craftsmanship to support themselves, using the marketing 

infrastructure of Warisata to bring its produce to market and thereby generate the 

resources needed to sustain them. In this manner, the addition of the soon-to-be-

former escuelas unitarias did not place much of an extra financial burden on Warisata 

or, more significantly, on the budget that had been allotted it when it was still just an 

experimental school. This in turn, of course, means that this budget for the escuela 

matriz now covered a quickly expanding amount of schools—reaching a total of 

thirty-four at its peak, including the escuela matriz itself. 

What the NEC of Warisata constituted was, without a doubt, the most 

efficient use of abysmally scarce resources imaginable, allowing the flourishing of an 

educational model amid the direst of circumstances. It aimed to produce its own 

foodstuffs, trained its own support staff, and depended on the labor of the community 

to construct its buildings and fields, to a large extent even depending on the 

community to provide the land it needed to accomplish these feats. At the same time, 

by concentrating certain academic areas within a single central location, it could 

stretch the use of a handful of trained individuals without necessarily needing to 

immediately supply normalistas to all of the schools that it oversaw. Furthermore, by 

concentrating the most highly trained individuals available in the escuela matriz, it 

had the opportunity and ability to offer training to the many teachers that worked 

under its expanding umbrella, allowing a gradual improvement of the quality of 

teachers in the escuelas seccionales. 

The administrators at the escuela matriz had both the knowledge and ability to 

offer supervision to all of the schools within its system from this one central location: 

all of the escuelas seccionales and their teachers were known entities and close 

127. Warisata was, at its peak, to have 33 escuelas seccionales.
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enough by that they could be regularly inspected, thereby resolving the problem faced 

by inspectors in previous decades, who had been unable to locate many of the schools 

within their jurisdiction and certainly did not have the means or the time to regularly 

visit even those schools known to them. At Warisata, when problems arose, it was 

relatively easy to intervene on short notice, whereas inspectors in other zones had 

very little ability to resolve any of the many problems they frequently encountered. 

Not	What	It	Seems

Pérez accomplished something tremendously important, even if he was hardly an 

advocate for full indigenous equality. Warisata would indeed continue to inspire the 

almost complete transformation of indigenous education in Bolivia, the reach of the 

model extending far beyond Bolivian national borders in the years after the 

transformation of the experimental school into the very first núcleo escolar 

campesino. Indeed, my observations with regard to Pérez’s philosophical inclinations, 

and especially his somewhat negative view of indigenous society and culture, should 

not be regarded as a denigration of the tremendous effort he made on behalf of 

indigenous education. It would be a clear anachronism and an injustice to judge the 

man and his accomplishments by the perhaps more enlightened standards of today. 

When he founded Warisata, his vision for the future was certainly quite progressive.

At the same time, it is important to make explicit note of the fact that the 

standards by which Warisata itself has been judged in the existing literature are 

problematic given the realities of the institution and how it came into being. Its 

creation most certainly was not an act of indigenous resistance to an evil program of 

assimilationism wrought upon defenseless communities by a wicked state through its 

agents in ‘official schools.’ In fact, there had never been an indigenous school more 

official than Warisata—though there had been some that had been as official, such as 

the failed school at Miraflores that eventually drove Pérez to undertake his most 

celebrated endeavor—and the school that resulted from this effort was in every 

imaginable way an institution supported and ultimately controlled by the state. In 

fairness, Warisata should no more be considered an act of resistance than any 
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government sponsored public demonstration in the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea. 

Not only was the school an integral part of ‘official education,’ but it indeed 

embodied the very principles that guided public discourse on the place and role of the 

indigenous population, offering administrative reforms and programs premised on the 

basic notion that indigenous culture was in dire need of repair, and that the 

communities themselves were plagued by ignorance, primitivism, and vice. The 

rhetoric surrounding the school may have referred over and again to the validation of 

the indigenous cultural heritage, but the reality validated only a very narrow subset of 

behaviors and traditions deemed sufficiently harmless by the school’s architects, 

including dance and song along with artesanía (craftsmanship), while adamantly 

rejecting a whole slew of traditions and behaviors judged noxious and presupposing a 

predilection towards immorality, laziness, stupidity, and substance abuse. To Pérez, 

indigenous society was defective and the indígena himself his own worst enemy, as 

much to blame for his state of misery and backwardness as the gamonales who 

exploited him. What he championed was not indigenous culture and its survival, but 

its transformation and incorporation within the broader fabric of Bolivian nationhood.

