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Chapter	VI:
Internationalization

A	Verdant	Wasteland:	 – 	

The death of Germán Busch on 23 August 1939 ushered in a prolonged era of 

political and social upheaval that was to continue until the Bolivian National 

Revolution of 1952. The intervening period was marked by no fewer than eight 

different presidents and two violent revolutions,1 the first of which was punctuated by 

the lynching of President Gualberto Villarroel from a tree on the Plaza Murrillo in 

front of the Palacio Quemado in 1946.2 Many historians have regarded this period of 

instability as a fleeting and halting return to power of the oligarchy of landowners and 

mining barons—collectively known as la Rosca in the popular imagination3—in the 

aftermath of what many still consider the ‘socialist experiment’ of David Toro and 

Germán Busch.4 As I have nonetheless shown in the preceding chapter, Military 

Socialism was hardly a ‘socialist experiment,’ and the upheaval that marks the 

following era did not really see the consolidation or return to power of any particular 

political faction or segment of society for any significant length of time.5 Indeed, this 

period has been viewed largely as a prolonged interlude of agitation and political 

fermentation, paving the way for the National Revolution and thus barely interesting 

in its own right: any analysis of the political and social upheaval of this period has 

only been seen through the lens of that later formative moment.6

1. In chronological order: Carlos Quintanilla; Enrique Peñaranda; Gualberto Villarroel; Néstor 
Guillén; Tomás Monje; Enrique Hertzog; Mamerto Urriolagoitia; and Hugo Ballivián. See: 
Klein, Bolivia; Klein, Parties and Political Change; Klein, Los orígenes.

2. Herbert S. Klein, A Concise History of Bolivia, p. 203; Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our 
Rights, p. 233; Hylton and Thomson, Revolutionary Horizons, p. 74; Díaz Machicao, Toro –
Busch, pp. 119–128.

3. Klein, A Concise History, pp. 157–158.
4. Klein, Los orígenes, pp. 377–386. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142; Augusto 

Céspedes, El dictador suicida. La Paz: Editorial Juventud, 1979, pp. 235–256; Klein, A 
Concise History, pp. 195–196.

5. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142.
6. Dunkerley, “The origins,” pp. 135–140.
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The development of the educational system and of educational policy has been 

regarded, if at all, in that very same context of chaos and regression. Just as the 

Quintanilla and Peñaranda regimes are regarded as an attempt to undo the supposedly 

leftist legacy of the Military Socialists and return power to the oligarchy that had 

controlled the political arena until the Chaco War,7 so too have educational 

developments been regarded as an attempt to “destroy, or reverse, the dangerous 

indigenista school reforms of the 1930s”8 and as a result of this effort to destroy the 

indigenous school, “la educación [retrocedió] en cuanto a conquistas educativas”9 of 

the preceding period. It is not very surprising, then, that this era in between Military 

Socialism and the National Revolution has been depicted largely, albeit incorrectly, as 

this chapter will demonstrate, as a wasteland in terms of educational development, 

marked by a fundamental relapse to pre-Chaco War conditions and policies, and this 

bias is reflected in the fact that very few pages have been written about educational 

policy in this period.10

The tendency to regard this period as having been of essentially no interest at 

all is due in large part to the fact that the heralded father of indigenous education, 

Elizardo Pérez, bitterly lamented this era—and the early 1940s especially—as 

bringing about the destruction of his legacy and the death of indigenous education.11

Indeed, some authors have taken his damning assertions rather too literally, 

interpreting Pérez’s insistence that Warisata was destroyed as signifying the actual 

closure of the school, even though it remained perfectly open throughout this period.12

In histories of Bolivian indigenous education, the 1940s are generally omitted 

7. Klein, A Concise History, p. 195; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 193; Hylton and 
Thomas, Revolutionary Horizons, p. 71

8. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 194.
9. “[…] education regressed in terms of its educational advances.” Getino, Influencia de las 

transformaciones, p. 142.
10. Even Getino Canseco essentially skips this entire period, dedicating only a few pages to the 

period of Villarroel’s presidency from 1943–1946 and completely ignoring the rest of the 
decade with the general understanding that nothing of interest happened. Of modern analyses 
of Bolivian indigenous education, only Brooke Larson has written somewhat extensively 
about this period, while other authors limit their attention almost exclusively to the National 
Indigenous Congress of 1945.

11. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 290–297; Salazar, ¡Warisata Mía!, pp. 34–36; Stephenson, Gender and 
Modernity, p. 124.

12. Claure, Las escuelas indigenales, p. 31; Pérez, Caiza ‘D’, pp. 43–44; Stephenson, Gender and 
Modernity, pp. 123–124; Mamani, “La educación india,” p. 134; Salazar, ¡Warisata mía! pp. 
19–37; Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” 
pp. 193–194.
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altogether,13 apart from general lamentations regarding the closure of Warisata and 

the obliteration of indigenous education by racist elites who sought to further the 

exploitation of the indígenas and were somehow irrationally opposed to the very 

notion of an educated Indian. 

This analysis fits the overall tendency to look upon the years of Gen. Enrique 

Quintanilla and those who came after him as a regression from the days of Military 

Socialism, as the ‘forces of reaction’ quickly undid the ‘socialist’ heritage left behind 

by Busch.14 In the previous chapter, I have already detailed the fact that Busch was 

certainly not the benevolent ‘martyr of the left’ that he has become in the popular 

imagination,15 but was rather a violent fascist dictator. In that context, it is odd that his 

immediate successor is now so widely reviled as a military dictator with a rightist 

bent, when that description fits Busch rather better than Quintanilla.16

For all of its political upheaval, the period from 1940 to 1952 was not quite the 

educational wasteland of oligarchical prejudice and anti-cultural assault on the 

indigenous communities that historians and anthropologists have imagined, nor 

indeed was it marked by the ‘destruction of indigenous education’ as Pérez charged. 

