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Chapter	V:
The	Nuclear	Age	Begins

The	Legacy	of	Warisata

The history of Warisata and the model it spawned coincides neatly with a period of 

unprecedented political instability. Its creation came on the heels of the most severe 

economic crisis the country had ever faced, and it coincided with the outbreak of the 

Chaco War (1932–1935),1 which devastated the country and precipitated the collapse 

of the political system originally established in 1880.2 At the same time that Warisata 

became the first núcleo escolar campesino, the political fortunes of the country were 

marked by the military overthrow of José Luís Tejada Sorzano, himself installed by 

the military in 1935 while serving as vice-President under the much reviled President 

Daniel Salamanca, and the establishment of the first permanent military junta since 

1. On the Chaco War, see Brienen, Military Socialism, pp. 37–57; Klein, Bolivia, pp. 188–201; 
Tomás Guillermo Elío, La paz del Chaco: una decisión política. La Paz: Los Amigos del 
Libro, 1988; D.H. Zook, The Conduct of the Chaco War. New York: Bookman Associates, 
1960; Julio C. Saracho Calderón, Una ráfaga en la historia de la guerra del Chaco. Potosí: 
Editorial Urquizo, 1980; Alejandro Mazacotte, Ensayo sobre la guerra del Chaco, 2 volumes. 
Asunción: Ediciones Mediterráneo, 1984. Although the Chaco War is generally understood to 
have ended on 14 June 1935, that date really only marks the signing of the armistice 
agreement. A peace agreement was not signed until 21 July 1938 (see Brienen, Military 
Socialism, p. 87) and even then only because the Paraguayans had been placed under 
tremendous pressure by the international community to end the conflict. The French envoy 
noted that the new Paraguayan government had been warned that “s’il s’obstinait à rendre 
impossible la solution du conflit, il serait l’objet d’hostilité de toute l’Amérique et risquerait 
peut-être même son existence indépendente au cas d’une nouvelle guerre, au cours de laquelle 
toute aide serait refusée [if it continues to obstinately obstruct a solution to the conflict, it will 
become the object of hostility from all of the Americas and may even risk its own independent 
existence in case of a new war, during which all aid would be refused].” Archives du 
Ministère des Affaires Étrangères de la République Française (AME), Série Amérique 1918–
1940, Sous-Série Bolivie (Bolivie), vol. 20, f. 119, 26 July 1938, Pierrotet: “armistice.” In this 
work, I will honor the traditional understanding of the Chaco War and consider the armistice 
agreement as its conclusion. For a broader understanding of the effects of war on the Latin-
American nation-state, see: Miguel Angel Centeno, Blood and Debt: War and the Nation-
State in Latin America. University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002.

2. Brienen, Military Socialism and Marten Brienen, “Bolivian Liberalism towards its End.” In 
Latinoamerikanskiy istoritcheskiy almanakh, 1/1 (1999), pp. 79–107.
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1880, marking the end of the Liberal Era and beginning a process of unparalleled 

political chaos that eventually sparked the 1952 Bolivian National Revolution.3

The period of the Chaco War and the final throes of the Liberal Era4 witnessed 

the creation of Warisata, and its transformation into the very first NEC inaugurated a 

period of experimentation with this new model for indigenous education. The NEC, as 

I have shown, had been designed to accomplish several things: first, it removed state-

run indigenous schools and teacher training from the fringes of the urban centers and 

into the indigenous communities themselves; second, it created a school that would in 

large part be self-supporting and depend more heavily on the local community it 

served than on the active financial support of the state; finally, it resulted in a model 

that would incorporate existing escuelas unitarias within the structure of the NEC and 

therewith bring them under the control of the escuela matriz, which was itself under 

the control of the state.

The first implementation of this brand-new class of schools—the NEC was, 

after all, an official designation in precisely the sense that the escuela indigenal had 

never been—proved promising enough that even amid the chaos of war, political 

upheaval, and financial crisis an effort was made to expand the NEC from Warisata

into new areas, and indeed two new NECs were created even as the war raged on: the 

NEC of Caquiaviri was created in 1934 and that of Caiza “D” in 1935.5 Caiza “D,” it 

should be noted, was founded by none other than Raúl Pérez, the brother of the much 

more celebrated Elizardo,6 after having been intimately involved in Warisata between 

1931 and 1934.7 These initial institutions, however, were all three still considered 

highly experimental, and the creations of Caquiaviri and Caiza “D” were but a first 

step in the attempt to recreate what had been done at Warisata in new locations.8

3. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 193–201; Gotkowitz, A revolution, pp. 101–114; Brienen, Military 
Socialism, pp. 54–57; Klein, Orígenes de la revolución, pp. 231–262.

4. Not to be confused with the Era of Liberal Party Rule.
5. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 117. Caquiaviri was located in the department 

of La Paz, and Caiza “D” in the province of Linares of the department of Potosí. The former 
was, like Warisata, an Aymara speaking region, whereas the latter was a Quechua speaking 
region.

6. Caquiaviri was the creation of Alfredo Guillén Pinto. Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, p. 117.

7. Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 261.
8. It should be noted that there exists a tendency to depict Warisata and Caiza “D” as examples 

of a neatly pro-Indian kind of education, whereas Caquiaviri has been dismissed as the “anti-
Warisata” due to its supposed tendency to “[…] amestizar la población indígena por una 
educación que tienda a acercar sus modelos y prácticas de vida a los occidentales” [turn the 
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After the military coup d’état that brought the so-called Military Socialists to 

power in 1936, however, the model would have to prove its usefulness and viability 

on a much broader scale and show whether it really had the capability of slowly 

transforming the system of indigenous education. In this sense, the period of Military 

Socialism9 marks the transition of the NEC developed at Warisata from an 

experimental stage to one of wide-scale implementation as it became the new norm in 

indigenous education.

The fact that this transition occurred during the short-lived regime of the 

Military Socialists is not coincidental and in effect had a direct impact on the manner 

in which it was implemented as well as on the shape it took. It is in part for this reason 

that it is regrettable that Military Socialism itself has remained somewhat unexplored 

and ill-understood.10 The ideological leanings of the Military Socialists as well as the 

timing of this process of what has been described as ‘nucleation’11 or 

‘nuclearization’12—i.e. the creation of an ever-growing contingent of NECs out of the 

extant escuelas unitarias—were significant in that they determined how the process 

of educational reform took place and what it was meant to accomplish in the long run.

The uncertainty surrounding Military Socialism itself is largely due to the fact 

that the leaders of the 1936 coup d’état—Germán Busch Becerra and Dávid Toro

Ruilova—purposefully obscured their political leanings in order to maintain the 

neutrality of the country amid the growing tensions in Europe. The most common 

interpretation of this period has been a rather generous analysis that has been focused 

indigenous population into mestizos through an education that tends towards western practices 
in its models and life ways].” Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 214. The negativity surrounding 
Caquiaviri and its founder, Guillén Pinto, is the result of an attack leveled by Elizardo Pérez 
against the school on largely personal grounds. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 228–232. In actual fact, 
there was fairly little to distinguish Warisata and Caiza “D” from Caquiviri in terms of its 
ideology or methodology. When Pérez was himself appointed as the first director of 
indigenous education in 1936, he became directly responsible for Caquiaviri and the direct 
superior of Alfredo Guillén Pinto. Had he indeed had serious problems with the manner in 
which the school was run, he would have been able to address his concerns directly. The 
evidence rather suggests that Pérez was perfectly pleased with the school and its progress at 
the time. Pérez, Orientación agrícola. 

9. On Military Sosialism, see: Klein, “David Toro”; Klein, “Germán Busch”; Klein, Bolivia, pp. 
201–211; Ferrán Gallego, Los Orígenes del reformismo militar en América Latina; la gestión 
de Dávid Toro en Bolivia. Barcelona: PPU, 1991; Gotkowitz, A revolution for our rights, pp. 
111–130.

10. The most oft cited sources are Klein and Gallego.
11. This is the term Brooke Larson prefers.
12. This is the term more frequently found in the documents produced by the Cooperative 

Educationl Porgram that was active in the country from 1944 to 1956. See Chapter VI.
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largely on the role of Military Socialism as a precursor to the Bolivian National 

Revolution of 1952, on the basis of some of the ideas espoused by Busch and Toro, 

and on the expropriation of the Standard Oil Company of Bolivia (TSOCB) in 

1937,13which foreshadowed the nationalization of the mines in 1954.14

It is precisely because of the rather poorly understood nature of Military 

Socialism and its exact ideological tendencies that it is important to explore the 

political and social context that spawned this particular period of educational 

transformation, given that the developments in the field of education were driven 

directly by the idealism of the Military Socialists themselves and that the place of 

indigenous education was given particular prominence for much the same reasons. In 

this chapter, I will detail the process of the expansion of the NECs throughout the 

national territory in the context of the troubled doctrines of Military Socialism.

A	“New	Bolivia”	Indeed

As it has been noted, the Chaco War that raged between 1932 and 1935—though an 

actual peace treaty would not be signed until 1938—was a disastrous affair without 

parallel in Bolivian history in terms of the loss of lives, the loss of public morale, the 

financial devastation that followed, and the subsequent disintegration of the political 

order of 1880. In three long years, Bolivia suffered the loss of some 65,00015 lives and 

13. Strictly speaking, the term ‘nationalization’ is incorrect, as the legal approach taken by the 
Military Socialists in 1937 was based on the accusation of breach of contract on the part of 
Standard Oil, leading to the legal expropriation of the company’s assets under the terms of its 
contract. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 76.  

14. This is especially true of Herbert Klein’s analysis of the period, and given the fact that his 
work on the political history of Bolivia still counts as the basis for much of the further work 
that has been done, it should come as no surprise that this notion of the period of Military 
Socialism as a precursor to the National Revolution has been propagated so widely and so 
easily. See Herbert Sanford Klein, Parties and political Change in Bolivia 1880–1952. 
Aberdeen, Cambridge University Press, 1969. Also see James Dunkerley, Rebellion in the 
Veins: Political Struggle in Bolivia, 1952–1982. London: Verso, 1984; Guillermo Lora, 
Historia del movimiento obrero boliviano. La Paz: Los Amigos del Libro, 1980; Alipio 
Valencia Vega, Historia política de Bolivia vol. VI. La Paz: Editorial Juventud, 1987.

15. The actual number of casualties is exceptionally difficult to estimate with any degree of 
certainty. Hylton and Thomson place the number of dead at 52,400, while Gotkowitz 
maintains a number of 65,000, Morales 60,000, Saracho Calderón 30,000, and Matthew 
Hughes indicates a number somewhere between 56,000 and 65,000. Forrest Hylton and 
Sinclair Thomas, Revolutionary Horizons: Past and Present in Bolivian Politics. London: 
Verso, 2007, p. 68; Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 104; Waltraud Q. Morales, A 
Brief History of Bolivia. New York: Facts on File, 2003, p. 108; Saracho, Una ráfaga, p. 296; 
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a significant portion of the south-eastern lowlands. Worse yet, the crushing defeat 

came accompanied by political bickering and unadulterated incompetence; the vast 

majority of Bolivian casualties were attributable to chronic malnourishment, disease, 

and thirst along the frontlines rather than hostile enemy fire.16

So complete was the embarrassment and loss of credibility of the political 

caudillos (strongmen) who had dominated political discourse since the start of the 

century, that even as the military waged a devastatingly mismanaged campaign 

against a supposedly weaker neighbor, it still managed to emerge from the trenches as 

the only institution with sufficient political standing to command the country’s 

political fortunes and to somehow occupy the moral high ground in the Bolivian 

popular imagination. As the few effective soldiers rose rapidly through the ranks and 

replaced the discredited old guard, a group of young and ideologically driven men 

slowly positioned themselves at the helm of the military machine and finally staged 

the coup that would unseat the tremendously unpopular president Daniel Salamanca, 

first handing power to vice-president José Luís Tejada Sorzano on 27 November 1934

and then on 17 May 1936 taking over the reins of power directly in response to 

growing social unrest and the vaporization of support for this last true representative 

of the Liberal political system.17

These young soldiers, who identified themselves as Military Socialists, were 

left to deal with the collapse of the political system, which had left no viable 

candidates for power—both the new left and old parties being hopelessly divided and 

disorganized—and they felt an urgent need to remake the nation as a whole.18 To this

end, they planned sweeping reforms of the political system as well as of the social and 

economic realities of the nation. It is, of course, of interest to note that it is precisely 

this perceived need to “hacer todo de nuevo” that makes the Military Socialists 

Matthew Hughes, “Logistics and the Chaco War: Bolivia versus Paraguay, 1932–1935.” In 
The Journal of Military History 69/2 (2005), pp. 411–437: p. 412. Ann Zulawski presents the 
most conservative estimate, claiming some 50,000 Bolivian casualties, along with 21,000 
Bolivians captured and another 10,000 desertions. Ann Zulawski, Unequal Cures: Public 
Health and Political Change in Bolivia, 1900–1950. Durham: Duke University Press, 2007, p. 
59.

16. Brienen, Military Socialism, pp. 42–43; Saracho, Una ráfaga, 510; Klein, Parties, pp. 196–
197; Zulawski, Unequal Cures, pp. 57–85.

17. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 41; Gallego, Los orígenes del reformismo militar, pp. 22–65.
18. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen military socialista ¿Hay labor gubernativa? La Paz: Imprenta 

Intendencia General de Guerra, 1936, pp. 1–2.
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traditional in the context of Bolivian political history.19 Touting their plans to 

reconstruct Bolivian nationhood under the banners of “Patriotic Resurgence” and 

“National Rejuvenation,”20 they embarked on a three-year experiment to restructure 

Bolivian society in virtually every imaginable aspect of life, promoting a “Socialism 

of State”21 that demanded equality for all Bolivians and the fair and equitable 

redistribution of the nation’s resources for the benefit of all. In addition, they would 

secure the borders and safeguard the country from enemies both within and without; 

lest we forget, the country remained at war with Paraguay until 1938, even though an 

armistice had been signed in 1935.22

The precise content of Military Socialist political and social reformism, 

however, has proven rather elusive and most historians have tended to focus on the 

main accomplishments of this period as constituting something of a precursor to the 

National Revolution that swept Bolivia in 1952.23 The progressive labor code of 1939, 

the nationalization of The Standard Oil Company of Bolivia in 1937, and the rather 

forward-looking constitution of 1938 all tend to bring to mind the reforms that were to 

follow the events of April of 1952, and in that sense it is no surprise that the epoch of 

Military Socialism has largely been studied as a precursor to that much greater 

revolution. Moreover, the Military Socialists themselves very actively cultivated an 

air of ideological squishiness, specializing in a language of political obscurantism that 

employed mostly a list of slogans and phrases so profoundly platitudinous as to be 

devoid of actual meaning: who would oppose, in the aftermath of the Chaco War, the 

“Patriotic Resurgence” of the fatherland? Indeed, they were especially keen to avoid 

even the slightest hint of an association with any of the foreign ideologies that were 

about to explode the world into an unprecedented bloodbath. Thus, when describing 

their leanings as grounded in socialism, they made sure to emphasize that theirs was 

not a ‘foreign’ socialism, but one adapted to the peculiarities of Bolivian society: 

19. “Do everthing from scratch.” That being the argument I have presented earlier in this work 
with regard to the constant reformism of the nineteenth century. Also see: Brienen, 
“Interminable Revolution.” 

20. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 70.
21. Porfirio Díaz Machicao, Toro – Busch – Quintanilla. La Paz: Editorial Juventud, 1957, p. 24. 
22. Brienen, Military Socialism, p. 42.
23. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 114; Also see Herbert Sanford Klein, Orígenes de 

la revolución nacional boliviana; James Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian Revolution 
in the Twentieth Century: Some Reflections.” In Merilee S. Grindle and Pilar Domingo (eds), 
Proclaiming Revolution: Bolivia in Comparitive Perspective. London: Institute of Latin 
Amertican Study, 2003, pp. 135–163.
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“[un] socialismo exclusivamente boliviano que, indudablemente, contiene ciertas 

formas adecuadas a nuestra idiosincracia […]”24

They had good reason to be careful with their words and not to explicitly 

embrace any of the three ideological camps in the developing European unease. Given 

the terrible financial state of the country, they needed to maintain good relations with 

anyone who might be willing to invest in Bolivian economic development. Moreover, 

while the most important economic sector, the mining industry, was inextricably tied 

to Britain and the United States,25 the military itself had strong German ties: German 

military missions had been responsible for Bolivian military training since 1909.26

Given Germany’s limited access to raw materials, they were indeed very interested in 

cooperating with the Bolivians—who possessed not only tin, but also antimony, 

bismuth, and oil27—and the Germans proved willing to provide significant amounts of 

financial aid in loans and grants at a time of serious fiscal shortfalls.28 Bolivia found 

itself in the awkward position of needing to stay friendly with both the Axis and the 

Allies, due not only to long-standing financial and personal partnerships with both, 

but also for very direct economic reasons as both parties in the developing conflict 

were vying for access to the strategic subsoil resources this nation possessed. 

24. “An exclusively Bolivian socialism that, undoubtedly, contains certain forms adapted to our 
idiosyncracy” Archivo y Hemeroteca del Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores y Culto 
(ARREE), vol. EEUU 1 R 42, f. 152, #4298/69, 27 April 1939, Guachalla to Ministro de 
Relaciones Exteriores: “Despachos de la prensa.”

25. Since the former was host to the smelters that processed the majority of Bolivian tin and the 
latter the headquarters for Patiño Mines, which was based in Delaware. Luís Peñaloza 
Cordero, Nueva Historia Económica de Bolivia. La Paz: Los amigos del Libro, 1987, p. 130 
and Klein, Parties and Political Change, pp. 34–36.

26. Stefan Rinke, “Der letzte freie Kontinent”: Deutsche Lateinamerikapolitik im Zeichen 
Transnationaler Beziehungen, 1918–1933. 2 vols. Stuttgart: Verlag Hans Dieter 
Heinz/Akademischer Verlag Stuttgart, 1996: vol. 2, pp. 618–638.

27. They were also interested in cocaine, which was rapidly becoming increasingly important to 
German military efforts, since morphine was largely produced in British colonies and would 
rapidly become unavailable.

28. Indeed, Japan also actively sought to increase her trade with Bolivia. ARREE vol. “ED 1 1 
Bancos y ferrocarriles, 1938,” f. 166, #2107, 21 March 1938: “Legación de Bolivia en Tokio”; 
ARREE vol. “Min 1 118 Ministerio de Comercio 39,” f. 36,  #9353, 1 September 1939: “Su
atento oficio No. 82.” Moreover, Germany also made cultural overtures, for instance by 
extending invitation to have Bolivian children join the Hitler Jugend in Berlin in an exchange 
program, an affair made possble in part by the official NSDAP position that Andean Indians 
were ‘Aryan:’ ARREE vol. “Alem 1 R 15,” f. 26, #29, 27 April 1938: “Juventud Alemana”; 
AME, Bolivie, vol. 26 “Autorisations Militaires,” f. 31, 25 August 1938: “Jeunesse 
Hitlérienne”; Gerard Colby and Charlotte Dennett, Thy Will Be Done: The Conquest of the 
Amazon : Nelson Rockefeller and Evangelism in the Age of Oil. New York: Harper Collins, 
1995, p. 128.
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The leaders of the movement itself—David Toro Ruilova and Germán Busch

Becerra—excelled in the use of ambiguous political expression and mostly described 

their ideology as one of socialist slant, but without the international trappings of 

socialism and rooted exclusively in the social, ethnic, and economic realities of 

Bolivian society. Their peculiar brand of socialism was nonetheless a troubled one 

that simultaneously celebrated unions and syndicates as necessary to social 

development and placed them directly under state supervision, while also imposing 

the notorious ‘forced-labor’ decree of 1936 that made returning soldiers subject to 

work assignments imposed by the state in the name of reconstruction and “que tiene 

por objeto principal el proporcionar a las empresas mineras, el suficiente número de 

brazos que facilite su desenvolvimiento en beneficio de los intereses nacionales.”29

Moreover, the political reforms they proposed were constructed on a system of 

mandatory incorporation of each of the economic sectors, including peasants, 

industralists, laborers, and so on to create what they termed a “functional 

democracy.”30 Each of these proposed ‘syndicates’ would then be incorporated into 

the national government,31 with each citizen exercising a dual vote: one as an 

individual citizen and one as a member of one of the corpora. 

Siendo éste el rol que jugará el sindicato desde el punto de vista 
económico y social, deberá estar bajo el control y la tuición del 
Gobierno Socialista y se traducirá en el campo político, sirviendo de 
base para la constitución de los Poderes Públicos. […]

En virtud de tales antecedentes, la organización sindical contemplará 
tanto a los patronos como a los obreros y empleados y cada una de 
estas ramas ocupará igual jerarquía desde el punto de vista jurídico de 
la tuición y el control que el Estado ejercerá sobre ellas. Es indudable 
que desde el punto de vista político y social, la nueva estructura 
elevará a las clases trabajadoras del antiguo nivel de esclavitud a un 
nivel de reposición de derechos económicos y de dignidad en el seno 
de la colectividad, sustituyendo en el campo político al ciudadano—
ente abstracto de la Democracia—, con el hombre concreto, obrero, 

29. “That has as its principal objective the supply of sufficient workers to the mining companies 
to facilitate their development in the national interest.” ARREE vol. “Min 1 102 Ministerio del 
Trabajo y Prevision Social,” f. 140, #4332, 6 July 1936, Waldo Álvarez to Ministro de 
Relaciones Exteriores: “Trabajo Obligatorio.”

30. Gallego, Orígenes del reformismo militar, p. 118.
31. While the Military Socialists regarded this as mandatory unionization, it is more properly 

referred to as the institution of corpora in the political sense.
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empleado, terrateniente o capitalista que concurre en tal calidad a la 
expresión vital de las sociedades.32

The fact that the Military Socialists understood full-well the international implications 

of such a system is highlighted by the fact that they felt compelled to add a 

clarification at the end of their statement on the creation of the corpora which were to 

constitute the basis of the political system: “Debe expresarse […] que la organización 

sindical boliviana será de tipo absolutamente propio, alejado de teorizaciones

inadaptables a la realidad y de experiencias ajenas a nuestro medio.”33 Indeed, if this 

proposed system of government reeks a bit of certain disagreeable contemporary 

European “teorizaciones,” that would be because it did in effect propose a corporatist 

system of government, the very basis for political organization as laid out in 1932 by 

Mussolini and Gentile in their La Dottrina del Fascismo and employing a language 

that very clearly reflects that used in the infamous fascist manifesto.34

32. “This being the role that the sindicate will play, from an economic and social point of view, it 
will have to be under the control and protection of the Socialist Government and it will 
translate into the political field serving as the basis for the constitution of Political Powers. 
[…] Taking these antecedents into consideration, the unionization will take into account the 
employers as well as the workers and employees, and each of these branches will occupy an 
equal place in the hierarchy under the protection and and control of the state from a judicial 
standpoint. There is no doubt that from this social and political standpoint, the new structure 
will elevate the working classes from the old level of slavery to a repositioned level of 
economic rights and dignity in the bosom of collectivity, replacing, in the field of politics, the 
citizen—that abstract entity of Democracy—with a concrete man, whether worker, employee, 
landowner, or capitalist, who in that capacity contributes to the vital expression of society.” 
Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 24.

33. “It should be made explicit […] that this Bolivian sindicalization with be of an absolutely 
proprietary type, far removed from ideologies that are unadaptable to the reality and 
experiences of our environment.” Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 24.

34. “Né individui fuori dello Stato, né gruppi (partiti politici, associazioni, sindacati, classi). 
Perciò il fascismo è contro il socialismo che irrigidisce il movimento storico nella lotta di 
classe e ignora l'unità statale che le classi fonde in una sola realtà economica e morale; e 
analogamente, è contro il sindacalismo classista. Ma nell'orbita dello Stato ordinatore, le reali 
esigenze da cui trasse origine il movimento socialista e sindacalista, il fascismo le vuole 
riconosciute e le fa valere nel sistema corporativo degli interessi conciliati nell'unità dello 
Stato. [...] Gli individui sono classi secondo le categorie degli interessi; sono sindacati 
secondo le differenziate attività economiche cointeressate; ma sono prima di tutto e soprattutto 
Stato. Il quale non è numero, come somma d'individui formanti la maggioranza di un popolo. 
E perciò il fascismo è contro la democrazia che ragguaglia il popolo al maggior numero 
abbassandolo al livello dei più; ma è la forma più schietta di democrazia se il popolo è 
concepito, come dev'essere, qualitativamente e non quantitativamente, come l'idea più potente 
perché più morale, più coerente, più vera, che nel popolo si attua quale coscienza e volontà di 
pochi, anzi di Uno, e quale ideale tende ad attuarsi nella coscienza e volontà di tutti. Di tutti 
coloro che dalla natura e dalla storia, etnicamente,traggono ragione di formare una nazione, 
avviati sopra la stessa linea di sviluppo e formazione spirituale, come una coscienza e una 
volontà sola. Non razza, nè regione geograficamente individuata, ma schiatta storicamente 
perpetuantesi, moltitudine unificata da un'idea, che è volontà di esistenza e di potenza: 
coscienza di sé, personalità. [No individuals or groups (political parties, cultural associations, 
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However, while historians have been exceptionally careful not to directly 

accuse the Military Socialists of having been ‘politically wrong’—Laura Gotkowitz

perhaps goes the furthest, observing that “Toro […] may have aspired to replicate 

aspects of the [Italian] fascist state”35—some of the actual representatives of the 

regime were not quite so guarded and ideologically circumspect. General Julio 

Sanjinés was more than happy to “ratificar mi profesión de fe política nacionalista-

socialista”36 while he was stationed in Berlin, continuing on to state that “[en] Bolivia 

admiramos la Alemania nacional-socialista por lo mismo de que el gobierno actual de 

mi patria está empeñado en realizar la obra de socialismo nacional, cumpliendo el 

programa de reconstrucción,” clearly indicating that he understood what was meant 

by ‘nacional-socialismo’ and making few bones about the direction that his fellow 

Military Socialists were set to follow.37

Likewise, not long before the abrupt end of the Era of Military Socialism due 

to the suicide of Germán Busch on 23 August 1939, the Bolivian ambassador to 

Rome, Antonio Arce Campero, stated that Bolivia would soon join the Anti-

economic unions, social classes) outside the State. Fascism is therefore opposed to Socialism 
to which unity within the State (which amalgamates classes into a single economic and ethical 
reality) is unknown, and which sees in history nothing but the class struggle. Fascism is 
likewise opposed to trade unionism as a class weapon. But when brought within the orbit of 
the State, Fascism recognizes the real needs which gave rise to socialism and trade unionism, 
giving them due weight in the guild or corporative system in which divergent interests are 
coordinated and harmonized in the unity of the State; Grouped according to their several 
interests, individuals form classes; they form trade-unions when organized according to their 
several economic activities; but first and foremost they form the State, which is no mere 
matter of numbers, the sums of the individuals forming the majority. Fascism is therefore 
opposed to that form of democracy which equates a nation to the majority, lowering it to the 
level of the largest number; but it is the purest form of  democracy if the nation be considered 
as it should be from the point of view of quality rather than quantity, as an idea, the mightiest 
because the most ethical, the most coherent, the truest, expressing itself in a people as the 
conscience and will of the few, if not, indeed, of one, and ending to express itself in the 
conscience and the will of the mass, of the whole group ethnically molded by natural and 
historical conditions into a nation, advancing, as one conscience and one will, along the self 
same line of development and spiritual formation. Not a race, nor a geographically defined 
region, but a people, historically perpetuating itself; a multitude unified by an idea and imbued 
with the will to live, the will to power, self-consciousness, personality].” (Translation by H. 
Fertig). Benito Mussolini and Giovanni Gentile, La dottrina del Fascismo. Rome: Ardita 
Publishers, 1935, pp. 7–42. 

35. Gotkowitz, A Revolution ofr Our Rights, p. 112.
36. “Confirm my political nationalist-scoialist faith.” ARREE vol. “Alem 1 R 14,” f. 127, 12 

November 1936, Nielsen Reyes to Enrique Baldivieso: “Discurso del nuevo ministro de 
Bolivia en Alemania.”

37. “[In] Bolivia, we admire national-socialist Germany and by that token, the current government 
of my fatherland is making an effort to bring to fruition its own labor of National Socialism in 
carrying out its program of reconstruction.” ARREE vol. “Alem 1 R 14,” f. 127, 12 November 
1936, Nielsen Reyes to Enrique Baldivieso: “Discurso del nuevo ministro de Bolivia en 
Alemania.”
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Comintern pact and thereby officially become aligned with the Axis, a notion 

confirmed by Busch’s own brother-in-law, Kovichi Seito.38 The Bolivian ambassador 

to Washington, Fernando Guachalla, had a difficult time refuting these stories, and 

claimed that Seito was insignificant and no more than “a Japanese exporter in Bolivia 

who ran away with Busch’s sister.”39 The latter dismissal of Seito is ultimately 

unconvincing, given the rather close relationship between Busch and Seito, who was 

feted by the President at the Palacio Quemado on his birthday—it was, in fact, at the 

end of that very party that Busch took his own life.40

Just as Sanjinés very clearly understood the language he was employing as he 

extolled the virtues of national socialism, Busch himself also demonstrated quite a 

sophisticated understanding of the doctrines of European fascism, quite to the 

contrary of the notion still prevalent in Bolivian historiography that he was somehow 

politically or ideologically naïve and that his employment of a clearly fascist language 

of the state and its role in society should be regarded as reflective of this supposed 

naiveté rather than taken as evidence of a more deep-seated political conviction. 

Indeed, as Busch was one of very few men to emerge from the Green Hell a national 

hero, historians have avoided besmirching his good name and have often acted as 

apologists for his regime, even though there is absolutely no doubt that both Toro and 

Busch knew exactly what ‘national socialism’ and ‘socialism of state’ entailed,41 both 

having worked directly and closely with one of the founding members of the 

Nazionalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP) itself, the unfortunate Ernst 

Röhm, who was not only a close personal friend of Hitler’s, becoming the leader of 

the original Brownshirts—the Sturmabteilung—but who had also served on the 

military missions to Bolivia since 1925 and was himself for a while a member of the 

Bolivian high command (the estado mayor general or EMG). It is inconceivable, 

38. ARREE vol. “EEUU 1 R 42,” f. 174, #5129/83, 22 May 1939, Guachalla to Ministro de 
Relaciones Exteriores: “Proyecto sobre cooperacion americana.” Also see: Anonymous, 
“LATIN AMERICA: Guessing and Steaming.” In Time, Monday, 29 May 1939.