Viewed within a modern context—which would admittedly constitute an 

anachronistic misreading—the language of Warisata’s founders and most fierce 

advocates echoed an entrenched legacy of repugnant racial and cultural prejudice. Of 

course, the fact that this institution is still regarded as the epitome of cultural 

resistance and forward thinking by most scholars fits within a tradition in which many 

Bolivians themselves still regularly base their assessment of the ‘national character’ 

on the profoundly misanthropic and deeply racist teachings of Alcides Arguedas’s 

1909 Raza de Bronce,128 which features high still on the list of readings in public high 

schools and escuelas normales.129

Nevertheless, the establishment of Warisata altered the course of educational 

development, not only in Bolivia but far beyond its borders, as its revolutionary 

organizational structure was adopted by neighboring countries such as Peru, but 

carried also to faraway countries with similar demographic structures such as 

128. Salmón El espejo, pp. 77–80; Zayas, La novela indigenista, pp. 31–33. Also, Francovich, El 
pensamiento, pp. 54–74, and 93–100

129. Aurolyn Luykx, The Citizen Factory: Schooling and Cultural Production in Bolivia. Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1999. 
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Guatemala, in particular through the oddly secretive intervention of the United States

and its wartime development agencies such as the Institute of Inter-American Affairs

(IIAA)—of which we shall learn more in the following chapters.130 In this particular 

and specific sense, there is no argument that Warisata was revolutionary: it created a 

model that was specifically adapted to the fabric of Bolivian rural society while at the 

same time offering a solution to the financial and administrative problems that had 

until then hampered the development of the indigenous school and forced the state to 

actively distance itself from the operation of the schools that had appeared throughout 

the countryside in the preceding decades.

It is important to stress again that this school was very much a state-sanctioned 

school that was much more a part of the state’s educational bureaucracy than any of 

the escuelas unitarias had ever been. This particular fact would come to be 

immensely important in the years after the initial creation of Warisata, as the model 

pioneered there by Pérez and Siñani was spread through the countryside. Whereas the 

escuelas unitarias had in theory been institutions that pertained to the state, the núcleo

was so in actual fact and remained within the reach of government officials who could 

not only locate the school but exercised real power over its operations. This is not a 

minor detail: there had never before been any institutions of the central state at all that 

had successfully penetrated the rural communities, and now that such an institution 

existed, it would alter the manner in which the relationship between the communities 

and the state was to develop.

Ideologically, however, it was not quite as far a stretch as has popularly been 

imagined. Here, too, the emphasis on arts, crafts, and vocational skills stemmed from 

a belief that the indigenous population had no need for an abundance of intellectual 

stimulation and development, and that it should not aspire to much more than its rural 

existence, even if that could be made ‘better.’ There certainly was an element of 

liberation from oppression, but that was aimed quite squarely at the abuses of 

landowners and other members of the rural elites: to lessen the power of the rural 

elites, however, was to transfer power to the central state rather than to the 

communities themselves. In this vein, it is of interest to note that even though the 

130. See Marten Brienen, “Histoire secrète d’une présence étrangère dans l’éducation rurale 
bolivienne, 1944–1956.” In Histoire et Sociétés de l’Amérique Latine vol. XII/2 (2000), pp. 
29–49.
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involvement of the members of the communities in the school itself—through the 

council of amautas131—has been touted as evidence of indigenous empowerment 

through the school, it is generally overlooked that the school itself gained tremendous 

power over the community as a whole and that this power would grow exponentially 

in the years after the Chaco War (1932–1935).

This, however, does not in any way diminish Pérez’s accomplishments at 

Warisata or the significance of the escuela-ayllu. It merely means that we need to 

carefully examine and assess what those accomplishments were and how they 

contributed to the development of the educational system as well as to the 

development of the indigenous communities. What Warisata constituted was a means 

for the state to effectively and efficiently penetrate communities that had long 

remained far beyond its sphere of influence, allowing for the construction of some 

new schools, but also for the standardization of teaching methods and goals in extant 

ones. Over the years, the núcleos would include an ever increasing array of 

government services never before seen in the rural areas, while a means had now been 

implemented to actively oversee the labor of the schools and to peer inside rural areas 

to determine the conditions of life and the needs of the indigenous population. 

Ultimately, the most salient aspect of Warisata, the one aspect that would help 

cement it at the very heart of the development of indigenous education, was the fact 

that it was repeatable. Its dependence on collective labor, shared between faculty, 

staff, students, and other members of the community, allowed it to function with an 

absolute minimum of support from the state. Other experimental schools had either 

failed outright, or could not be repeated—the Sucre Normal School being the most 

significant example thereof—which necessarily limited their scope and impact on the 

development of the educational system. Warisata’s promise lay in the fact that it 

placed very few demands on the structure and resources of the state, creating much of 

what it needed on the spot and otherwise stretching scarce extant resources to their 

absolute limit, while contributing very significantly to the ability of the state to 

establish control over existing schools and reach deep into the heart of indigenous 

communities from which it had previously been shut off. In contrast to the 

131. In this case, community elders who were consulted on matters of significance to the school 
and essentially acted as the intermediaries between the school and the community. Pérez, 
Warisata, pp. 82–83.
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achievement in Sucre, what had been accomplished at Warisata could also practically 

be done elsewhere without demanding more than was available from the state.

Sadly, perhaps, it has been the almost exclusive focus on the cultural meaning 

of Warisata and its role as the locus of education-as-resistance that has obscured the 

true significance of the school. In the following chapters, I will show how the model 

developed in this community by Siñani, Pérez, and their many collaborators, would 

utterly transform the reality of indigenous education, even if not necessarily in the 

manner imagined by many observers.