Rather, the period saw an impressive further development of the núcleos and their 

sphere of influence, as well as a significant expansion of the role of the núcleos as 

centers of state representation. Moreover, educational policy itself—especially in so 

far as it concerned indigenous education—remained remarkably constant, even amid 

continuous bureaucratic reorganizations.17 Indeed, the continuity in indigenous 

education that can be observed is striking, especially since it appears barely to have 

been affected by the ongoing political and social turmoil that gripped the nation: one 

successive administration after another rather wholeheartedly embraced the nuclear 

model and forged ahead with the further expansion of indigenous education based on 

that model.

In addition, one of the most fascinating developments of this understudied 

period is the ill-understood and largely ignored involvement of the United States in 

13. With the exception of Larson’s “Capturing Indian Bodies.”
14. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, p. 142.
15. Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, p. 129.
16. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 211–212. See also: Dunkerley, “The Origins of the Bolivian Revolution.”
17. The CNE, finally given authority over the indigenous schools in 1940, was to be abolished 

again in 1943 and then re-established in 1950, by which time it would have been created and 
abolished a total of four times in twenty years.
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the consolidation of educational practices initially developed by Pérez and his 

collaborators, which helped to usher in an era of maturation and increased 

internationalization, as the nuclear model was soon exported to other Latin American 

countries by United States aid-workers.18

In this chapter I will demonstrate that much of what little analysis exists about 

this period has been based on the singularly hostile assessment of Elizardo Pérez, 

leading historians and other scholars to mistakenly assume that indigenous education

went through a period of decline and radical political reorientation in the aftermath of 

Busch’s suicide. Rather, educational policy remained unusually stable during this 

period, interrupted primarily by the intervention of foreign ‘experts’ and attendant 

problems. The 1940s were to bring an impressive expansion of the nuclear system, as 

well as a very significant broadening of the services offered in the NEC’s. An 

important but understudied aspect of this history is the direct involvement of the 

United States in promoting the nuclear system, in Bolivia and later to other Latin 

American countries. The second half of this chapter will address in detail this 

fascinating development. 

A	Deconstruction	of	the	Destruction	of	Warisata

As Elizardo Pérez tells the story in his autohagiography, the impressive progress that 

had resulted from the creation of Warisata and its innovative model under the tutelage 

of Alfredo Peñaranda during the brief period of Military Socialism came to a 

screeching halt in the aftermath of the death of Germán Busch in 1939.19 In Pérez’s 

account of the history of Warisata, the demise of Military Socialism prompted a return 

to the oligarchical rule that had been ever so briefly interrupted by the May 

Revolution and with it, the ‘forces of reaction,’20 motivated by their disdain for the 

indigenous majority as well as by their reliance on the exploitation of the masses for 

their own economic benefit, ruined every trace of his hard and patriotic work in the 

early 1940s.21

18. Fell, “La irradiación”; Brienen, “Histoire secrète.”
19. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 290–296.
20. Salazar, ¡Warisata mía!, p. 47; Pérez, Warisata, p. 233.
21. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 290–296. Larson speaks of a “reactionary counterforce of imperialism, 

repression, and […] the ‘feudal reaction’:” Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 193.
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It is Pérez’s position as uncontested apóstol (apostle) of indigenous 

education’22 that has resulted in the uncritical replication of his dire assessment by a 

number of authors,23 but the reality of what happened after the demise of Military 

Socialism is rather more complex than the simplistic picture he painted in which 

‘forces of reaction’ launched a frontal assault on indigenous education in order to 

hand the schools over to “los partidarios […] de la servidumbre y de la esclavitud del 

indio.”24

In effect, the discord between Pérez and what he described as his eternos 

enemigos—especially Rafael Reyeros, Vicente Donoso Torres, and Max Bairon25—

had been brewing since the promulgation of the 1938 constitution, which had called 

for the recreation of the CNE to oversee all branches of the educational system. 

Vicente Donoso Torres—co-founder of the 1915 Umala Rural Normal School26—had 

been named vice-President of the CNE in 1938, while Max Bairon had been placed in 

the charge of the vocalía de educación rural (advisory board for indigenous 

education) and was thus directly in the line of fire of Pérez’s DGEIC, which had 

continued to function independently in contravention of the constitution.27 It should 

be noted that prior to his appointment to the CNE in 1938, Bairon had been the 

inspector general de educación indigenal under Pérez’s wing at the DGEIC, and as 

such had perhaps a more intimate knowledge of the shortcomings and failings of the 

indigenous schools than anyone else.28

In addition, there had been growing rancor between the oficialía mayor de 

asuntos indigenales (OMAI), created in January of 1937 as part of the Ministry of 

Education and headed by Rafael Reyeros,29 and the DGEIC, as Pérez felt that the 

22. Velasco, “La escuela indigenal,” p. 57.
23. See, for example, Velasco, La escuela indigenal de Warisata, p. 16; Stephenson, Gender and 

Modernity, pp. 123–124, where she notes that the 1940 investigation into the NEC’s had been 
undertaken with the purpose of “shutting them down”; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 
193–194.

24. “The champions […] of the servitude and enslavement of the Indian.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 273.
25. Though others were involved, these three were especially singled out by Pérez. Pérez, 

Warisata, p. 279.
26. Suárez, Desarrollo, 212.
27. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #75, 16 March 1940, 
Ministro de educación to Presidente de la república: “educación indigenal”.

28. Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 39
29. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educación, 1936–1937,” f. 61, 

#s437/37 r273, 13 January 1937, Ministro de educación to Ministro de relaciones exteriores: 
“asuntos indigenales.”