39. Anonymous, “LATIN AMERICA: Guessing and Steaming.” In Time, Monday, 29 May 1939.
40. As was the case on the day of Busch’s suicide. “BOLIVIA: Dead Condor” in Time, Monday, 

Sep. 04, 1939.
41. Indeed, the French envoy to La Paz noted that “[Busch a] si bien encouragé les activités 

allemandes et si prudemment laissé le champ libre aux menées du parti nazi que ce dernier 
forme aujourd’hui un véritable état dans l’état bolivien [Busch has really encouraged German 
activities and so carefully left the field open to the scheming of the Nazi party so that the latter 
today forms a true state within the Bolivian state].” AME, Bolivie, vol. 7, f. 141, 3 May 1940, 
Pierrotet: “Germanophiles.”
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given their personal acquaintances, professional ties, and training, that they were not 

intimately familiar with the political doctrines of European fascism, and their use of 

political jargon that specifically invoked the terminology of German National 

Socialism and Italian Fascism cannot be dispelled as ideologically naïve, innocently 

misguided, or based on some primitive misinterpretation of such hateful doctrines.42

Indeed, Busch’s political sophistication comes through quite clearly in his 

short-lived reign as totalitarian dictator, when he executed a coup d’état against his 

own administration in 1938 to declare a totalitarian state in the sense described in 

Mussolini and Gentile’s manifesto, wherein totalitarianism was defined as a form of 

state that would nurture the nation’s economic and social sectors in an all-

encompassing way and thus be in a position to mediate between capital and labor, 

colono and hacendado.43 Indeed, he argued that direct dictatorship was precisely what 

the country needed, and that “[…] se trata de una dictadura que no tiene otro fin que 

el de preparar al país para que llegue a ejercitar la verdadera Democracia, ya que en 

este instante él no está maduro para caminar por esa senda.”44

It was Busch’s tragic self-inflicted death that once and for all cemented his 

fame as national hero and, interestingly, ‘Martyr of the Left,’45 while also insulating 

the movement he represented from critical examination out of some misplaced respect 

for his person. Of course, the fact that none of the sweeping political reforms—

however “alejado de tendencias de extrema derecha o de extrema izquierda” or

“netamente boliviana, [resolviendo] problemas bolivianos”46 they may have been—

were ever carried out due to the severe limitations of the state and its precarious 

financial state, has also contributed to a willingness to overlook the more unpalatable 

aspects of the successive regimes of Toro and Busch, thereby preserving the positive 

42. Indeed, it should be noted that Busch made a point almost immediately after the coup of 1936 
to ban Jewish immigration: ARREE vol. “F.A. 1 5 Ejercito Nacional,” #4471, 13 July 1936: 
“Queda prohibido.” In addition, Busch showed his sophisticated understanding of the complex 
meaning of totalitarianism in fascist political ideology when he himself employed the term in 
the narrow sense intended by Giovanni Gentile upon staging a coup against his own 
government in 1938.

43. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 24.
44. “It concerns a dictatorship that has no other goal than to prepare the country so that it may 

arrive at the implementation of true Democracy, because at this time it is not mature enough to 
walk on that path.” Díaz, Toro — Busch, p. 95

45. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 124.
46. Resp. “removed from tendencies of the extreme right and extreme left,” and “neatly Bolivian, 

[solving] Bolivian problems.” ARREE vol. “Min 1 121 Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, 
Informes 1939,” #DPP, 14 June 1939, “Circular.”
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reputation of the movement for posterity even as the ideology its leaders embraced 

engulfed the world in flames and death and subsequently expired ignominiously under 

the rubble it left in its wake.

Their political and social legacy was one of failed reforms, even when 

considering those accomplishments most frequently cited as evidence of their social 

conscience; the only way in which the Military Socialists had been involved in the 

undeniably progressive, if incoherent, 1938 constitution was by promptly suspending

it shortly after its finalization, while virtually none of the sweeping social and political 

reforms were ever enforced or indeed enforceable. Their economic policies were 

driven by populism—as in the case of TSOCB—and a need for financial resources 

that could only be met by literally extorting money from an already troubled mining 

sector47 and nationalizing the country’s exports,48 thus further dragging an already 

devastated economy further down a hole from which it has yet to emerge; indeed, 

Carmenza Gallo has argued that state controls and taxes imposed on mining during 

this period ultimately inflicted so much damage on the three largest mining 

corporations that they effectively lost their ability to compete internationally.49

Military	Socialism	and Education

It is not surprising that the attitude of Military Socialist leaders with regard to 

education was informed very directly by the crushing defeat suffered in the Green 

Hell of the Chaco Boreal. While they were perfectly happy to blame the hapless 

military and civilian leadership for the humiliation of the nation, they also understood 

47. Upon learning that Aramayo opposed the decree that nationalized Bolivian exports, Busch 
called the man into his office and condemned him to death on the spot with the complicity of 
his cabinet, only later to grant him ‘amnesty.’ Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian 
Revolution,” p. 146.

48. Through a scheme that required that all foreign reserves from exports be sold to the Bolivian 
Central Bank (BCB) at, to put it mildly, unfavorable rates and thus leaving these companies 
without reserves to trade internationally without buying such reserves back from the BCB at 
quite different unfavorable rates. Gallo, Taxes and State Power, p. 114. The importance of this 
income should not be underestimated. The income from exchange rate-differences accounted 
for thirty-one percent of the national budget in 1938 (ARREE vol. “Min 1 110 Hacienda,” 
#572/9, 20 January 1938: “Presupuesto nacional”), forty percent of the national budget in 
1939 (ARREE vol. “Min 1 110 Hacienda,” #9168/143, 5 December 1938: “Presupuesto 
1939”).

49. A situation remedied temporarily by the outbreak of war in Europe and the Pacific, which 
eliminated one of the two major competitors (The Dutch East Indies) and drove up prices 
sufficiently to survive throughout the war. Gallo, Taxes and State Power, p. 115.
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that defeat at the hands of the supposedly weaker Paraguayans had exposed the very 

serious weakness of the Bolivian state, which in part explains their infatuation with an 

ideology that called for an especially strong state. Indeed, part of the problem that had 

doomed the Bolivian military campaign had been the inability of the military to 

properly supply the warzone due to lack of infrastructure,50 and this was well-

understood by men like Busch, who had fought on the frontline and had been 

personally confronted with the inadequacies of both the high command and the 

country’s infrastructure. Thus, the country required not only a strong state but also a 

significant effort to draw the remote areas of the country into the center, making them 

accessible and therewith defensible. 

Likewise, the notion had taken hold that in addition to the failings of the high 

command and the political leadership—especially in the person of Daniel 

Salamanca—the indigenous population was to blame for the disaster that had taken 

place; the majority of conscripts, especially at the frontlines, had been members of 

rural indigenous communities and these were held partly responsible for the 

disastrous campaign in that “por su deficiente educación cívica, faltaron a sus deberes 

patrióticos.”51 In true paternalistic style, it was furthermore assumed that the ultimate 

blame for this lack of zeal lay not with the indígenas themselves, but with prior 

regimes which had thitherto failed to instill in them a proper sense of Bolivian 

national identity.

In addition to their lack of patriotic fervor, the disjointed nature of the 

Bolivian national territory was also viewed as a consequence of indigenous 

detachment, especially in the lowlands, while the failure of the communities to 

contribute more actively to the national economy was regarded as equally destructive 

in the context of the failed war effort. Here again, the indígenas themselves were not 

so much at fault, since it was argued that hacendados and curas were largely 

responsible for maintaining the communities in a state of dependency and 

backwardness, thus causing the downfall of the nation for their own selfish greed.52

50. Indeed, Ann Zulawski has argued that racial prejudice itself was in part to blame for the poor 
provisioning, stating that this was partly rooted in “the apparent belief that Indian recruits 
were so stoic and inured to suffering that they did not even need basic provisions to be 
effective soldiers.” Zulawski, Unequal Cures, pp. 53–54.

51. “Due to their deficient civic education, they failed to fulfill their patriotic duties.” Bolivia, 
Bajo el regimen, p. 36. Also, Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights,pp. 117–127.

52. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, pp. 44–45.
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In and of itself, the notion that indigenous backwardness—both economically 

and politically—was at the root of the nation’s ills was not new, nor was the notion 

that the project of national construction would require a concerted effort to 

incorporate the “raza esclavizada” into the nation.53 However, in the aftermath of the 

country’s most stinging military defeat and in the context of very severe social 

upheaval resulting from the particularly devastating combination of recession and 

war, the issue of national integration had attained an urgency that had not been felt by

the predecessors of the Military Socialist regime.54 In the minds of the military 

socialists, these were not problems that should be resolved in order to pave the way 

for a better and more prosperous future, but ones that required immediate attention in 

order to safeguard the actual survival of the nation in the short term, declaring it in 

fact to be, as Gotkowitz has pointed out, the most serious problem facing the nation.55

In that sense, and viewed alongside the political reforms outlined above, the 

approach taken by the new regime thus was marked by a particular sense of urgency 

as well as a territoriality that in and of itself marked a change from earlier approaches 

to the so-called Indian Question. To these men, the question of indigenous integration 

into the national project was not merely one of economic and social progress, but very 

much one of the territorial integrity of the nation. As we will see, this focus on the 

territorial integrity of the nation was to have a profound impact on the direction that 

educational reforms would take in the years after the military takeover. Likewise, the 

desire not only to bring about social justice but to significantly expand the reach of 

the state into the more remote areas would produce a rather new approach to the role 

and place of the schools themselves, a fact that would affect the shape and form of 

reforms under Military Socialism.

Consequently, the approach of the military socialists with regard to the Indian 

Question was not in and of itself a great departure from earlier analyses of the ills of 

the nation, which, as I have shown, revolved equally around the notion that the 

persistence of indigenous culture posed an obstacle to national construction. As 

53. Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 96.
54. “la ignorancia y el analfabetismo […] son […] tan enemigos de la Patria, como las invasions 

armadas a nuestro territorio. [ignorance and illiteracy […] are […] as much the enemies of the 
fatherland as armed invasions of our territory].” Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 47.

55. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 114.
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before, the problem of economic development remained, in their view, a problem of 

unproductive and anti-modern Indians on the one hand, and exploitative landed 

classes that held the colonos and comunarios in a perpetual state of ignorance and 

backwardness on the other.56 Indigenous culture was still regarded as 

underdeveloped—though, significantly, no longer as completely absent—and 

indigenous resistance to modernity would have to be overcome for the benefit of the 

nation as a whole.57 More importantly, the solution to these woes still lay in 

education, to which the Military Socialists attributed the power to “convertir las 

densas masas indígenas en elementos útiles a la economía del estado.”58 Indeed, not 

only was it necessary for economic development to incorporate the indigenous masses

into the national economy, but the political stability of the nation itself hinged upon 

correcting the injustices suffered by the indigenous population: 

[Es] de mayor interés para el estado socialista que desea regular la 
economía sobre una base de justicia, eliminando toda explotación, 
atender de modo señalado e inmediato el problema campesino con 
mayor razón si su descuido podría ocasionar el levantamiento indígena, 
con el más perfecto derecho.59

While many of the main themes regarding indigenous backwardness and 

unproductivity remained the same, and mirrored the attitude of earlier 

56. ARREE vol. “Min 1 R 107 Oficios Recibidos del Ministerio de Educación,” #0011/38 r1919, 
16 March 1938, Ministro Peñaranda to Ministro de Educacion: “Proyecto de Decreto 
Supremo.” The Minister of Fine Arts and Indigenous Affairs—a brief creation, until 
Indigenous Affairs was moved to the Ministry of Labor, and later to Education—Adolfo Villar 
commented that “el llamado ‘Asunto Indígena’, no se resuelve con la simple creación de 
escuelas, precisando para su solución paulatina y orgánica del concurso de todas las esferas 
del estado, ya que se trata de la clase mayoritaria del país que ignora desde la lectura tan igual 
como las formas de la vida civilizada, viviendo en un aislamiento cada vez más notorio […]. 
[the so-called ‘Indian Issue’ will not be solved by the simple creation of schools, requiring for 
its eventual and organic solution the cooperation of all the sectors of the state, since it 
concerns the majority class of the country that is as ignorant of reading as it is of the civilized 
forms of life, living in an ever-more notorious isolation].” ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 
1936–1942,” 21 August 1936, Adolfo Villar to Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“Educación.”

57. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, pp. 113–114.
58. “To convert the dense Indian masses into elements useful to the economy of the state.” 

ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Educacion y Asuntos Indigenales,” f. 61, #273/4/37, 13 January 
1937: “Seccion de asuntos indigenas.”

59. “[It is] of the greatest importance to the state that wishes to regulate the economy on the basis 
of justice, eliminating all exploitation, to tend to the peasant problem immediately and in an 
appropriate manner if for no other reason than that to neglect it might cause an Indian 
uprising, and rightfully so.” ARREE vol. “Min 1 102 Ministerio de Trabajo y Previsión 
Social,” f. 7, #3781, 16 June 1936, Waldo Álvarez to Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“Plan de organización y proyecto de presupuesto.” 



MARTEN	BRIENEN

214

administrations,60 there were nonetheless some particular aspects to Military Socialist 

educational policy that stood out. While earlier administrations had without exception 

touted the importance of indigenous education as the necessary step towards true 

nationhood and progress, the Military Socialists managed to dedicate comparatively 

significant financial resources to the issue, a striking feat given the utter disarray of 

the state’s coffers in the aftermath of economic crisis, war, political collapse, and 

military defeat.61

Likewise, while the theme of unificación escolar had been a central tenet of 

official policy since the late nineteenth century—even if it had never materialized in 

the face of the organized opposition of the municipalities—the Military Socialists 

were driven by their fear of territorial collapse as well as by their strong ideological 

tendencies towards an all-powerful state to push the matter very hard indeed, making 

use of the dictatorial nature of their respective regimes to override local and private 

objections that had obstructed the streamlining of the educational system since the ley 

de libre enseñanza, and thus bringing the escuelas municipales under the direct 

control of the state by simple decree only months after the May Revolution.62

By the same token, while the communal schools—the escuelas unitarias

operated by indigenous communities—had officially been designated as public 

60. Indeed, some of the solutions for the lack of educational access were taken from earlier 
administrations, such as the repeated decrees demanding that owners of fundos rústicos fund 
schools at their own expense and ensure that the children who live and work on their property 
attend either those schools or nearby ones. Decreto Supremo of 6 April 1936; Decreto 
Supremo of 19 August 1936; Decreto Supremo of 25 February 1937. These decrees of course 
followed on similar decrees of the 1920s, and indeed on the Estatuto de Educación Pública
(Statute of public education) of 25 September 1930, and were to be repeated once again in the 
decade following the collapse of Military Socialism, indicating the degree to which it proved 
impossible to implement any one of them. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 115.

61. Even though the overall budget for education was significantly reduced during the years of 
Military Socialist rule—hovering around six percent, whereas even during the years of the 
Chaco War it never dipped below nine percent—the Military Socialists made Bs. 3,720,000 
available through an extraordinary budget—outside of the regular post—to be used 
exclusively for the indigenous schools and the expansion of the NEC’s. This built on top of an 
earlier extraordinary budget made available by Tejada Sorzano in 1935 to the tune of Bs. 
1,000,000 for the same purpose. In that same year, the budget for education was Bs. 
13,354,844.42, meaning that the extraordinary budget constituted very significant additional 
funding. ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, Septiembre 1938–Octubre 1939,” f. 57, 21 
November 1938, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Hacienda: “Presupuesto 
extraordinario.”

62. Decreto-Ley of 2 November 1936 and Decreto-Ley of 4 December 1936. See Benjamín 
Torrico Prado, La pedagogía en Bolivia. La Paz: Editorial ‘Don Bosco,’ 1947, pp. 141–142.
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schools,63 their exact status within the ministerial hierarchy had never been 

permanently fixed due to their odd nature as private institutions that were counted as 

public schools for some purposes, but not others, and had consequently fallen under 

the jurisdiction of a variety of ministerial offices, none of which had the capacity to 

lend oversight or indeed support to the schools as the law had required. They had, for 

example, not been brought under the jurisdiction of the Consejo Nacional de 

Educación (CNE) when it was created in 1930. Under the new regime of unificación

escolar,64 the Military Socialist government embarked on an effort to study how these 

institutions could be incorporated in a regularized fashion under the authority of the 

Ministry of Education,65 which created a new dirección general de educación 

indigenal y campesina [directorate general of indigenous and peasant education] 

(DGEIC) for precisely this purpose.66

The idea of unification fit very naturally into their doctrine of the all-powerful 

and all-controlling state and given the reputation that Busch had developed for 

overreacting quite violently to perceived insult or disobedience,67 they had the 

ability—at least in terms of the legal technicalities—to simply decree it to be so. 