MARTEN	BRIENEN

254

OMAI should never have been created, given that he himself was already fighting for 

the well-being of his indiecitos and that there was therefore no need for an 

independent office other than his own to support indigenous rights.30 As the OMAI 

embarked on studies into the conditions of indigenous life as part of a project to ban 

pongueaje and other forms of unpaid labor extracted from the indigenous 

communities,31 Pérez felt that it was intruding upon his private fiefdom and 

vigorously attacked the OMAI for developing its projects through the NEC’s, which 

fell under Pérez’s jurisdiction.32

What had been Reyeros’s sin? His efforts to gather data about the indigenous 

communities and their relationships with hacendados had included inquiries about 

daily life in the ayllus and on the haciendas sent to the directors of the NEC’s, thus 

avoiding having to beg and plead with local officials to provide information as had 

been necessary in the past.33 To the rabidly territorial Pérez, such “perjudiciales 

interferencias” were clear evidence of wicked “manejos de la reacción enmascarada 

en falsos ‘indigenistas’ tan osados como inescrupulosos” in the service of 

gamonalismo.34 Of course, the gravest sin committed by Reyeros had been the fact 

that he had dared to criticize the lack of educational direction of the NEC’s as early as 

1938,35 an offense so severe that it caused Pérez to engage in a fairly shocking series 

of ad-hominem attacks and to attempt in every way possible to obstruct the work of 

the OMAI thereafter.36

30. Pérez rather frequently refers to his charges as indiecitos; he regards them as “gentes buenas y 
sencillas” (good, simple folk) who look up to him as “un ser sobrehumano” (a superhuman 
being) Pérez, Warisata, pp. 79, 336.

31. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educacion y Asuntos 
Indigenales, 1936–1937” f. 68, 20 january 1937: “Disposición suprema.” The resulting 
legislation made an exception for labor provided to the indigenous schools.

32. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 184–185.
33. ARREE vol. “Min 1 101 Oficios recibidos del Ministerio de Educacion y Asuntos 

Indigenales, 1936–1937” f. 68, 20 january 1937: “Disposición suprema”; 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.”

34. Resp. “detrimental interference,” “schemes of the reaction disguised as false ‘indigenistas’, as 
bold as they are unscrupulous.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 185.

35. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 239–251.
36. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 184–186, 213–217, 250–251. His opposition to the OMAI rather mirrors 

his later attempts to sabotage the work of the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de 
Educación (SCIDE) due to the fact that he had taken affront to the fact that the head of the 
SCIDE’s operations in Bolivia had neglected to include him in his negotiations with the 
Bolivian government, thus prompting a smear campaign against SCIDE that lasted until 
SCIDE officials made an express effort to include Pérez as an advisor. NACP RG229 OIAA 
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These, then, were the men accused by Pérez of destroying his life’s work: 

Rafael Reyeros, the “eterno enemigo de Warisata;”37 Max Bairon, the “aspirante 

exterminador de indios;”38 and Vicente Donoso Torres, the “máximo lacayo” of the 

Quintanilla administration.39 All three had enjoyed long careers in indigenous 

education, and all three had run afoul of Pérez in one way or another.

The drama came to a head in early 1940, as in order to comply with the 1938 

constitution, the DGEIC was abolished on 12 January and its functions given over to 

the CNE.40 This simple transition caused significant consternation, as allies of Pérez

waged a media campaign to convince the nation of the fact that this in and of itself 

would spell the immediate end of indigenous education altogether,41 prompting a 

variety of organizations to plead with the administration to reinstate the DGEIC and 

return control over indigenous education to Pérez.42

Following the abolition of the DGEIC, Donoso Torres was asked by Minister 

of Education—Gustavo Adolfo Otero43—to produce a detailed report on the state of 

indigenous education in the country;44 the CNE had been looking into the state of 

RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 Aug 1948: Porter Claxton to 
Willfred Mauck: “Disloyal Campaign.”

37. “Eternal enemy of Warisata.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 287.
38. “Aspiring exterminator of Indians.” Pérez, Warisata, p. 289.
39. “Top lackey.” Pérez , Warisata, p. 29. Donoso had, of course, been appointed by Busch.
40. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #75, 16 March 1940. 
Ministro de educación to Presidente de la república: “CSTB.”

41. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 278–289.
42. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #B137/40, 30 April 
1940, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: 
“Restablecimiento de la dirección general”; ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos 
Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B693/40, 10 may 40, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la 
Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “Proceso administrativo”; ANB “Presidencia de la 
República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de 
Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B694/40, 10 may 40, Presidente de la 
república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “dirección general”; ANB 
“Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, 
Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #75, 16 March 1940. Ministro 
de educación to Presidente de la república: “CSTB.”

43. Described by Faustino Suárez Arnez as “el mejor Ministro de Educación de los últimos 
tiempos.” Suárez, Hacia la nueva, p. 84.

44. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”
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indigenous education since 1938,45 contributing to the growing unhappiness within 

the DGEIC’s leadership.46 It was this report that was to become the pivot-point of the 

high drama that ensued, as the original report produced by Donoso Torres in April of 

1940,47 which was circulated among members of congress soon after,48 was nothing if 

not particularly damning. Much as I have done in the preceding chapters, the report 

outlines the major failings of the educational system, citing above all the dependence 

on maestros improvisados (improvised teachers),49 but also noting the lack of 

teaching materials,50 the low quality of education offered in the schools,51 and the lack 

of direction in terms of a teaching methodology.52

The picture that emerged from Donoso’s assessment was indeed bleak, but it 

is difficult to argue with the accuracy of many of the fundamental findings in terms of 

the lack of qualified teachers, the lack of teaching materials, the lack of guidance, and 

the continued problems with discipline, nepotism, corruption, and incompetence.53 In 

each and every one of these categories, the findings presented by Donoso Torres 

coincide very neatly with the image that emerges from the existing record of 

inspections and correspondence, as I have shown in the preceding chapter. It should 

be noted that Pérez’s response to this report did not focus on the substance of the 

allegations, but rather consisted of an endless stream of personal attacks on the 

integrity of the individuals involved, painting them all as mindless tools of the “forces 

of reaction.”54

45. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/839, 6 September 1939, Jefe del departamento de 
educación rural to Vice-presidente del CNE: “Maestros rurales.” 

46. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”

47. Published shortly after as: 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.

48. Pérez, Warisata, p. 254.
49. A term that more neatly captures the nature of the beast than the more euphemistic maestro 

interinos, given that there was really nothing transitory about the position. CNE, El estado 
actual, p. 18.

50. CNE, El estado actual, p. 23.
51. CNE, El estado actual, p. 23.
52. CNE, El estado actual, p. 18.
53. It is interesting to note, in this context, that the objections voiced most commonly against the 

report have been about the wording rather than about the content.
54. In his autobiography, his response was that “estas falsedades son tan enormes que me excuse 

de comentarlas. [These falsehoods are so enormous that I excuse myself from having to 
comment on them].” Pérez, Warisata, p. 283. His response to the 1940 investigative panel was 
to publish a vicious attack on the panel in La Crónica. La Crónica, 20 August 1940. His 
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So dire were the findings—this at least was the official line—that Otero 

ordered an investigation into the work of the former DGEIC and its leadership to 

establish to what extent the DGEIC could be held responsible for the observed 

failings and to recommend a course of action to remedy them. In order to do this, the 

members of the investigative panel—Vicente Donoso Torres, Alfonso Claros, Max 

Bairon, Gualberto Llanos, Arturo Posnansky, Vicente Fernández, Juan Cabrera 

García, Nazario Pardo Valle, Fernando Loayza Beltrán, and Félix Eguino Zaballa55—

were to visit each of the NEC’s, collect what data was available, interview directors 

and teachers, and inspect the books of each institution for anomalies, given the 

accusations of corruption and malfeasance.56 The tangible result, made public on 20 

August 1940, was yet another damning report, this time focused more specifically on 

Raúl and Elizardo Pérez, effectively accusing them both of malfeasance and 

incompetence, while noting all of the shortcomings already expounded in the first 

report.57

Predictably, both Elizardo Pérez’s wife,58 whom he had named director of the 

Warisata Normal School, and his brother, whom he had named director of Warisata 

itself, lost their positions,59 as did a number of directors of the other NEC’s, while the 

authority over indigenous education was handed over to a new department within the 

CNE—the vocalía de educación indigenal y campesina—to be headed by none other 

than Max Bairon himself.60 With that, the era of the Pérez family’s dominion over 

indigenous education had come to an end—at least until 1949, when Elizardo Pérez 

came back as Minister of Education. Pérez considered the verdict of the tribunal a 

brother Raúl, then still director of Warisata, likewise failed to respond to the content of the 
allegations, also contenting himself to express his extreme displeasure in national newspapers. 
Pérez, Warisata, pp. 285–286.

55. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B693/40, 10 may 
40, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “Proceso 
administrativo.”

56. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 298 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol II,” #B693/40, 10 may 
40, Presidente de la república to Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Senadores: “Proceso 
administrativo.”

57. Bolivia/Consejo Nacional de Educación, El estado de la educación indigenal en el país, La 
Paz: Prensa del Estado, 1940.

58. Jael Oropeza.
59. Pérez, Warisata, p. 279.
60. ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 

1942,” 02 October 1942, Max Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.”
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personal affront and presented it as nothing less than a direct, and in his view 

successful, attempt to destroy indigenous education altogether. Indeed, he would 

spend most of the 1940s actively obstructing the further progress of the nuclear 

system out of sheer spite.61 This is what constituted the ‘demise of indigenous 

education’ and the ‘destruction of Warisata’ in the eyes of Pérez: the fact that neither 

he nor his brother now controlled indigenous educational policy and decision making. 

However valid the observations made by the investigative panel may have been—and, 

indeed, it would be difficult to argue the substance of many of the allegations 

themselves—the very notion that the state of “alarmante anarquía”62 of indigenous 

education had come as a surprise to Donoso Torres, Bairon, Reyeros, or any of the 

others involved in the process, seems highly improbable. They had all enjoyed long 

careers in indigenous education and Bairon had been Pérez’s inspector general until 

his move to the CNE, which can only mean that they all knew perfectly well what 

they would find once they made an effort to establish exactly what the state of 

indigenous education was. It is therefore unlikely that the investigative panel was 

motivated by some shocking realization that indigenous education was a shambles; to 

expect that anything else was even remotely possible, given Pérez’s relatively brief 

tenure and the crippling inadequacy of funding, would have required an actual belief 

in his superhuman powers. The most pressing problems were the ones that he had 

inherited from his predecessors; the Bolivian state continued to lack the funds needed 

to remedy the shortfall of buildings, teachers, materials, and so on and so forth. 

Indeed, while progress certainly did materialize in the years after Pérez’s 

ouster—as I will show later in this chapter—the problems were too pervasive and too 

deeply rooted in the state’s inherent weaknesses to be at all adequately addressed 

without outside assistance.63 While the charges regarding the lack of teaching 

61. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948: 
Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, “Disloyal Campaign.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George Greco to Willfred Mauck: 
“Elizardo Pérez.”

62. ANB “Presidencia de la República: Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #B398/40, 28 
february 1940, Presidente to Ministro de educación, presidente del CNE: “apremiantes 
ocupaciones.”

63. Which was to materialize a few years later with the involvement of the United States in 
Bolivian education.



THE	CLAMOR	FOR	SCHOOLS

259

materials, the almost complete absence of qualified teachers, and the inadequacy of 

the facilities were certainly accurate, they were also completely unfair, given that 

these deficiencies were the result of inadequate funding, and thus not an inherent 

shortcoming of the NEC’s.

Nevertheless, not all of the charges leveled against the Pérez brothers were 

groundless. It is difficult to challenge the notion that nepotism ran rampant when 

Elizardo Pérez, as head of the DGEIC, appointed both his brother and his wife to 

senior positions,64 while his brother Raúl handed out scholarships to his own 

children.65 Reports from the NEC’s themselves supports the assertion that little 

financial record-keeping was done, and that not all funds could be accounted for.66

Likewise, as I have noted before, it is undeniable that there was a lack of 

methodology with respect to teaching and useful guidance from the DGEIC was 

absent as well. Indeed, even the notion that the DGEIC was run like a “dictadura sin 

control” was hardly far-fetched,67 as Pérez did indeed not respond well to criticism. 