Moreover, within the ideological confines of Military Socialism, the integration of the 

schools themselves within a single unitary system served a social purpose in the 

deconstruction of class and ethnic divisions:

63. Escuelas fiscales (state schools). However, in the archives of the Ministry of Education this 
term is very rarely applied to the indigenous unitarias, which are more commonly referred to 
as escuelas comunales, escuelas de comunidad, or simply as escuelas particulares, even if the 
latter designation was factually incorrect.

64. Under the decree of 2 November 1936, the authority of the Ministry to bring precisely these 
schools under regularized ministerial jurisdiction had already been settled, but the means 
through which to accomplish it remained open. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–
1942,” #10/37, 09 September 1937, Peñaranda to Alcalde municipal de Uncía: “Escuelas 
comunales.”

65. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” 27 July 1937, Alfredo Peñaranda: “Circular 
#81.”

66. This dirección general did not survive for long and was replaced by a departamento de 
educación rural in January of 1939. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/491, 28 June 
1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Vice-presidente del CNE: “Departamento 
de educación rural”; ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos 
Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 October 1942, Max Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: 
“Querido Nestor.” Also, Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 116. A dirección 
general de educación de indígenas had already existed within the Ministry of Education as of 
1931, but its authority and jurisdiction over the unitarias remained unclear; moreover, it 
should be noted that indigenous education had explicitly remained outside of the jurisdiction 
of the CNE. Getino, Influencia, pp. 92–94. It should further be noted that this dirección 
general was headed by none other than Elizardo Pérez.

67. Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian Revolution,” p. 146.
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La división de escuelas en municipales y fiscales, no responde a 
ningún sentido ni principio pedagógico y el ideal de todo país que 
encamina sus pasos hacia nuevas orientaciones políticas y sociales, 
sería la creación de la escuela única, con una sola dirección técnica y 
administrativa que borre las diferencias de clases que la escuela 
establece, funcionando en aulas que no tengan otra clasificación que 
las que imponen la ordenación pedagógica, tanto a los hijos de los 
obreros, artesanos e indios, con los niños blancos de las clases 
adineradas.68

It was of course also in the spirit of enhanced state control that the Military Socialists 

abolished the Consejo Nacional de Educación in 1936 and reclaimed its authority over 

schools and educational policy for the Ministry of Education,69 at least until the CNE

was re-created by the Constitutional Convention in December 1938.70 It was also in 

that year that the Busch government published its Bases y normas de educación 

boliviana, which was passed into law in May of 1939 and constituted the legal basis 

whereby public education was regulated, focusing on the administrative aspects of the 

educational system and firmly cementing both the escuela unificada (unified school) 

and the núcleo escolar campesino within Bolivian law.71

The fear for Bolivian territorial integrity in the aftermath of the Chaco War

emerged in a particular emphasis placed on the escuelas fronterizas (border 

schools)—which were, as the name suggests, schools near the national borders—

68. ANB, vol. 129 “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno; Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, MInisterio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales,” #2327/36, 30 July 1936, Alfredo 
Peñaranda to President of the Estado Mayor General (Dávid Toro): “Escuelas municipales.”

69. Per decree of 1 July 1936, which reorganized the Ministry of Education and created a new 
Dirección General de Educación Pública (DGEP) to oversee the educational system. Achá, 
Proceso, p. 180.

70. “The division of the schools between municipal schools and state schools does not in any way 
serve a padogogic principle, and the ideal for any country that is moving in a new political and 
social direction would be to create a unified school, with a single technical and administrative 
management, and that erases the class difference that the school engenders, functioning in 
classrooms that have no other designation than those imposed by pedagogic classification on 
the children of workers, artisans, Indians, and white children of the moneyed classes alike.” 
Getino, Influencia de las transfomaciones, p. 95. Getino states that the decree by which the 
CNE was re-created was passed in 1939 but not enacted until 1940. This, however, is 
incorrect: the CNE was recreated in December of 1938 and by early 1939 was already busily 
taking charge of the indigenous schools which now came under its jurisdiction: ALP/ME vol. 
259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 226, #Circular 556/38, 23 December 1938, Oficial Mayor 
de Educación to Jefe del distrito de Santa Cruz: “Decreto supremo.” The re-creation of the 
CNE, however, was not an accomplishment of Military Socialism, but rather an imposition on 
the Military Socialists on the part of the 1938 constitutional assembly, which enshrined the 
CNE into the constitution itself per article 158, leaving Busch no choice but to enact the 
change. Achá, Proceso, p. 185.

71. And has been promptly forgotten by historians, who do not tend to mention it at all. Canseco, 
who does mention it, is unclear as to its purpose. Getino, Influencia de la transformaciones, 
pp. 122–125.
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which were designated as a special class of schools with preferential access to books, 

teachers, and other necessaries. Teachers at these institutions were promised a higher 

rate of pay, and these schools were allowed to run with only ten children rather than 

the normally required minimum of thirty.72 That the Military Socialists remained 

worried about the territorial integrity of the country becomes clear when the question 

was asked whether “Bolivia [puede] confiar indefinidamente en el respeto a su 

soberanía territorial, en una zona totalmente ocupada por el extranjero?” with regard 

to border areas with high levels of Brazilian and other foreign occupancy.73 Indeed, 

this concern over the encroachment of foreign nationals into the national territory 

ultimately prompted a constitutional article, stipulating that “[dentro] de 50 

kilómetros de la frontera los extranjeros no pueden adquirir ni poseer por ningún 

título, suelo y subsuelo, directa o indirectamente, individualmente o en sociedad, bajo 

pena de perder en beneficio del estado la propiedad adquirida, excepto el caso de 

necesidad nacional declarada por ley expresa.”74 The escuela fronteriza, then, became 

“una centinela avanzada de la soberanía patria.”75

The	Expansion	of	the	Núcleos

In the context of the sweeping reforms enacted by the Military Socialists during their 

three years in power, it comes as little surprise that the rhetoric with regard to 

education was also one marked by a desire for all-encompassing change in order to 

further the political goals of these aspiring fascists. I have already noted that their 

stance on indigenous education, while it mirrored general cultural attitudes of the 

72. ALP/ME vol. 506 “Correspondencia 1949, tomo II,” no date (1949), Ministro de Educación: 
“Respuesta a petición de informe escrito”; ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” #O/748, 18 
August 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Director de la colonia escolar 
Copacabana: “Colonia escolar de Copacabana.” Teachers in these schools received an extra 
twenty percent above the normal pay grade.

73. “[Can] Bolivia indefinitely keep confidence in the respect for its national sovereignty in a 
region that completely occupied by foreigners?” ARREE “Presidencia de la República, vol. 
10, 1939,” f. B146, #1288, 8 February 1939, Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores to Presidente 
de la República: “Zona fronteriza.”

74. “[Within] fifty kilometers of the border, foreigners may not acquire or possess by any title, 
whether land or subsoil, directly or indirectly, individually or jointly, under pain of losing to 
the state the acquired property, except in case of declared national necessity as determined by 
law.”Article 19 of the 1939 constitution.

75. “A remote outpost of national sovereignty.” ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 
1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”
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time, was marked by a sense of urgency that earlier administrations had not felt. They 

believed that the very survival of the nation hinged on the ability of the state to bring 

outlying areas into the national fold and to instill in the indigenous population a sense 

of patriotic fervor that would ultimately result in a more zealous defense of the nation 

in the face of unfriendly neighbors and other internal and external threats. Indeed, 

remarking on the imperative of change, the new Minister of Education—Gen. Alfredo 

Peñaranda—remarked that “[…] se trata de una revolución de contenido renovador, 

socialista y entonces en todos los ramos y acaso más en él de educación pública que 

en otros, hay que hacer todo de nuevo.”76

What makes this remark especially interesting is the fact that this was 

precisely what the Military Socialists chose not to do. The drive towards the escuela 

unificada had, as I have shown in the previous chapters, long been a dream of 

educational reformists and did not in any way constitute a new idea. In terms of 

indigenous educational policy, they also chose not to develop some new idea or to 

pursue some new theoretical solution to the issues at hand, but rather to continue 

along the path set forth by their immediate predecessors, and especially by Tejada

Sorzano during his very brief tenure as president between the coups d’état of 1935 

and 1936.77 That is to say that the recognition for the warisateño model as a 

promising solution for some of the most pressing problems in indigenous education 

predated Military Socialism, and indeed Tejada Sorzano’s tenure saw not only the 

initial expansion of the model into two new schools—Caquiaviri and Caiza “D”—but 

76. “[…] It concerns a revolution of a renewing character, socialist and thus in all branches [of 
government], and perhaps more so in public education than in the others, we must do
everything from scratch.” Bolivia, Bajo el regimen, p. 40.

77. Pérez has nothing but kind words for Tejada Sorzano, whom he described as a friend to the 
indigenous school like no president before him: “nadie nos ayudó como él, y un historiador 
imparcial tendrá que reconocer, por fuerza, la amplitud de sus miras respecto a la grave 
cuestión indígena. Otros gobernantes vieron en el indio a un menor de edad, digno de lástima 
e incapaz de valerse por sí mismo: hicieron tutelaje del indio; algunos, quizá los más, lo 
consideraron un enemigo al que había que arrinconar y extinguir. ¡No pocos intelectuales se 
sumaron a estos criterios! Pero Tejada Sorzano lo respetó y lo estimó en toda su condición 
humana, sin prejuicio alguno de casta o de clase. [No-one helped us like he did, and an 
impartial historian will have to recognize his extent of his intentions with regard to the grave 
Indian problema. Other leaders saw in the Indian a minor, worthy of pity and incapable of 
amounting to anything in his own right. They assumed guardianship over the Indian; some, 
maybe even most, considered him an enemy that should be locked up and exterminated. Not 
few intellectuals agreed with such ideas! But Tejada Sorzano respected him and valued him in 
all his human condition, without prejudice of casteo or class.]” Pérez, Warisata, pp. 136–137.
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an additional budget of Bs. 1,000,00078 to establish a series of new schools with the 

intention that they be evenly distributed among the different ‘ethnic zones’ of the 

country.79 It was Elizardo Pérez himself who had been tasked with traveling 

throughout the country to scout out the best locations for the new NEC’s and to use 

the available budget to begin work in the chosen locations. Even before the May 

Revolution, Pérez had already founded new núcleos in Cañadas (Cochabamba),80

Huacharecuré (Beni), Parapetí (Santa Cruz), and Tarucachi (Oruro),81 bringing the 

number of extant núcleos to seven.82

Almost immediately on the heels of the May Revolution, the Toro

administration abolished the CNE and, in the vein of centralization suggested in the 

Dottrina, reincorporated its functions into the Ministry of Education under the newly 

reorganized dirección general de educación pública (DGEP), along with a newly 

created dirección general de educación indigenal y campesina, which operated 

independently from the former, marking an administrative divide between indigenous 

and non-indigenous education and at the same time elevating indigenous education to 

the same administrative level as the education of non-indigenous Bolivians.83 It was 

none other than Elizardo Pérez himself who took charge of the DGEIC and therewith 

became directly responsible for the operation of extant indigenous schools and for the 

expansion of the system of núcleos,84 a project he embarked upon in close 

78. Which was roughly equivalent to $250,000. Pérez, Warisata, p. 149. This sum is particularly 
impressive when we take into account that the budget for education in that same year 
amounted to no more than Bs. 5,025,997.90. ANB vol. 406 “Presidencia de la República, 
Palacio de Gobierno, Correspondencia Ministerio de Educación, Ministerio de Hacienda, 
1942,” #174, 29 August 1942, Ministro de Hacienda to Presidente de la República: “Anexo.” 
Bolivia, Consejo Nacional de Educación, El estado actual de la educación indigenal en 
Bolivia: informe del vice-presidente del consejo nacional de educación. La Paz: Editorial del 
Estado, 1940, p. 17.

79. Since two of the three extant NEC’s had been located in Aymara territory.
80. Which was soon moved to Vacas by its director. Pérez, Warisata, p. 154.
81. The Taracuchi núcleo was later moved to Curahuara, and then in 1937 to Caquingora (La Paz) 

where it was to remain. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 180, 220.
82. It should be noted that a number of these schools would not survive for long in their initial 

locations. Thus, Huacharecure was moved to Casarabe and Cañadas was moved to Vacas. 
Pérez, Warisata, pp. 152–156. The núcleo of Tarucachi is known also as Carangas or 
Curahuara. Choque mistakenly positions the latter in La Paz. Roberto Choque Canqui and 
Cristina Quisbert Quispe, Educación indigenal en Bolivia: un siglo de ensayos educativos y 
resistencias patronales. La Paz: Edobol, 2006, p. 118.

83. Decreto Supremo of 1 July 1936. Torrico, La pedagogía, p. 141; Getino, Influencia de las 
transformaciones, p. 116.

84. This specifically included the communal schools, even though they remained listed in many 
documents as ‘particulares.’ ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 89, #Circular 
81, 27 July 1937, Alfredo Peñaranda: “Unificación.” The incorporation of the escuelas 
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collaboration with Gen. Alfredo Peñaranda Esprella, the newly appointed Military 

Socialist Minister of Education, who himself vowed to create a network of NEC’s that 

was to “[abarcar] en su variedad y extensión a toda la República.”85

A new estatuto orgánico de educación indigenal y campesina (organic statute 

of indigenous and peasant education) was enacted by the Toro government on 16 

December 1936, and it was designed to create a new direction in indigenous 

education, regulating above all the organization and purpose of the núcleo escolar 

campesino, as well as determining the place of the indigenous school within the 

structure of the state system of education. The estatuto had been written by Elizardo 

Pérez along with Bernabé Ledezma and was first presented to the Tejada Sorzano 

administration at the end of 1935, and thus may also be counted as an achievement 

more so of his administration than of the Military Socialists, even if it was not enacted 

until after the Military Socialist takeover.86 Nevertheless, the result was that now, 

really for the first time, the indigenous schools had obtained a fixed place within the 

educational system, with a dedicated and regulated resource of inspection and 

supervision,87 and a plan for future development in the expansion of the NEC’s, 

which continued to incorporate an ever-increasing number of the escuelas unitarias

within their respective areas of influence. Indeed, Warisata alone counted some 

sixteen escuelas seccionales in 1936 and each new NEC drew yet more of the 

escuelas unitarias into its sphere of influence.88

While, as I have noted, much of the groundwork for the expansion of the 

NEC’s had been laid under prior administrations, the Military Socialists most 

certainly did recognize the potential of the system and indeed became immediate and 

comunales—never an official or defined legal term—was accomplished per Supreme Decree 
of 2 November 1936. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 103, #10/37, 09 
September 1937, Alfredo Peñaranda to Alcalde municipal de Uncía: “Decreto supremo.”

85. “Encompass the entire republic in its magnitude and diversity.” Pérez, Warisata, pp. 140–149. 
ALP/ME vol. 497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 294, #206, 20 February 1937, 
Ministro de Educación Tcnl. Moscoso to Presidente centro propaganda y defensa nacional: 
“Valorización de las masas indígenas.”

86. Pérez, Warisata, p. 147; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 116; Achá, Proceso, p. 
180; Torrico, La pedagogía, p. 142. Getino wrongly identifies the date of the statute as 16 
September 1936.

87. ALP/ME vol. 497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 273, #188, 15 February 1937, 
Ministro de Educación to Presidente de la asociación de industriales mineros de Bolivia: 
“escuelas sostenidas por empresas mineras”.

88. Adolfo Velasco, “La escuela indigenal de Warisata, Bolivia, vista por maestros mexicanos 
(1940).” In Revista interamericana de educación de adulto. Nueva época 1/1 (1993), pp. 51–
70: p. 70.
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enthusiastic champions of the system and its expansion. Peñaranda himself was 

especially taken with the promise of progress after decades of failure and, according 

to Pérez, in 1936 “se echó a correr en camioneta por el haz de la República para 

ubicar personalmente, acompañado del Director General de Educación Indigenal [i.e. 

Pérez himself] y otros funcionarios, los nuevos núcleos en los cuales se aplicarían las 

experiencias de Warisata.”89 He thus added the núcleos of Mojocoya (Chuquisaca), 

Llica (Potosí), Talina (Potosí), and Canasmoro (Tarija) in 1936 and the núcleos of San 

Lucas (Chuquisaca), Cliza (Cochabamba), Jesús de Machaca (La Paz), Moré (Beni), 

and Chapare (Cochabamba) in 1937 to the growing system of indigenous education, 

bringing the total number of núcleos in 1937 to sixteen, each of them maintaining its 

own network of escuelas seccionales and thus constituting a significant advance in the 

ability of the state to exert control over indigenous education.90

It is important to understand that, even though this expansion was significant, 

the reach of the núcleos remained limited. The number of escuelas seccionales at the 

end of the period of Military Socialism did not yet exceed seventy-five schools, in 

part because a number of the new núcleos were located in the eastern lowlands, which 

had not seen the development of escuelas unitarias under the guidance of local 

communities and thus could not incorporate any into their broader structure. 

Nevertheless, we must look upon this development as significant in that it showed the 

broader applicability of the model beyond Warisata itself, laying the foundation for a 

system that depended on these schools to transform educational realities. 

Moreover, in so far as the Military Socialists were concerned, the warisateño

model represented the future of indigenous education, the hopes of these reformers

having been pinned very firmly on the ability of the NEC to accomplish what other 

models and experimental schools had failed to do: the creation of a unified and viable 

system of indigenous education that would allow the state to exert true control over 

the schools, and thus over the indigenous population as a whole, allowing them in turn 

to draw the communities into national life. 

89. “Set about going around the whole republic in a truck, accompanied by the director of 
indigenous education and other functionaries, to personally establish new centers in which the 
experiences of Warisata would be put into practice.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 158.

90. Rather than necessarily expanding the number of schools; as I have noted, the seccionales
consisted of already extant unitarias and did not constitute new creations.



MARTEN	BRIENEN

222

Indeed, even though the previous administrations had been responsible in 

large part for the development and initial expansion of the model, the Military 

Socialists had embraced it wholeheartedly and moved into a new mode in which this 

model became the primary focus in indigenous education and indeed the vehicle for 

its transformation into a state-run system rather than, as it had been until then, a 

collection of largely autonomous communal schools. Moreover, they dedicated a 

significant amount of financial resources to the project, creating an extraordinary 

budget of an additional Bs. 3,720,000 in 1938,91 specifically for the expansion of the 

NEC’s and the acquisition of land for extant NEC’s, including Warisata itself, and 

ultimately intended to jump-start the economies of the individual NEC’s by giving 

them the means to harness the natural environment “con la intención de que ellos, al 

más breve plazo posible, puedan bastarse a sí mismos, liberando al estado de su 

sostenimiento.”92

The	Deadliest	Núcleos

While Pérez himself was fond of noting how the many NEC’s that had been created 

under his leadership—first under Tejada Sorzano and thereafter under Toro—

followed the principles developed at Warisata and laid out in that institution’s 

Declaración de Principios—a document intended to accompany the 1936 estatuto 

orgánico de educación indigenal y campesina—it should be noted that this was not 

quite the case for all of them. In their zeal to spread the benefits of the núcleo beyond 

the Altiplano and indeed to further the goal of national construction, a number of the 

new núcleos had been created specifically in the tropical lowlands.

It was the combination of the notion of the school as the “centinela avanzada 

de la soberanía patria”—especially in the context of the remotest regions of the 

country—and the drive to expand the system of núcleos that would give rise to what 

we must consider as by far the most disturbing aspect of educational advancement 

91. ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, Septiembre 1938–Octubre 1939,” f. 57, 21 November 
1938, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Hacienda: “presupuesto extraordinario.”

92. “With the intent that these should be able to provide for themselves as soon as possible, 
relieving the state of their upkeep.” ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, Septiembre 1938–
Octubre 1939,” f. 57, 21 November 1938, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Hacienda: 
“presupuesto extraordinario.
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during this era, as there was one region of the country where the introduction of the 

núcleos did indeed entail the creation of new schools, rather than the reconfiguration 

of existing ones.93 Given that the lowland areas of the shrunken Republic were 

regarded as by far the most vulnerable to foreign influence, as had indeed been 

demonstrated during the Chaco War, a special effort was undertaken to bring the 

blessings of education—and therewith of civilization—to the tropical lowlands that 

remained home to what Bolivians still commonly referred to as salvajes (savages).94

Indeed, it is particularly interesting that now that official policy as well as common 

urban sentiment had become more sensitive to the need to preserve highland 

indigenous culture95—a process I detailed in the preceding chapters—the locus of true 

savagery as Bolivians saw it had shifted from the highlands to the previously ignored 

eastern lowlands of the Chaco Boreal and the Amazon Basin.96

Thus, while the Quechua and Aymara speaking indígenas of the highlands 

stood accused of lacking the requisite amount of patriotic fervor and were thus 

blamed for the military defeat suffered by the nation in the Green Hell of the Chaco, 

the lowland tribes were regarded as even more problematic in that they lacked even 

the most basic understanding of national identity and belonging and irritatingly 

displayed their national disloyalty by moving across international borders as if these 

held no particular significance to them in their largely nomadic and semi-nomadic 

lifestyles. Given the fact that the attention of the Military Socialists was especially 

focused on the nation’s territorial integrity and on the potential role of the schools in 

safeguarding the borders of the already shriveled Republic, it comes as no surprise 

that the answer to this particular problem was also sought in education, resulting in 

the creation of a peculiar subset of the nuclear system in the form of the so-named 

núcleos escolares selvícolas (NES) or selváticos (school centers for savages).97 The 

four NES’s created during the tenure of Tejada Sorzano and his Military Socialist 

93. As was of course the case with the highland NEC’s, where pre-existing unitarias formed the 
foundation for the núcleo and yet others for the seccionales.

94. This was indeed typically how ministerial officials and teachers of the NES’s referred to them. 
95. Primarily, as I demonstrated in the preceding chapters, out of fear of cholificación of the urban 

centers.
96. It should be noted that this is also by far the most widely ignored aspect of indigenous 

education in the historiography, with few scholars even noting the existence of the NES’s.
97. Both terms were used interchangeably in official documents and neither appears to have been 

more ‘official’ than the other.
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successors were the núcleos of Moré (Beni), Casarabe (Beni), San Antonio del 

Parapetí (Santa Cruz), and Chapare (Cochabamba).98

The NES’s were created specifically to bring education to the remotest areas 

of the republic and thus to create a system of schools that would extend the reach of 

the state to the nomadic tribes that had managed to retain their cultural uniqueness 

even through centuries of conquest and colonization. Indeed, they were intended not 

only to bring education, but civilization and modernization, repeating the original 

intent of the educational policy from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 

the highlands but with the very significant and fundamental difference that these 

were, unlike the latter, actually implemented and resulted in physical institutions 

operated and managed by the state and its officials.99 The goal, then, was to transform 

these nationless savages into proper citizens100 who would be willing and able to 

defend the nation against foreign threats, and thus to further the immediate goal of 

safeguarding the national territory. This required nothing less than the complete 

annihilation of lowland cultures:

el polvo del olvido cubrirá, como si nunca hubieran existido, los 
lugares por donde pasaron estas tribus primitivas, sin dejar más rastro 
que las cenizas en el sitio que acamparon.101

The difficulty resided in overcoming precisely those conditions that had allowed these 

peoples to persist even into the twentieth century. The so-called tribus salvajes had 

been able to maintain traditional lifestyles due to the remoteness of the regions they 

inhabited and the general impassibility of the terrain itself, given that no roads existed 

into the furthest reaches of the tropical lowlands, and many such areas were 

effectively cut off completely in the rainy season.102 The terrain itself posed a host of 

98. As noted above, the Núcleo Escolar Selvícola de Casarabe had been the result of the 
relocation of the original NES of Huacharecuré in 1937.

99. Suarez Arnez, Historia de la educación boliviana, p. 98.
100. Suárez Arnez, Historia de la educación boliviana, p. 99.
101. “The dust of oblivion will cover the places through which these primitive tribes passed 

without leaving a trace beyond the ashes of their campfires, as if they had never existed.” Max 
A. Bairon, “La educación indígena en las selvas de Bolivia.” In América Indígena April 1952, 
pp. 141–147: p. 146.

102. In one letter, parents bitterly complained that several children had died making the trek to 
school, which involved “caminar a pie siete kilómetros en su mayor parte pantanosos, salvar a 
nado, las más de veces, dos ríos que en tiempo de lluvias los adultos no podemos vadearlo. 
[walking on foot for seven kilometers, largely through marshes, usually swimming across two 
rivers that in the rainy season even the adults cannot wade across].” ANB vol. 549 
“Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno, Correspondencia, Ministerios de Defensa 
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dangers to those who dared to enter it in the form of communicable diseases and 

parasites, as well as dangerous wildlife and the complete lack of services and 

communications. Moreover, these peoples had evaded unwanted attention in part due 

to the fact that they were largely nomadic and there was thus no one obvious location 

for the planned NES’s, nor were there preexisting indigenous schools that could be 

transformed into núcleos.

Consequently, what the schools entailed was dramatically different from the 

highland NEC’s. The creation of the NES required the scouting out of a suitable 

location—determined by proximity to indigenous groups103—by the aspiring director 

of the NES himself, and consequently the construction of a school that would house 

not only pupils but indeed also the parents and if possible the entire tribe, thereby 

creating what officials referred to as a reducción (forced Indian settlement), where the 

salvajes could be taught to dress, farm, and abandon their nomadic lifestyles in favor 

of a modern life of manual labor and farming:104 they would be given some land 

adjacent to the school compound for clear-cutting and farming, and thus sedentary 

farming communities were to be created to take the place of the former nomadic 

tribes.105 The NES had staff dedicated specifically to traverse the forests to locate 

groups who could be coerced into the centers: the jefe de exploraciones (chief of 

explorations).106 It is interesting to note that the process was not adequately explained 

to all aspiring school directors and teachers, including one who wrote to La Paz

specifically to complain that he had been sent to the densely forested banks of the Río 

Beni, and noted that there was nothing there: was he supposed to build the school 

himself?107

y Educación,” 13 December 1947, Enrique Hertzog to Amando Alba: “Oficio del subprefecto 
de San Buenaventura.”

103. Which was made difficult by the nomadic nature of many of the groups. The NES’s counted 
with a jefe de exploraciones for the purpose of traversing the rainforests in search of people to 
draw into the schools, an arduous and difficult task not entirely free of frustrations and 
dangers. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos 
Indigenales, 1944,” 20 December 43, Nicéfor Orihuela, Director del núcleo de Casarabe: 
“Informe.” Also, Suárez Arnez, Hacia la nueva educación nacional boliviana, p. 99.

104. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 204–206.
105. Salazar, Warisata mía, p. 71.
106. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 

1944,” 20 December 43, Nicéfor Orihuela, Director del núcleo de Casarabe: “Informe.”
107. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 

1944,” 30 December 1943, Germán Salas Jordán, preceptor de la escuela indigenal ‘Max A. 
Bairon’ to Vocal de educación rural: “Puerto Salinas.”
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Participation in this process of civilization was not voluntary, and one director 

was not alone in complaining that “[constantemente] hay que enviar comisiones a la 

selva u otros lugares con el objeto de recoger a algunos indios que se fugan de la 

escuela.”108 Indeed, the Indians who managed to escape these ‘educational centers’ 

were perfectly justified in their desire to leave; in addition to having been targeted for 

cultural annihilation, the coerced settling of nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples who 

had long avoided contact with authorities and settlements brought to light their lack of 

resistance to infectious diseases which had several hundred years before been 

unwittingly introduced from Europe by Spanish and Portuguese conquerors. That is to 

say that these reducciones, just as the ones they were named after, resulted in the 

deaths of scores of people from disease.109 So significant were the problems that the 

school directors provided annual estimates for the resultant of bajas (casualties).110

In many ways, then, the construction of the NES’s constituted a true departure 

from the warisateño model, if only in that they were new constructions undertaken by 

the state itself with the express purpose of introducing education where none had been 

108. “We [constantly] have to send delegations into the forest or to other places with the aim of 
retrieving some Indians who have fled the school.” ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia 
Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.” This 
happened quite regularly. See also ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios 
Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” 16 October 1944, Director Casarabe to Prefecto del 
Beni: “Indios capturados”: “tengo a bien remitirle adjunta al presente copia del informe de la 
comisión que la dirección de este núcleo mandó a las zonas de San Nicolás y Río San Pablo, 
con el objeto de capturar a algunos indios que se han fugado de esta escuela. [It is my pleasure 
to attach a copy of the memorandum of the delegation that the director of this school sent to 
San Nicolás and Río San Pablo, with the aim of capturing some Indians who had fled this 
school.]”

109. How lucky that their “debilidad biológica” (biological weakness) also served a positive 
purpose: “El oriental en general y el selvícola en particular son de fácil adaptación a las 
costumbres e idiomas modernos inclusive como raza, desaparece a la segunda o tercera 
generación de cruza con el blanco. De ahí que no es raro ver salvajes rubios de ojos azules, 
con el tipo absolutamente europeo desde el primer contacto con él. La pretendida superioridad 
de los orientales, radica precisamente en esta debilidad biológica” [The oriental in general and 
the savage in particular are easily adapted to modern customs and languages. Even as a race, it 
disappears by the second or third generation of mixing with whites. So, it is not rare that one 
sees savages with blue eyes and blond hair, absolutely European in type from the very first 
contact with him. The supposed superiority of the orientals resides precisely in this biological 
weakness]: Suarez Arnez, Hacia la nueva, p. 98.

110. Indeed, the director of the NES of Moré complained of bajas considerables [considerable 
losses] amounting to fourteen deaths in 1938. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 
1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.” At the same site, 
influenza would later wreak havoc among the captured Indians: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #20/44, 15 August 1944, 
Leigue to Vocal de edución indigenal y rural: “salud.” We do not, however, have neat figures 
for the total amount of casualties; while these numbers were included in some of the reports, 
this was not consistent nor frequent enough to allow us insight into the amount of damage 
done. 
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accessible before. If that sounds laudable, the motivation behind it was perhaps not so, 

given the degree by which the undertaking was motivated by a desire to establish 

control over national territory and by an accompanying disdain for the cultures of the 

peoples who inhabited these remote areas. Whereas it was now widely recognized that 

the Aymara and Quechua Indians of the highlands were at least the descendants of 

once imposing cultures, no such grandiose past was attributed to the lowland Indians, 

who were regarded merely as culture-less and worthless savages who were slated for 

rapid destruction, if not culturally then physically. The price for national construction

in the Bolivian lowlands was paid by those who were unlucky enough to be hoarded 

into the unsanitary “centinelas avanzadas” where death and despair ran rampant in a 

distasteful remake of the original conquest of the New World. The prejudice that 

drove the aggressive approach to the problem of uncivilization in the eastern reaches 

was tangible; speaking of the Yuracaré in the Chapare of Cochabamba, the director of 

that NES described the natural state of the Yuracaré before the school had 

transformed him as:

el bruto que en vergonzoso hacinamiento entre padres e hijos se 
dedicaba a los excesos carnales; […] el animal de carga que lo poco 
que ganaba, ignorante de los deberes paternales y de esposo, lo invertía 
todo en alcohol; […] el asqueroso ser humano que invadido por el 
piojo, la sarna y la tiña, ofrecía un aspecto repugnante a quien lo 
miraba.111

The modern Yuracaré was much better off, he argued;

el Yuracaré de hoy, sabe que tiene esposa e hijos a quienes vestir y 
alimentar, sabe de higiene, sabe del trabajo que dignificando al 
hombre, proporciona el bienestar de los suyos; por último, sabe que 
existe una institución redentora que se llama escuela, ante cuya 
influencia sin explotación, se ha rendido, porque en ella ha encontrado 
la madre cariñosa y abnegada que lo defiende y que mitiga sus dolores; 
porque sabe que esa madre, además de cubrir la desnudez de los suyos 
y proporcionarles el alimento, formará también a sus hijos 

111. “the brute who in shameful crowding between parents and children dedicated himself to carnal 
excesses; […] the beast of burden who spent what little he made on alcohol, ignorant of his 
paternal and spousal duties; […] the disgusting human being who riddled with lice, scabies, 
and filth appeared repugnant to whomever looked at him.” ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Oficios Recibidos, 1942,” 14 December 1942, Director del 
núcleo de Chapare to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “el Yuracaré de hoy.” Indeed, 
Pérez himself speaks of the “espantable promiscuidad” (frightful promiscuity) of the groups 
who were captured and brought to Casarabe. Pérez, Warisata, p. 205.
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convirtiéndolos en elementos útiles para sí, para la familia y para la 
patria.112

Thus, what the NES’s demonstrated was a willingness on the part of the state and of 

educational reformers to sacrifice lowland indigenous tribes on the altar of 

nationhood, convinced as they were that the benefits of ‘civilization’ outweighed the

price in human lives, and that the needs of the nation in terms of safeguarding its 

territory against foreign intrusion justified the reduction of these mere savages. 