The other issue raised by the panel, namely the use of free indigenous labor to 

support the grandiose projects envisioned by the Pérez brothers, was likewise very 

troubling.68 While the reliance on free indigenous labor had been crucial to the 

success of the NEC’s, and the communities in general gladly offered their labor in 

support of the schools, Pérez had used it for the construction of what American 

observers called “a huge monumental adobe structure, or stone and adobe, half 

completed, with extravagant hand-carved slabs of stone […], a grotesque monument 

to somebody who did not count the cost or need of the building.”69 It was in that 

context that Reyeros remarked that “la Escuela Indigenal es una carga más para el 

Indio.”70 This criticism was, in fact, fair to the extent that Pérez had undeniably 

grandiose ambitions for his schools that entirely relied on the unpaid labor of the 

comunarios and colonos of the surrounding areas. It was understood that the 

64. Pérez, Warisata, p. 279.
65. CNE, El estado de la educación Indigenal, p. 108.
66. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 

1944,” 10 July 1944, Inspector Enriquez to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Warisata.”
67. CNE, El estado actual, p. 31.
68. CNE, Estado de la educación Indigenal, p. 126.
69. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948: 

Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, “Disloyal Campaign.”.
70. “The indigenous school is another burden for the Indian.” As quoted by Donoso Torres in 

CNE, El estado de la educación Indigenal, p. 126.
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indigenous school, given the fiscal climate, could only survive with the support of the 

communities it served, and this was not a part of Donoso Torres’s critique. Rather, he 

criticized the fact that Pérez had been planning a whole series of very large and 

elaborate structures, evoking the glory of Tiwanaku, which would have been built by 

indigenous farmers, who were already bearing a heavy burden. Not even counting the 

now illegal free services they rendered to landlords and local authorities, they were 

responsible for the maintenance of the existing schools and the fields surrounding 

them; and they also had their own subsistence to consider, in addition to obligations to 

landlords and the prestación vial (a labor requirement whereby the indígenas were 

required to construct and maintain roads).71 Indeed, while Donoso Torres has been 

angrily denounced as an enemy of indigenous education and an enemy of the 

indigenous peoples of Bolivia itself, what he had in fact demanded was that these 

efforts be toned down to a level that would not unduly burden those who were 

expected to bring these extravagant visions into being without compensation or clear 

benefit.

To be sure, what had taken place was a takeover of indigenous education by 

the CNE, specifically with the aim of unseating Elizardo Pérez. Under Military 

Socialism, Pérez had enjoyed the protection of Germán Busch, who blithely ignored 

the constitutional demand for the integration of the functions of the DGEIC into the 

CNE, but with the passing of Military Socialism that protection had evaporated, 

allowing his opponents—whose efforts, no matter how perfectly compatible with his 

own views, he had personally obstructed in every way—to build a case against him 

and, in essence, to simply purge him. There was no particular administrative reason 

that he could not have been transferred to the CNE himself to continue to oversee the 

development of the NEC’s. The one complication they had faced, namely the man’s 

immense popular appeal, required a certain amount of public brouhaha in the form of 

the investigative panel that would allow them to build a case of malfeasance and 

incompetence that would in turn dampen the impact of his departure. Of course, the 

CNE itself was to fall victim to very similar accusations in 1944,72 as I will show later 

in this chapter. At the same time, we can look upon the charges leveled against Pérez 

and his collaborators as perfectly reminiscent of the chaos of institutional reform that 

71. As a result of the measures promoted by Reyeros in 1937.
72. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de motivos.”
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marked much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when incoming political 

factions—as I detailed in the first chapter of this work—made note of the fact that the 

educational system was a disaster and effortlessly blamed whomever it was who had 

taken on the responsibility for that system, without much regard for the budgetary, 

administrative, and practical restraints that prevented the educational system from 

flourishing. 

Nevertheless, leaving aside questions regarding the political motivations 

behind both of the reports that were instrumental to Pérez’s ouster, one of the most 

interesting things about them is that they were produced at all, given that they 

constituted the most complete and public accounting of the state of indigenous 

education—and of the educational system as a whole—compiled up to that moment. 

In that sense, they represent the very first cogent and comprehensive inward analysis 

of indigenous education in existence and are thus valuable in and of themselves as 

evidence of a more critical and systematic approach to the problems plaguing 

indigenous education, based on a far more profound and factual understanding of the 

daily realities of the indigenous school than had been possible before. Indeed, rather 

than marking the `death’ of indigenous education, the 1940s were characterized by a 

significantly increased attention to fundamental questions with regard to what the 

schools were intended to do and how this might be accomplished.

The	Rule	of	the	CNE:	Informed	Continuity	and	Subtle	Change

The transition from the DGEIC to the CNE can hardly be described, as has been 

commonplace in the existing literature, as a radical shift in either content or direction. 

Rather than an “abrupt shift towards work and hygiene, family farming and capitalist 

rural development” and away from the “dangerous indigenista school reforms of the 

1930s,”73 the ideas espoused by members of the CNE almost perfectly mirrored those 

laid out in the 1937 Declaración de principios, which described a very similar vision 

of indigenous progress.74 The program proposed by the CNE was in effect nearly 

indistinguishable from that promoted by Pérez in previous years, offering roughly the 

73. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 194.
74. Pérez, Warisata, pp. 168–172, 222–227.
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same basic mix of rural industrialization,75 modernization of agricultural production 

methods,76 suppression of vice and filth,77 incorporation of the indigenous 

communities into the nation as a patriotic and productive element,78 and a continuous 

effort to ensure that the indígena remained a rural creature, perpetually segregated by 

race, class, and culture from urban mestizos and criollos.79

That is to say that while the charges made by scholars such as Stephenson, 

Gotkowitz, and Larson80 that the CNE’s takeover of indigenous education resulted in 

an ideological vision that was rooted in prejudice and paternalism are certainly true in 

and of themselves, it is certainly not true that this constituted some radical change 

from Pérez’s Warisata or the development of the NEC’s under Military Socialism. 