Thankfully, the action radius of the individual NES’s remained limited and the terrain 

made it possible still for individuals to escape their captivity and forced integration 

into Bolivianhood. Indeed, the schools themselves remained remote, some of them cut 

off from the world for months at a time as a result of the heavy rains that summer 

brought.

The	State	of	Education

Although it is clear that the expansion of the NEC’s—and I am excluding the NES’s 

from this—constituted a true advance in the development of Bolivian indigenous 

education, especially in terms of the real commitment it represented on the part of the 

state to take control over the indigenous schools and to take steps towards the 

improvement of access to schools for the indigenous majority, most of whom still 

lacked any access, it is equally important to acknowledge that this process did not 

result in some rapid change in the overall state of the educational system as a whole or 

indeed herald some instant resolution to the most pressing problems faced by schools, 

students, and teachers alike. To be sure, the feverish activities of the DGEIC and the

CNE, once the latter was recreated in late 1938, seem not to have included the 

construction of new schools and thus the expansion of access to education, with the 

notable and rather distressing exception of the NES’s, still remained the province of 

112. “Today’s Yuracaré knows that he has a spouse and children to dress and feed, he knows of 
hygiene, he knows of the work that dignifies man and provides for the wellbeing of his family; 
in the end, he knows that there is an redemptive institution called a school, to whose influence 
he has given himself over without exploitation, because there he has found the loving and self-
sacrificing mother who defends him and eases his pain; because he knows that this mother, in 
addition to covering the nakedness of his family and feeding them, will mold his children and 
convert them into elements useful to him, to his family, and to his fatherland.” ALP/ME 
“CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Oficios Recibidos, 1942,” 14 December 1942, 
Director del núcleo de Chapare to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “el Yuracaré de hoy.”
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indigenous communities themselves as they continued to flood the Ministry with 

requests for the authorization of community schools which they themselves would 

operate and fund.113

Somewhat paradoxically, it was the ability of the DGEIC—now that the 

indigenous schools had obtained a fixed place within the constellation of the Ministry 

of Education and had a dedicated, if absolutely insufficient, resource for active 

oversight—to inspect the indigenous schools that gives us a much more complete 

picture of just how deficient indigenous education, even in the escuelas seccionales

controlled by the NEC’s, really was. The picture that emerges from the reports of 

inspectors114 who made their rounds on horseback115 is not a pretty one and it is very 

clear that there was relatively little about these institutions that one would normally—

through the magic of perfect hindsight—associate with schooling in any commonly 

accepted modern sense, other than that they consisted of places where children would 

congregate with an adult for a number of hours on every weekday:

Se llaman escuelas, a obscuros tugurios, […] carentes de mobiliario y 
material didácticos y a cargo de maestros impagos y de cultura 
deficiente […]116

113. “Los indígenas comunarios en las zonas donde no ha sido posible establecer escuelas oficiales, 
están autorizados para crearlas y sostenerlas por su cuenta; el material escolar a estas escuelas 
las provee el Ministerio de Educación por medio de sus almacenes escolares. Ocurre 
frecuentemente que mal aconsejados los campesinos vienen hasta la sede del gobierno para 
solicitar dichas fundaciones y obtener material escolar. Estas gestiones, principalmente, la 
primera puedan gestionarla ante los Jefes de Distrito Escolar más próximos. [The comunarios 
of areas in which it has not been posible to establish schools are authorized to create schools 
and maintain them at their own expense; teaching materials for these schools will be provided 
by the Ministry of Education by way of the school warehouses. It happens frequently that ill-
advised peasants come to the seat of government to request such authorization and obtain 
educational material. Such formalities should be handled first by the nearest Head of the 
School District.]” ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 
1941, Ministro de Asuntos Indigenales to Arzobispo de La Plata: “Analfabetismo.” While this 
observation dates to the period after Military Socialism, the archives contain many requests 
for authorization. See for example: ALP/ME vol. 704 “Copiador Varios, 1936,” f. 254, #225, 
4 June 1936, Oficial mayor de instrucción pública to Director general de educación indigenal: 
“resoluciones” which contains several such requests.

114. It should be noted that while the DGEIC really did make an effort to report on the schools for 
which it was responsible, much more frequent and detailed reports really started appearing 
after the recreation of the CNE in late 1938.

115. ALPME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 19 September 1940, 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca: “Informe de la inspeccion escolar realizada por el 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca,” f. 1.

116. “They’re called schools, gloomy shacks, […] lacking furniture and educational materials, in 
the care of unpaid teachers of deficient development.” ARREE “Min 1 126 Ministerios, 
Ministerio de Educación, 1940,” #res 281/40-6238/515, 17 May 1940, Ministro de educación 
to Ministro de relaciones exteriores: “brigadas culturales.”
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Moreover, in indicating that the indigenous school was a ‘place’ rather than a 

structure, I am alluding to the fact that schools in the sense of a dedicated structure 

were exceptionally rare throughout the country. Observers from the United States who 

descended upon Bolivia in 1943 noted that of all the schools in the country no more 

than seven had been constructed for that purpose,117 but even that observation 

understated the problem greatly. Many of the escuelas unitarias in rural areas had no 

structure of any kind, and classes sometimes took place in the open air118 or in 

whatever place could be made available, including the local parish house,119 stores,120

kitchens,121 public markets,122 and most commonly, the private dwellings of the 

indígenas themselves.123

Regardless of the facilities, teaching and learning materials themselves 

remained scarce, if by scarce we mean to say generally unavailable. Only schools in 

cities and towns had access to some of the most basic provisions such as books, paper, 

pencils and so on and so forth, but even they generally lacked them. Inspectors

frequently noted the complete absence of such materials from the schools and from 

the indigenous schools in particular. One inspector lamented that:

[…] no tienen [los alumnos] un lápiz, una hoja de papel, un libro, por 
último se dice que aprendan a escribir. En qué? Y dónde? Desde luego 
como son casas de indios ni las paredes son lisas para que el niño 
pueda apoyar el papel y escribir en ellas.124

117. NACP OIAA RDIED, MLR 87, Project Files (Project Files), Map: Grants for Bolivian 
Teachers (Grants), 8 April 1943, Kenneth Holland to Harold Davis: “Bolivian Commission 
Report.”

118. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #978, 18 September 1939, Prefecto 
to Ministro de educación: “Camacho.”

119. ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” #O/359, 2 June 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación 
rural to Vice-presidente del CNE: “Yaco.”

120. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #126, 11 April 1939, Subprefecto 
de Loayza to ministro de educación: “Subprefecto Loayza.”

121. ALPME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 19 September 1940, 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca: “Informe de la inspeccion escolar realizada por el 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca,” f. 5.

122. ALPME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 19 September 1940, 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca: “Informe de la inspeccion escolar realizada por el 
inspector departamental de Chuquisaca,” f. 11.

123. ARREE vol. “Min-1-126 Ministerio de Educación, oficios recibidos 1940,” #Reservado 
281/40-6238/515, 17 May 1940, Ministro de Educación to Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“informe reservado.”

124. “[The students] have no pencil, nor a sheet of paper, no book, and then they are told to learn to 
write. On what? And where? Since these are houses of Indians, even the walls are not flat 
enough so that a child can hold his paper and write on them.” ALP/ME “CNE Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos 1941,” 26 September 1940, Director visitador 
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As the aforesaid American observers noted in 1943,125 the vast majority of students 

also did not have the benefit of desks or chairs, a complaint confirmed over and again 

by the inspectors who visited the schools, noting the demoralizing effect the shortages

had on teachers:

[…] pues en la mayor parte de las escuelas, los escolares no tienen en 
qué sentarse ni dónde poder escribir, es penoso ver como se 
desenvuelven los preceptores sin esperanza de mejorar en lo mínimo.

[…] las escuelas […] causan profunda pena, porque no cuentan con 
material de ninguna índole; no tienen muebles y los escolares tienen 
que estar sentados en el suelo de las desmanteladas, sucias y frías 
clases […]126

Even though a system for the distribution of such materials—books, desks, chairs, 

pencils, paper, and so on—had been envisioned in the network of almacenes

escolares, the resources dedicated to these by the state were far beyond insufficient, 

leaving inspectors—who were responsible for resolving the problems they 

encountered in the schools—profoundly frustrated127 with their own inability to 

address the most basic shortcomings of the educational system now that they actually 

had managed to reach into the communities and their schools. Moreover, the 

indigenous schools were not the only ones affected by the continual deficiencies; even 

the escuelas normales rurales where future teachers were to be trained in the fine art 

of teaching were left to improvise.128 When districts did at least receive something 

after endless petitions, the result was hardly promising, as indicated by the inspector

for the district of Uyuni in 1939;

provincial de la provincia Cornelio Saavedra del departamento de Potosí: “informe general,” f. 
20.

125. NACP OIAA RDIED, Project Files, Grants, 8 April 1943, Kenneth Holland to Harold Davis: 
“Bolivian Commission Report.”

126. “[…] in the majority of schools, pupils have nowhere to sit and nowhere to write, it’s painful 
to see the teachers making do without hope for anything better. […] The schools […] are a 
sorry sight, because they have no supplies of any kind; they have no furniture and the pupils 
have to sit on the floor in cold and dirty classrooms in a state of disrepair.[…]” ALP/PA vol. 
212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #978, 18 September 1939, Prefecto to Ministro 
de educación: “Asunto escolar.”

127. Indeed, the inspector departamental (departmental inspector) of Chuquisaca complained 
bitterly of his repeated requests for materials, asking the head of the almacenes escolares to 
explain to him what else he needed to do to resolve the problem. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 
1939,” #O/162, 3 May 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Jefe de los 
almacenes escolares: “Inspector Chuquisaca.” 

128. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/208, 17 May 1939, Jefe del departamento de 
educación rural to Jefe de los almacenes escolares: “Escuelas normales rurales.”



MARTEN	BRIENEN

232

[…] recibí del distrito de Potosí el material escolar para el presente 
año. Puede Usted imaginarse que 15 lápices de color, 5 hojas de papel 
sábana y 25 tizas puedan alcanzar para el trabajo de un año en las
diferentes escuelas cantonales? […] este es el material que se me ha 
mandado para su distribución en todos los establecimientos de mi 
cargo.129

The issue was certainly taken seriously by the Military Socialists, who introduced a 

variety of measures to attempt to raise money to address the issues of both teaching 

materials and the lack of appropriate facilities, including a lottery130 and a variety of 

new taxes131 dedicated specifically to education. They ultimately even pleaded with 

the general population and the business community to donate money to the cause,132

but the effects of such measures were minimal enough to be completely imperceptible 

in the overall progress of the schools. To put it in the simplest terms, the state lacked 

the resources to provide these materials to all the schools in the Republic and thus 

many would do without.133

No shortage, however, was as crippling to the progress of education as the 

continuing lack of competent teachers. While the ability to gather credible statistics

had not yet fully matured, we do know that of the teachers in rural education—the 

escuelas cantonales (cantonal schools) and escuelas indigenales—not a single one 

was a normalista even by 1940.134 Elizardo Pérez noted the problem when he argued 

against the 1936 decree demanding that all haciendas build schools at their own 

129. “[…] I received from the Potosí [school] district the educational supplies for this year. Can 
you imagine how fifteen color pencils, five sheets of paper, and twenty-five pieces of chalk 
are going to suffice for a year’s work in the various cantonal schools? […] this is the material 
that has been sent to me for distribution among all the establishments for which I am 
responsible.” ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/878, 14 September 1939, Jefe del 
departamento de educación rural to Oficial mayor de educación: “visitador de las escuelas 
rurales de Uyuni.”

130. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 104, #65/97, 7 September 1939, Ministro 
de educación to Ministro de gobierno: “Lotería pro-Edificaciones.”

131. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia ministerios, 1939–I,” #47, 4 May 1939: “Decreto 
supremo.”

132. ALP/ME vol. 497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 393, #296, 19 March 1937, 
Ministro de educación to Carlos Víctor Aramayo: “Contribuciones voluntarias”; ALP/ME vol. 
497/12a “Oficios varios expedidos, 1936,” f. 239, #156, 1 February 1937, Ministro de 
educación to Gerente Banco Central de Bolivia: “Fomento educacion indigenal.”

133. Indeed, even though Busch had enthusiastically promised Bs. 10,000,000 for the construction 
of school buildings in November 1937, by July of 1938 the money was withdrawn due to the 
“apremiantes necesidades del estado.” ANB “Presidencia de la República: Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 209 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos 
Indigenales, 1938,” #B1529, 1 July 1938, Germán Busch to Presidente de la Convención 
Nacional: “Corsino Rodríguez.”

134. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. 
(1944) Toribio Claure: “Informe.”
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expense for the children of the colonos, stating that there simply were no teachers to 

man these schools even if landowners could somehow be coerced into compliance.135

As I have shown in the preceding chapters, all efforts to create institutes for teacher 

training, especially for the indigenous and rural schools, had failed most miserably, 

meaning that maestros normalistas were a rare species to begin with, still emerging 

only from the Sucre Normal School.

The last escuelas normales rurales had been closed in 1931, and they had 

produced a grand total of 48 normalistas rurales, of which not a single one chose to 

teach in a rural school.136 Even ministerial bureaucrats understood why: “[sus] 

haberes están lejos de cubrir el standard mínimo de vida [,]” and as a result it became 

“imposible conseguir uno […] que por la miserable suma de 300 bolivianos acepte 

cargo fuera de la capital.”137 In addition, they had been trained to desire the urban 

lifestyle, and their training along with the absolute shortage of certified teachers

guaranteed that they would be able to live much more comfortably in the cities, where 

they were also more likely to actually be paid, since rural teachers frequently went 

many months without pay.138

Thus, even though once again efforts were undertaken to erect escuelas 

normales rurales that would remedy the problem by producing new teachers, the 

underlying issues would undermine that effort. Pérez had long made it clear that the 

escuela-ayllu itself would take on the task of training indigenous teachers once he felt 

that the necessary expertise could be made available to do so, and several of the 

NEC’s opened secciones normales in 1938—Warisata, Caiza “D,” and Casarabe.139 In 

addition, new ENR’s were opened in Santiago de Huata (La Paz), San Lorenzo

135. Pérez, Warisata, p. 187. Such legislative measures had, as I have shown in previous chapters, 
been enacted before without success.

136. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 121. Getino cites Georges Rouma as 
commenting that these teachers “no tienen la cultura y la formación pedagógicas suficientes” 
[do not have sufficient culture and pedogagical training]. 