Donoso Torres and the others were indeed profoundly racist individuals who were, as 

Stephenson has noted,81 obsessed with cleanliness and severely prejudiced against the 

indigenous population, believing that “el indio [es] un retardado mental” and 

complaining about the “olor característico del indio.”82 To read Donoso’s 1940 report 

75. Pérez: “La escuela indígena es una escuela industrial, de organización económica autonómica. 
Debe implantarse en centros que posean posibilidades de desarrollo en este sentido. [The 
indigenous school is an industrial school, with an autonomous economic organization. It must 
be implanted in areas that possess prospects for development in this sense.]” Pérez, Warisata, 
p. 170. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén 
Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta”: “[…] contribuir al progreso nacional, 
incrementando y perfeccionando las industrias rurales, impulsando el mejor aprovechamiento 
de los recursos naturales. [to contribute to national progress, enhancing and perfecting rural 
industries, fostering the most efficient use of natural resources.]”

76. Pérez, Warisata, p. 170; ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, 
Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

77. Pérez, Warisata, p. 224; ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, 
Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

78. Pérez, Orientación agrícola, p. 41–42; ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 
1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

79. Compare Pérez’s vision: “El indio será educado para vivir en el agro, cultivarlo, impulsarlo, 
enriquecerlo, llevarlo a la expresión máxima de riqueza. [The Indian will be taught to live on 
the land, to cultivate it, to develop it, to enrich it, to take it to the highest level of prosperity.]:” 
Pérez, Warisata, p. 169 to the CNE’s official position: “cooperar al progreso y bienestar de la 
comunidad rural, arraigando al campesino a su medio y proporcionándole los recursos que 
hagan su vida en el terruño. [contribute to the progress and wellbeing of the rural community, 
tying the peasant to his environment and supplying him with the resources that make his life 
on the land.]:” ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” f. 4, Heriberto 
Guillén Pinto, 01 January 1941: “Revista Amautta.”

80. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, p. 123; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 193–197; 
Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, pp. 125–127. Stephenson’s assertion that the tribunal 
intended to shut the ayllu-schools down—as suggested originally by Pérez—the fact of the 
matter is that not a single one of them was closed for even so much as a day: Stephenson, 
Gender and Modernity, p. 123.

81. Stephenson, Gender and Modernity, pp. 124–128.
82. Resp. “The Indian is a mental retard.” “The characteristic smell of the Indian.” CNE, El 

estado actual, pp. 18, 22.
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is to be witness to a series of repugnant prejudices that one could scarcely imagine 

being uttered in polite company today;83 if the objection of scholars to the report is 

that it reveals vile bigotry, then the objection is accurate. 

At issue is that this racism, vile and repugnant though it may have been,84 was 

not fundamentally different from the racism exhibited by Pérez and his collaborators, 

who similarly believed that indigenous society was morally defective and required the 

guiding hand of educated urban professionals and, in particular, of Pérez himself.85

Thus, to note that Vicente Donoso Torres, Max Bairon, and Rafael Reyeros were 

racists is perfectly true, but to suggest that their supremacist vision somehow 

constituted a change in direction in terms of educational policy is fundamentally false. 

The conflict between Pérez and his “eternos enemigos” had been a territorial one, and 

not an ideological one as many have assumed. Thus, the shift from Pérez’s authority 

to the CNE’s did not, in fact, constitute as Eve Marie Fell would have it, “el final de 

la orientación ‘indigenista.’”86 It is, in this context, important to make note of the fact 

that much of the criticism leveled against the CNE by scholars of Bolivian indigenous 

education87 has been based on Donoso’s initial 1940 report, even though this 

document had never been intended as a policy statement but rather was a detailed list 

of the shortcomings in indigenous education—and indeed the very first one at that. To 

cite, as is commonplace, this report in order to prove a point with regard to the CNE’s 

educational policy in the years after entirely misses the point of its creation and also 

attaches to it greater significance than it ever had in terms of the further development 

of the educational system.

Despite Pérez’s firmly held belief that only he could give direction to 

indigenous educational policy and that those who unseated him could only have done 

so out of an irrational hatred for the Indians—illustrating yet again that in Pérez’s 

mind, Elizardo Pérez was indigenous education—the most striking thing about 

indigenous educational policy in the aftermath of Pérez’s ouster is that it remained 

83. Unless one were to read The Bell Curve. Even in modern America, such vile preconceptions 
still make for good sales figures. 

84. I am not a relativist, and patently false generalizations remain false regardless of the time 
frame in which they are uttered. 

85. See Chapter IV.
86. “The end of indigenista orientation.” Fell, “La irradiación,” p. 216.
87. Not Pérez himself, as he merely noted the existence of the document but does not cite it in 

much detail.
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virtually unaltered,88 even if many of those loyal to Pérez were removed from their 

positions. Just as the Military Socialists had chosen not to undo the reforms of their 

predecessors but to build upon them, the rapid succession of regimes that followed, 

even when they made it a point to reverse many of the social and economic policies of 

the Military Socialists, did not impose any sweeping reforms on the indigenous 

schools but chose to build further upon the experience of the NEC’s and to allow 

these institutions to expand and mature. That is to say that while Donoso’s initial 

report—which was, as I stated above, not a policy document—suggested reducing the 

size of the rural system of NEC’s—given that the means to support them did not 

exist—this is not what happened when the CNE did take over the reins of power.89 On 

the contrary, two more NEC’s were added to the system, creating a total of eighteen 