137. Resp. “[their] wages are far from covering the minimum standard of living [,]” “[it is] 
impossible to get anyone to accept a post outside of the Capital for the miserable sum of Bs. 
300.” ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE”.

138. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/69, 10 April 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Contralor general de la república: “impagados.”

139. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 154, #Circular 165, Oficial mayor de 
educación to Jefes  de distritos escolares: “escuelas normales rurales.”
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(Tarija), Vitichi (Potosí), and Calacala (Cochabamba) in 1938,140 and the venerable 

Escuela Normal de Sucre was reorganized to also produce rural teachers in 1937.141

But these efforts continued to fall flat in the face of the same problems that 

plagued education as a whole: the responsible head of the rural education department 

of the CNE noted in 1939 that it was impossible to attract capable instructors for the 

escuelas normales at the level of pay that was being offered.142 The new ENR’s 

suffered from the same shortages of teaching materials as the regular schools,143 and 

the indigenous students at these schools were often not paid their scholarships, 

leaving them in debt and without a means to pay for their food and education.144 The 

severity of the conditions drove the director of Santiago de Huata to abuse alcohol.145

The predictable result was that the overwhelming majority of all schools—and 

even of the NEC’s themselves—depended on maestros interinos; improvised teachers

with no training. Even the urban schools could not find normalistas at the higher level 

of pay they offered, given that such teachers essentially did not exist. Since the urban 

centers offered significantly better pay and a higher standard of living, very little 

rough talent remained in the rural areas,146 where a sizeable proportion of teachers had 

received little elementary education themselves and consequently may not have been 

the most ideal candidates for the job;147 there were repeated reports of teachers who 

were themselves illiterate,148 and who without the benefit of teaching materials or a 

140. Choque, “La educación indigenal,” p. 148.
141. Decreto Supremo of 22 May 1937.
142. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” #O/1, 27 February 1939, Max Bairon to 

Vice-presidente del CNE: “Sondeo entre maestros.”
143. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/208, 17 May 1939, Jefe del deparamento de 

educación rural to Jefe de los almacenes escolares: “Escuelas normales rurales.” Also see: 
Choque, “La educación indigenal boliviana,” pp. 151–152.

144. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/146, 28 April 1939, Jefe del deparamento de 
educación rural to Contralor general de la república: “Becados Calacala.”

145. Which cost him his employment. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/451, 19 June 1939, 
Jefe del deparamento de educación rural to Mamerto Ratti: “La bebida.”

146. Writing to the Corregidor of Huancane, who had complained about the incomptency of the 
teacher of the local indigenous school, Max Bairon explained that in terms of the willingness 
of qualified teachers to move to remote locations, “casi ninguno tiene ese espíritu de 
sacrificio” [almost none have a spirit of sacrifice].” ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” 
#O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: 
“CNE.”

147. In 1943, observers form the United States remarked that at that point more than two-thirds of 
all teachers in rural schools had not finished elementary school. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Project Files, Grants, 8 April 1943, Kenneth Holland to Harold Davis: “Bolivian Commission 
Report.”

148. For example: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos, 1941,” 30 
July 1940, Roberto de Rada: “Informe del visitador de la provincial de Loayza,” f. 8.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

235

classroom did what they could to further the cause with all the enthusiasm they could 

muster. The dire lack of qualified teachers of course also rendered any attempt at 

supervision and correction outside of the NEC’s virtually meaningless, since 

inspectors could not provide for the schools nor could they replace unsatisfactory 

teachers,149 and as such we can only look at the enhanced inspection as an effort to 

peer into the schools and communities and to learn about them, rather than as a means 

to meet the needs of the schools, since that lay outside of the realm of possibility.

The most serious issue facing the inspectors was thus not what they found in 

the schools they visited, since those results were fairly uniform in their awfulness, but 

the fact that there were still so many schools beyond their reach. Inspectors regularly 

reported encountering schools that had long ago ceased to be operated while also 

indicating that some had moved to unknown locations. Above all, the state still 

maintained no actual tally of all the schools that existed within the national territory 

nor indeed of those over which it had direct jurisdiction. Records were also not kept 

for the authorizations the state had extended to communities acting under the 1905 

law that permitted them to open schools on their own account. Thus, even though all 

of these schools now fell within the jurisdiction of the DGEIC and its successor 

agency within the CNE, the actual number of communal schools remained unknown 

as did the location of many of them. Indeed, the numbers produced by the Ministry of 

Education with regard to the number of schools in existence throughout this period 

were ‘calculated’ and revealed mostly the continued inability of the state to gather or 

maintain credible statistical information.

In the same vein, and in part as a result of the above, there existed no capacity 

to keep score of the number of students in the educational system.150 While ministerial 

functionaries happily provided exact-sounding numbers to those who inquired—such 

as members of both the senate and the house—those numbers were almost completely 

fabricated. The statistics provided for actual enrolment were so profoundly at odds 

year-to-year that we can lend them no credibility at all: for 1936, the administration 

claimed a total of 113,767 students in 1,251 schools;151 for 1938, it claimed 208,779 

149. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE.”

150. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 132.
151. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 135.
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students in 2,453 schools.152 It should be noted that in 1930, the inspector general

(inspector general) calculated the total number of schools at no more than 340.153 At 

the same time, in 1938 the administration claimed only 4,389 students in indigenous 

schools,154 which is absurdly low since that number alone should be present in the 

escuelas seccionales and the internados (boarding schools).155 Indeed, just two years 

later, the first administration after the fall of Military Socialism proudly proclaimed to 

have 40,960 indigenous students, which is an equally absurd number. 

While it would be appealing to assume that the truth must be somewhere in the 

middle, the truth is that we have no way to establish at all what number of students 

may have been attending the indigenous schools outside of the escuelas seccionales, 

nor indeed do we have credible data of any kind with regard to overall enrolment in 

urban, municipal, cantonal, and provincial schools. While the vast majority of 

Bolivians remained illiterate and only a small minority of the indigenous population 

had access to schooling—which automatically criminalized their parents, since failure

to send children to school now counted as a criminal offense, and school directors 

were not shy about calling in the services of corregidores and other members of the 

oppressive apparatus to force parents to hand over their children156—those who were 

fortunate enough to have access received an education provided by incompetent 

teachers, without the use of books, pencils, or paper and in facilities that were either 

inadequate or non-existent.

The	Expanded	Reach	of	the	State

The depth of the shortcomings was well known and those parties interested in the 

development of the educational system understood full-well what the obstacles were 

152. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 136.
153. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios” (NSP 

Rurales), f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Los datos que pide.”

154. Counting only attendance. The total number of inscribed students stood at 6,140. Getino, 
Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 132.

155. It seems likely that this number hails from the seccionales alone, but this is never made 
explicit.

156. See, for example: ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/725, 16 August 1939, Jefe del 
departamento de educación rural to Corregidor de Viacha: “Padres de familia”; ALP/ME 
“CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Procesos, 1941,” 18 january 1941, 
Comunarios de  Colcha “K” to Director general de educación: “Policia escolar.”
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in terms of the insufficient budget, the lack of insight into rural communities, and the 

seemingly irremediable inability to establish a program that could not only 

successfully train teachers but that could ultimately entice them to venture into the 

countryside after graduation.157 All of these dire circumstances were precisely what 

had made the NEC such an attractive model, since it seemed to offer a way to bypass 

some of these difficulties by tying the escuelas seccionales to a escuela matriz where 

exceptionally scarce resources could be concentrated and, in essence, shared among 

the community of the extended núcleo, while at the same time addressing the 

budgetary shortfalls and fiscal unreliability by promising to become to some extent 

self-sufficient in terms of not only the production of food, tables, desks, and so on, but 

also in terms of generating an ability to produce income and thus to function with 

very low levels of outside funding.158 There is no doubt that from the perspective of 

the former escuelas unitarias that had been converted to escuelas seccionales, the 

connection to a escuela matriz was an absolute boon, since it guaranteed access to at 

least a minimum of guidance and oversight, as well as on-the-spot training and access 

to some of the resources available at the escuela matriz.

It is, however, important to note that although the expansion of the NEC’s did 

alleviate the impact of the failings of the educational system as a whole in this 

manner, it did not address the severity of those failings themselves. As teacher 

training centers, the NEC’s were hardly more successful than their predecessors and 

they produced not only very few teachers, but really lacked the resources to do so at 

all, which would lead to the closure of some of the secciones normales within just two 

years of their establishment.159 Moreover, while direct oversight was now available to 

the escuelas matrices, they had little ability to remedy the problems they encountered 

in the escuelas seccionales; the discovery of absolutely incompetent teachers could 

not be resolved so long as no replacements could be made available, and the pay was 

157. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE.”

158. “La dirección general del ramo tiene en mira, fundamentalmente, la creación de una robusta 
economía en los núcleos indigenales campesinos, con la intención de que ellos, al más breve 
plazo posible, puedan bastarse a sí mismos, liberando al estado de su sostenimiento. [The 
directorate general has its eye on, fundamentally, the creation of a robust economy in the 
peasant school centers, with the intent that they, as soon as possible, can satisfy their own 
needs, relieving the state of their upkeep].” ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, September 
1938–October 1939,” f. 57, 21 November 1938, Ministro de educación to Ministro de 
hacienda: “Presupuesto extraordinario”

159. Choque, Educación indigenal, p. 115.
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already so abominably low and infrequent that monetary sanctions were not 

practically possible. This means that while the quality of education in the escuelas 

seccionales did improve as a result of the involvement of the NEC, it could still not be 

brought to an acceptable level.

Moreover, as I have pointed out earlier, the significance of the expansion of 

the NEC’s did not lie in an actual expansion of access to education for the indigenous 

majority. The creation of new schools remained the province of the communities 

themselves, and the escuelas seccionales did not constitute the addition of new 

schools in and of themselves. Likewise, the NEC’s could not effectuate any radical 

change in the availability of teaching and learning materials nor indeed of competent 

teachers, even if they did present a method to alleviate these shortcomings: the 

attempts to convert the NEC’s into teacher training centers constituted yet another 

abysmal failure, and thus the utter dependence on interinos continued unabated.

While it is difficult to ascertain the exact efficacy of the educational programs 

developed at the NEC’s—later judgments would prove unforgiving—and even more 

difficult to ascertain the total number of indigenous children attending schools, given 

the lack of credible statistical data, it is clear that the significance of the NEC’s and 

the indigenous schools transcended education. Indeed, it can be argued that just as the 

NES’s were intended as “centinelas avanzadas de la soberanía patria,” so too did the 

NEC’s develop into outposts of the state in remote areas where such direct influence 

had not existed prior to the arrival of the núcleos.

The key difference between the escuelas unitarias that had been founded by 

members of indigenous communities—and which had been staffed with members of 

those same communities, as I have shown in the preceding chapters—and the NEC’s 

was that even though the former may have officially fallen under the jurisdiction of 

the DGEIC—and later, the CNE—the núcleos actually functioned as such, being run 

by state officials and receiving regular funding from the state. Thus while the 

responsible ministerial officials could not so much as provide an accurate statement as 

to the number and location of escuelas unitarias extant in indigenous communities, 

the NECs had been founded directly by officials sent by the state to undertake their 

construction and remained an integral part of the ministerial bureaucracy. The 

directors of the núcleos answered directly to the state and indeed received their 
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support, however insufficient, from the Ministry of Education. While this may not 

have a particularly revolutionary ring to it, the fact is that the NEC’s thus comprised 

the very first state institutions to have penetrated the indigenous communities directly.

As the NEC’s were established throughout the highlands and valleys, an 

increasing number of the escuelas unitarias were incorporated as escuelas 

seccionales, which meant that schools that had operated in almost complete autonomy 

and without oversight—save for the occasional inspection—were being brought under 

the control of the escuelas matrices and therewith of the state. Whereas there had 

been no mechanism to enforce any kind of compliance with standards set by the 

Ministry of Education in the independently operated escuelas unitarias, the escuelas 

matrices certainly could impose teaching methodologies and provide direct oversight, 

thus putting an end to the autonomy of these schools in return for increased access to 

expertise and materials. The expansion of the NEC’s thus constituted a way for the 

state to slowly establish control over the vast network of communal escuelas unitarias

that had since 1905 operated beyond the purview of the state. In essence, then, we can 

look upon the expansion of the nuclear system as a gradual process whereby these 

autonomous indigenous schools were being converted into escuelas oficiales in which 

it would be possible for the state to determine and regulate curricular and ideological 

matters, as the principles, methodologies, and goals set by ministerial officials for 

indigenous education could be effectively communicated to the network of escuelas 

seccionales and overseen by the escuelas matrices.

Whereas the first NEC’s were really intended to solve problems of an 

educational nature—including, above all, the teacher shortage and the presupposed 

prior detachment of rural schools from the environment in which they existed—the 

Military Socialists saw in them an opportunity to vastly increase the reach of the state 

itself, as first observed in the use of the NES’s to advance the state into the remotest 

and most vulnerable areas. While the escuelas unitarias had existed in isolation from 

the state, far removed from any ability of the state to intervene in them in a 

meaningful way, the escuelas matrices around which the NEC’s were organized were 

manned by agents of the state who could realistically be made subject to inspection

and supervision. Since a relatively small number of escuelas matrices controlled an 

ever-expanding array of escuelas seccionales, the NEC’s constituted a brilliantly 
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efficient use of scarce resources, including normalistas in the employ of the state. 

Their very existence constituted a never-before witnessed state foray into 

marginalized areas that had been under the strict control of rural elites, who carefully 

mediated interactions between the state and the indigenous communities through 

close-knit networks of hacendados, gamonales, corregidores, curas and other local 

powers. In this sense, then, the warisateño model not only provided an efficient way 

to spread scarce educational resources, but also an equally efficient way for the state 

to create a presence in rural areas without the intercession of local elites whose 

interests were not always directly aligned with those of the state.

While the teachers of the indigenous escuelas unitarias had already been 

caught in between the state and the communities they served, as evidenced by an 

ever-increasing flow of letters from such teachers to ministerial authorities 

denouncing a host of abuses committed locally against indigenous communities,160

the NEC’s were in a much stronger position due to their more direct ties to the state. 

Individual teachers in schools that only barely registered on the ministerial radar—if 

at all—could be intimidated, threatened, brutalized, and imprisoned in a way that the 

directors of the escuelas matrices could not,161 and this provided a degree of 

protection to the communities who were integrated into the action radius of any of the 

NEC’s.162

This meant that whereas the state had always been dependent upon local 

authorities to provide it with information and data regarding the indigenous 

communities—and even with regard to the existence of schools that officially counted 

as state schools163—the NEC’s completely bypassed this local information filter, and 

furthermore, unlike the corregidores and other local functionaries who controlled 

indigenous life, they were located in the heart of the communities themselves rather 

than in nearby towns and hamlets. Thus, through the NEC’s, the state had now 

160. There are indeed many records of abuses committed against teachers by local elites. Conde, 
“Lucha,” pp. 90–92.

161. Choque, “La Escuela Indigenal”, pp. 27–30; Pérez, Warisata, pp. 137–141; Choque, 
Educación Indigenal en Bolivia, pp. 168–171.

162. Choque, “La Escuela Indigenal”, p. 40.
163. ALP/ME vol. 822 “NSP Rurales y parroquiales 1930–1939: copiador de oficios” (NSP 

Rurales), f. 49, 5 July 1930, Inspector de Escuelas Rurales y Parroquiales to Adhémar Géhain: 
“Los datos que pide.”
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suddenly acquired the capability to collect unfiltered data with regard to indigenous 

life in the ayllus and on haciendas served by some of the escuelas seccionales.164

To be fair, the exchange of information between schools and the state was not 

an entirely new development. The escuelas unitarias had functioned to some extent in 

this capacity, as their teachers were recognized as state officials and they had long 

directed complaints about abuse by local authorities to the Ministry of Education,165

which had then dutifully sent on such complaints to the Ministry of Justice or, in other 

cases, to the responsible prefects and sub-prefects,166 but they had not had the 

capacity to act directly on behalf of the communities voicing their discontent.167

Moreover, the teachers of escuelas unitarias had been much more vulnerable to 

reprisals themselves, given that no help or support other than in words of 

encouragement was forthcoming, and local authorities remained largely disinterested 

or indeed actively opposed to the schools.168

The implications of this newly acquired ability to gather unfiltered data 

through state institutions integrated directly into the communities was not lost on 

administrators in the seat of government. In addition to a directorato general de 

educación indigenal y campesina (DGEIC), there was now also an oficialía mayor de 

asuntos indigenales (bureau of Indian affairs),169 which had been made responsible 

164. A new ability they enthusiastically embraced by sending out lengthy surveys to the NEC’s in 
hopes of gaining new insight into the communities, such as the one compiled by the Oficialía 
de Asuntos Indigenales on 18 January 1937: ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del 
Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” ff. 67–68, 20 january 1937, Oficial mayor de asuntos 
indigenales to Director de propaganda: “Circular.”

165. In fact, so strong was the association between indigenous rights and the Ministry of Education, 
that even communities on haciendas without schools would direct their complaints—in 
person—about abuse and exploitation directly to the Ministry of Education in La Paz. See: 
ALP/ME vol. 857 “Oficios Ministerios, September 1938–October 1939,” f. 53, #328, 18 
November 1938, Ministro de educación to Ministro de gobierno: “Comisión de indígenas.” 
Also: ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, Ministro 
de Asuntos Indigenales to Arzobispo de La Plata: “Analfabetismo.”

166. Which is, by law, where they belonged, as noted by the very irritated Prefect of La Paz: 
ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939-I,” #52, 17 February 1939, Prefecto to 
Ministro de educación: “Abusos cometidos.”

167. Ana Pérez, ‘Caiza D’: historia de las seccionales, el núcleo y las normales indigenales. 
Bolivia: n/p,  2001, p. 24.

168. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939-I,” #138, 5 April 1939, Director 
general de educación indigenal to Prefecto: “Los derechos de los indios.” Also, Choque, 
Educación indigenal en Bolivia, pp. 167–171. Also, ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” 
#O/564, 11 July 1939, Jefe del departamento de educación rural to Prefecto: “Quejas.”

169. Created on 1 January 1937 with the express purpose of creating a legislative framework to 
further the incorporation of the indigenous majority into Bolivian nationhood. ARREE vol. 
“min 1 101 Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales,” f. 61, #273, 13 January 1937: 
“asuntos indigenales.”
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for the overall well-being of the indigenous population. Its creation had been overseen 

by Alfredo Peñaranda in 1936 and 1937 and had taken place against the wishes of 

Elizardo Pérez, who objected to any intrusion in his management of indigenous affairs 

through the DGEIC.170 Notwithstanding his objections, this bureau had a means of 

gathering information about the indigenous communities through the NEC’s that had 

been integrated into them.171 They could inquire about the kinds of services that 

colonos and comunarios were required to perform without compensation. They could 

inquire about the size of the haciendas and of the ex-comunidades as well as about 

their economic activities.172 None of this kind of information had ever been easy to 

gather, since collection of that data was the province of local authorities, whose 

interest was not always served by accurately reporting such information and who 

could not really be punished for non-compliance.

It was that kind of information that informed the decision to abolish all forms 

of unfree or unrecompensed labor, such as pongueaje (a system of coerced personal 

service rendered by colonos to the hacendados and his family).173 Moreover, the 

abolition of pongueaje was communicated to the indigenous communities via the 

schools. In this manner, the NEC’s were not just a means for the state to gather 

information or for the communities to communicate with the state, but also a means 

for the state to bring information and dialogue directly to the communities. The 

significance is clear; while the teachers of escuelas unitarias had long voiced 

complaints against abuse and injustice and channeled their complaints to the Ministry 

of Education, the creation of the oficialía mayor de asuntos indigenales and the 

establishment of the NEC’s meant that there was now a convenient channel through 

170. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 184–186. As far as he was concerned, his approach was the best interest 
of the indigenous population and they required no other office or administrator to guarantee 
their well being.

171. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” ff. 67–
68, 20 january 1937, Oficial mayor de asuntos indigenales to Director de propaganda: 
“Circular.”

172. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” ff. 67–
68, 20 january 1937, Oficial mayor de asuntos indigenales to Director de propaganda: 
“Circular.”

173. ARREE vol. “Min 1 R 107 Oficios Recibidos del Ministerio de Educación,” #0011/38 r1919, 
16 March 1938, Ministro Peñaranda to Ministro de Educacion: “Proyecto de Decreto 
Supremo.” Also: ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educacion y 
Asuntos Indigenales, 1936–1937” f. 68, 20 january 1937: “Disposición suprema”. There was 
an exception for free labor provided to the núcleos themselves. 
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which to communicate back to the communities and to keep them apprised of 

legislation that could aid them in their ongoing struggles against exploitation. 

The usefulness of the NEC’s as conduits for such government services did not 

remain limited to an exchange of information. Indeed, just as the NES’s struggled 

with disease and were thus soon equipped with a basic pharmacy,174 so too did the 

NEC’s became centers for the distribution of state-sponsored healthcare. Each NEC 

was outfitted—in theory175—with a nurse and a small pharmacy and could offer 

services not only to children attending the schools within its sphere of influence but 

also to the community at large.176 Of course, as with the provisioning of teaching and 

learning materials, these lofty goals were not fully fulfilled, but basic pharmaceutical 

supplies and medical care were indeed made available to the NEC’s and NES’s.

The result was a fundamental change in the relationship between the 

indigenous communities and the state, as the state now was directly represented in the 

communities. Not only did it provide a conduit for communication between the 

communities and the state, but it became a center where the state could provide 

services to the rural majority, beginning with the basic medical services that came into 

being under Military Socialism and which would, as I will show in the following 

chapter, be significantly broadened to include a wide array of far-reaching services 

that had never before been made available directly to the indigenous communities of 

the rural areas. Even though the communities had always found ways to make 

themselves heard, they now no longer needed to send representatives to the seat of 

government to file complaints against local officials or gamonales in person, but 

could address their concerns much more directly, removing at least one significant 

hurdle in their struggle for justice and equality. Likewise, they could count on school 

officials to inform them about their legal rights and on the responsible state officials 

to ensure that the appropriate information reached those officials. Laura Gotkowitz

174. Especially malaria, measles, and smallpox earned the constant attention of the administration. 
175. Funds were predictably short, and it did not always prove possible to provide the necessary 

pharmaceuticals. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 209 “Oficios 
recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1938,” #33/38, 3 
March 1938, Alfredo Peñaranda to Germán Busch: “Sanidad indigenal.”

176. Pérez, Warisata, p. 110. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 209 
“Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1938,” 
#33/38, 3 March 1938, Alfredo Peñaranda to Germán Busch: “Sanidad indigenal.”
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suggests that even as early as the mid-1930s, this allowed the schools to develop into 

“sites of struggle for communal land restoration and peasant syndicalism.”177

What this means is that the núcleos themselves were transformed from 

institutes of learning and cultural conservation into centers for government services 

ranging from education to healthcare. More than just constituting an expansion of 

access to education the true significance of the growth of the NEC’s in this period lay 

in the increased access to the state and its resources.

Order	out of	Chaos

Historians have, on the whole, been far too squeamish about accurately recognizing 

the Military Socialist ideal for what it truly was: an attempt to implant the first truly 

fascist government in the western hemisphere, allied both ideologically and 

economically with the Axis. Their “New Bolivia” was a corporatist state in which 

only the productive members of society were to have a vote through their mandatory 

state-controlled unions and syndicates. The one great saving grace of these short-lived 

regimes was their inability to enact the political and social reforms they had 

envisioned due to severe fiscal restraints resulting from the Chaco War and from the 

inherent weakness of the Bolivian state apparatus—certainly a pre-existing 

condition—thus dooming the fascist project. This has allowed historians to largely 

ignore the rather more unpalatable aspects of military policy of this era and to focus 

more on the progressive nature of some of the many thousands of edicts that emerged 

from the Palacio Quemado,178 and thus to draw a parallel between these angry young 

military men and their calls for ‘social justice’ on the one hand and the revolutionaries 

of the early 1950s. Indeed, there are fewer greater ironies in Bolivian historiography 

than the fact that Germán Busch, the violent dictator who actively pursued alignment 

with the Axis even as war was about to erupt in Europe, is now celebrated as a leftist 

martyr.

While historians have made much of the social and political accomplishments 

of the Military Socialists—the most oft cited such achievements being the progressive 

177. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 114.
178. Indeed, the increase in legislative output as evidenced by the sheer size of the anuarios in 

which the totality of decrees and resolutions were published is nothing if not remarkable. 
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Labor Code, the nationalization of TSOCB, and the 1938 constitution—none of these 

were to have a lasting impact on the daily lives of ordinary Bolivians, due largely to 

the fact that legislative measures proved utterly unenforceable, the constitution had 

been promptly suspended, and the Yacimientos Petrolíferos Fiscales Bolivianos 

(YPFB) that took over the resources that had belonged to TSOCB would prove a 

hotbed of corruption and nepotism. Indeed, it is an almost perfect irony that the one 

area in which true progress was made is one that historians have largely overlooked. 

While all of the major achievements attributed to the Military Socialists remained 

paper tigers without any tangible benefit, the few lasting legislative accomplishments 

in education are never once mentioned; the era of Military Socialism brought not only 

an expansion of the nuclear system, but also the until then frustratingly elusive

unificación escolar, the establishment of national educational standards as formulated 

in the 1939 bases y normas de educación boliviana, and the creation of a fixed 

framework for the operation of the núcleos escolares campesinos in the 1937 estatuto 

orgánico de educación indigenal y campesina.

Thus, while we can conclude that Military Socialism most certainly was not 

the kind of progressive political movement that it has been made out to be in the 

popular imagination, we must also acknowledge that true and lasting progress was 

achieved in the field of indigenous education. It is interesting to note that this progress 

was possible precisely because of the absence of sweeping reforms and bold political 

statements, the promoters of indigenous education opting rather for a careful and 

targeted expansion of an experimental model developed under the tutelage of Daniel 

Salamanca and Luís Tejada Sorzano, and thus eschewing the kind of radical 

reformism that had long impeded the kind of incremental change that makes progress 

possible. While seeking to “hacer todo de nuevo” in all matters political and 

economic, to the field of educational policy making they brought relative stability and 

gradual change.

The era of Military Socialism, notwithstanding its many shortcomings and 

more distasteful aspects, was marked above all else by the expansion of the system of 

núcleos into the rural areas, building on the foundation laid by Elizardo Pérez and his 

collaborators both in Warisata and in the offices of the Ministry of Education even 

before the May Revolution. The work done by the Military Socialists, and especially 
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by the energetic Alfredo Peñaranda Esprella who had accompanied Pérez on his tours 

through the rural areas, may not have been revolutionary in size or scope or indeed 

even innovative, but certainly did constitute a tremendous advance for the ability of 

the state to effectively oversee an increasing number of the many escuelas unitarias

that dotted the countryside. 

Not only did this signify an actual expansion of the state’s ability to oversee 

education in the rural areas with much greater efficacy than had been possible before, 

but indeed it constituted an effort to create an actual system of indigenous education

out of the state of chaos that had existed before in the form of hundreds of almost 

entirely autonomous escuelas unitarias, which had done what little they could to 

educate the children of the communities that created them but remained vulnerable to 

violent repression and too far removed from the state to stand even the remotest 

chance of competing for the scarce resources that sometimes existed in the almacenes

escolares. 

What the Military Socialists presided over, then, was the institutionalization of 

the nuclear model, fostering its transition from an experiment in indigenous education

to an actual system of indigenous schools comprising not only the escuelas matrices

but also the escuelas seccionales. The role and place of the núcleos had been 

cemented in the 1936 estatuto orgánico, in the 1938 constitution, and in the 1939 

bases y normas, thus ushering in the age of the núcleo escolar campesino and 

heralding the end of the total state of administrative disarray that had been left behind 

by decades of impotent reformism and the abandonment of the indigenous school to 

the indigenous communities themselves. 

Under the tutelage of Military Socialism, the warisateño model that had 

originally been envisioned as a means of developing an educational approach tailored 

to the needs of the indigenous communities—as interpreted by intellectual urbanites 

such as Pérez himself—was transformed into an answer to the problem I have posed 

previously: since the early twentieth century, the discussions with regard to 

indigenous education had shifted from the need for the construction of indigenous 

schools to the question of how to deal with them, now that the communities had taken 

it upon themselves to construct them in the prolonged absence of government action. 
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The answer was to convert them into escuelas seccionales, which could be controlled 

and regulated by the state through their respective escuelas matrices.

Moreover, as the experimental model pioneered at Warisata was transformed 

into the early stages of a coherent system of indigenous education—where curricular 

matters could be regulated, teachers could be supervised, and standards could be 

imposed—the núcleos themselves began to take on a role that exceeded their initial 

educational mandate in that the realization had taken hold that these institutions were 

not just places of learning, but formed the very first state institutions to directly 

penetrate not only the rural areas, but the indigenous communities themselves. The 

result was a significantly enhanced ability not only to gain insight into the 

communities and the obstacles they faced, but also to communicate directly with the 

communities and to disseminate information about their legal rights, in turn further 

transforming the schools into a bridge between the state and the indigenous 

communities, a role that became more important as the schools became centers for 

state services beyond education alone.

However, although the Military Socialists had indeed greatly expanded the 

nuclear system and managed to impose a degree of centralization that had proven 

elusive in earlier decades, the victory for the expansion of the state in marginal areas 

was not an unsullied advance. The process had, after all, been accompanied by the 

shameful conditions created in the tropical lowlands, where a form of cultural 

genocide was taking shape with little regard for the lives of the individuals who had 

not been lucky enough to avoid capture by predatory jefes de exploraciones. The 

contrast could not be more stark; while the highland communities finally achieved a 

means of engaging directly with the state, receiving a number of real benefits from the 

process, the expansion of the núcleos into the forests constituted a very disconcerting 

destruction of lives and livelihoods in the name of progress, and these much smaller 

tribal peoples proved much less capable of resisting the imposition of new cultural 

and social norms and institutions, let alone the diseases that ravaged the NES’s. 

It had been the superior organizational flexibility of the model pioneered by 

Pérez and his collaborators that had enabled this intrusion into the Bolivian frontiers 

and into areas which had in effect remained safe from the process of colonization for 

centuries due precisely to their economic insignificance. Had not the generación del 
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Chaco (Chaco generation) been so profoundly invested in the consolidation of the 

national territory, many lowland indígenas might have lived to preserve their heritage 

for another generation. Ultimately, the desire of the administration for a very active 

effort of national construction outweighed the needs of marginal peoples. Unlike the 

Spanish conquistadors, who did not understand why their arrival had sparked a 

demographic collapse of devastating proportions, the men who had been involved in 

this effort certainly did understand germ theory and can therefore be held responsible 

for the suffering their zeal had produced in the name of national construction and 

civilization.

Ultimately, it is important to properly contextualize the advance of indigenous 

education during the era of Military Socialism. Their project faced the same 

challenges as the many failed reforms of decades past and indeed they were no more 

successful than their predecessors in addressing the most significant failings of the 

educational system, attributable still to the absence of sufficient funds to meet even 

the most basic needs of the schools, teachers, and their pupils. No successful teacher 

training program had been created, nor could the almacenes escolares even begin to 

provide adequate resources to the schools. That is to say that while the expansion of 

the núcleos may have constituted the beginnings of what we might consider a viable 

system of indigenous education emerging from a state of almost complete chaos that 

had taken shape over the course of a hundred years of incessant reformism, the system 

they had helped spur into being was still rife with overwhelming deficiencies and a 

dizzying array of limitations and weaknesses.