núcleos where the CNE had inherited sixteen.90

Perhaps surprisingly, given the enormous significance attached to the abolition 

of the DGEIC, the period of the CNE’s control over indigenous education—and over 

the educational system as a whole—was to prove perhaps anticlimactic; the major 

achievements were the addition of two new NEC’s91—not counting a failed third one 

that existed at Caracara from 1942 to 194392—the development of new rules and 

88. Indeed, rather than destroying Warisata, the school maintained its special position, as 
indicated by the Minister of Education, who wryly remarked that “[la] preferencia con que el 
gobierno atiende al núcleo de Warisata, puede apreciarse por el presupuesto total de la 
presente gestión que alcanza a cerca de dos millones de bolivianos, suma que no se gasta en 
ninguna otra escuela de la república. [the preference with which the administration attends to 
the center of Warisata can be valued by the total budget for the fiscal year, which reaches 
almost two million bolivianos, an amount not spent on any other school in the republic.]” 
ANB vol. 458 “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno, H.Cámara de Diputados, 
peticiones de informe, Ministerio de educación, Ministerio de obras públicas y 
Comunicaciones, 1943,” #B988/43, 8 September 1943, Presidente de la república to 
Presidente de la Honorable Cámara de Diputados: “Petición de informe.”  

89. CNE, El estado actual, p. 19.
90. The schools added were Chajnacaya in 1942 (Potosí) and Alcatuyo in 1941 (La Paz). 

ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalia de Educación Indígena y Rural, Informes Núcleos Escolares 
Campesinos, 1944,” #79/44, 9 October 1944, Director del núcleo de Alcatuyo: “Informe 
Alcatuyo.” In 1942, the NEC of Caracara was also founded, but it was closed down in 1943. 
The list now consisted of the following NEC’s and NES’s: Warisata, Caquiaviri, Caquingora, 
J. Machaca, Cliza, Vacas, Chapare, Llica, Talina, Alcatuyo, Chajnacaya, Rosillas, San Lucas, 
Mojocoya, San Antonio del Parapetí, Guarayos, Casarabe, and Moré. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía 
de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 1944,” 1 September 1944, 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Informe.”

91. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 
1944” 1 September 1944, Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Informe.”

92. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 451 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1943,” #95, 17 February 1943, Oficial mayor 
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regulations governing the núcleos escolares campesinos and escuelas normales

rurales,93 and ultimately the development of a plan for the reform of the educational 

system that resulted in its own abolition and reintegration of its functions within the 

Ministry of Education in 1944.94

The importance of this fairly brief period, leaving aside the spectacle with 

which it began, was consequently rather more subtle than one might expect, given the 

melodramatic statements that usually accompany any description of the CNE and its 

apparently nefarious plot to destroy indigenous education. Instead of dramatic change, 

it was during this period that the initial groundwork was laid for the later and much 

more impressive expansion of the nuclear system. The immediate focus of the CNE 

and especially of its vocalía de educación indigenal y campesina (VEIC) was placed 

rather more on a rationalization of indigenous educational policy than on a wholesale 

reformation thereof. Indeed, the very tone employed by the CNE’s functionaries was 

decidedly different from what had been commonplace during the previous era, given 

that these gentlemen had made an extraordinary effort not only to itemize the many 

failings and shortcomings of indigenous education,95 but also to uncover the 

underlying reasons for them. While much of the blame was placed on the Pérez

family and its acolytes, CNE representatives very clearly understood that the 

fundamental problem was the unequivocal inability of the state to meet the needs of 

the educational system.96

de educación to Secretario privado de la presidencia de la república:  “La escuela selvícola de 
Caracara.”

93. The 1940 estatuto orgánico de educación and the 1942 planes y programas for indigenous 
education, including the escuelas normales rurales, the unitarias, and the núcleos, which 
detailed subject matters and teaching methods in a manner never achieved by the DGEIC; 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.” Also see 
ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 
1944,” #36/II/44, 25 February 44, Consejo Nacional de Educación to Inspector general de 
educación rural: “concentracion de preceptores rurales de 1943.”

94. In effect, what the Villarroel regime undertook was a change to article 158 of the 1938 
constitution, which stipulated that the members of the CNE were elected directly by Congress 
rather than appointed by the administration, which led to the resignation of the members of the 
CNE and the subsequent reintegration of educational policy-making within the Ministry of 
Education itself. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, 
Jefe del departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de motivos.” 

95. In their 1940 reports: CNE, El estado actual and CNE, El estado de la educación indigenal.
96. A fact also recognized by the Minister of Education, who in his 1941 inaugural address 

lamented the fact that he simply could not attend to all of the pressing needs in education, 
even with the understanding that each of them was of grave importance: ALP/ME vol. 527 
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As a result, there was a repeated insistence on the fact that any development in 

educational policy must be rooted in a factual understanding of what was actually 

feasible given the very limited means with which the CNE was to operate. Thereby, 

the general platitudes that had served as the basis for educational policy under the 

DGEIC had to make way for a more realistic set of immediate goals. In this context, it 

is noteworthy that the inspectores and vocales (board member) responsible for the 

indigenous schools began to employ a language that was much more grounded in the 

at times depressing realities of the practice of indigenous education than the perpetual 

optimism and grandiose planning—often with little eye for detail—that had 

characterized Pérez’s assessments and long-term projections. Max Bairon certainly 

did not hesitate to point out the deficiencies still prevalent in the schools, and the 

difficulties that resulted from inadequate funding, especially in so far as they affected 

the quality of education.97

That is to say that this period was specifically not marked by a significant push 

to introduce drastic reforms to the educational system, but rather by quite sedate and 

incremental modifications to the existing system and a notable emphasis on the need 

to gather credible statistics about the state of the educational system itself as a 

prerequisite for consistent and effective policy making. This period consequently 

marks the beginning of an era in which credible statistical information was not only 

produced, but produced consistently with regard to the schools, teachers, and students 

that formed part of the nuclear system.98

Moreover, the CNE’s unmatched understanding of everything that ailed the 

educational system was the result of its very own efforts to delve as deeply into those 

shortcomings as possible—even if motivated by a desire to discredit Elizardo Pérez

and his DGEIC. This awareness of the unqualified inability of the state to provide 

educators and schools with the tools, materials, and funding they required to meet 

“Correspondencia y varios, 1941,” 3 January 1941, Arturo Pinto Escalier:  “Inauguración del 
año escolar.” 

97. This does mark a difference in tone from the previous period, as the DGEIC tended to be more 
optimistic in its projections on the whole.

98. A change made possible in part by the very existence of the NEC’s, as these institutions were 
by far the most valuable source of information about rural life and strife. In addition, it should 
also be noted that the informes produced in this period were markedly more detailed than they 
had been before. This increased ability to gather information about these schools, however, 
did not extend beyond the nuclear system itself, and statistics regarding population, access to 
schooling, illiteracy, and so on and so forth remained more closely related to fantasy than to 
fact.
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even their most basic needs, resulted in a very pragmatic approach to indigenous 

education that did not depend on funding or revenues that would predictably never 

materialize, and thus forced the responsible vocal to formulate policy statements that 

were within the means of the CNE. Moreover, this thorough understanding of existing 

conditions resulted in a more critical approach to the stated goals of extant 

educational policy, with an eye towards defining more precisely what the indigenous 

schools were supposed to accomplish both in the short and the long term. They did 

not fall back on the general bromides of ‘social justice’ that had informed earlier 

policy makers; the questions asked by Donoso, Bairon, Claure, and Reyeros were 

more direct: what should such ‘social justice’ entail and exactly how might the 

schools contribute to it?

That is not to say that they did not recognize the need for improved buildings, 

teaching materials, or any of the other problems they themselves had identified in 

1940,99 but rather that they effectively acknowledged the need to prioritize each of the 

countless pressing issues and to focus on those that they believed could practically be 

addressed rather than making yet more vain attempts to do everything at once and 

thus depriving each and every separate initiative of the funding it would need to 

succeed.100

The focal point of the CNE’s tenure was to be centered on the quality of 

education in the indigenous schools, which in so far as the CNE was concerned 

depended first and foremost on the quality of teachers.101 There were no normalistas

99. CNE, El estado actual, pp. 37–59. 
100. This had been a hallmark of the Military Socialists, who attempted to solve each of the 

societal ills they had identified, ranging from the political system itself to the construction of 
houses. The predictable result of this effort to legislate away the country’s problem was that 
virtually none of the measures taken by the Military Socialists received adequate funding, thus 
dooming all of them to failure. Brienen, Military Socialism.

101. Minister of Education Gustavo Adolfo Otero remarked in 1940 that “el CNE está convencido 
de que la necesidad de solucionar el problema de la formación profesional del maestro, es el 
común denominador de cualquier plan de reorganización o reforma educacional. Sin maestros 
no pueden haber escuelas. [The CNE is convinced of the need to resolve the problem of the 
professional training of teachers, it is the common denominator for any plan for educational 
reorganization or reform. Without teachers, there can be no schools.]” ANB “Presidencia de la 
República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de 
Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  Ministro de educación 
to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.” 
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in the indigenous schools102 and even the majority of the directors of NEC’s were 

interinos,103 and this was considered by the CNE to be the most damaging of the 

many failings of the educational system.104 The reasons for the absence of normalistas

had been well-established; in addition to the complete inefficiency of the escuelas 

normales rurales, which produced no more than a few handfuls of teachers each 

year,105 even those few who did graduate from these institutions steered clear of the 

indigenous schools due to abysmally low wages, as Max Bairon observed on several 

occasions.106 Moreover, these schools themselves lacked the facilities, materials, and 

human capital needed to be effective,107 meaning that without an effort to remedy at 

least these problems, no effort to create teachers could be successful,108 thereby 

insuring that the quality of education would remain miserable.

102. In 1944, the vocal de educación indigenal noted that not a single one of the schools was 
manned by a normalista: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, 
resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. (1944) Toribio Claure: “Informe.”

103. Of eighteen directors, only seven were normalistas while the remaining eleven were interinos. 
ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 
1944,” 01 September 1944, Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Ministri de educación: 
“Informe.”

104. The Minister of Education—Gustavo Adolfo Otero—stated in 1940 that “La formación del 
maestro es, pues, cuestión medular […] [The training of teachers is, thus, the central 
issue.]”ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos 
y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 
1940,  Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”

105. Max Bairon puts the number at about 80 per year, starting in 1939: ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía 
de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 October 1942, Max 
Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.” That number is borne out by later 
statistics, which show a consistent increase in the number of normalistas rurales in the 
educational system that corresponds to the rate at which Bairon claimed they were being 
produced. 

106. Getino, Influencia de las transformaciones, pp. 142–143; ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de distritos escolares, 1944,” 01 September 1944, 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Ministri de educación: “Informe.” This in spite of the 
fact that the ENR’s had produced some 235 normalistas between 1939 and 1942. ALP/ME 
“CNE: Vocalía de educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 
October 1942, Max Bairon to Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.”  ALP/ME vol. 259 
“Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” #O/1, 27 February 1939, Max Bairon to Vice-presidente del 
CNE: “Sondeo entre maestros.”

107. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” #O/1, 27 February 1939, Max Bairon to 
Vice-presidente del CNE: “Sondeo entre maestros.” The predictable result of the conditions in 
the Normal Schools was that graduates were perhaps not as well prepared as one might have 
hoped. The director of the Llica núcleo took aim especially at Warisata’s normalistas, who he 
stated “de maestros nada saben.” ALP/ME “Vocalía de Educación Rural; Oficios Recibidos de 
Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes Beltrán to Toribio Claure: 
“Ref. a circular no. 2/44.”

108. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”
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While acknowledging that significant pay increases were impossible, it was 

nevertheless understood that the dismal salaries109 would continue to be an active 

impediment to attracting qualified teachers,110 and the CNE thus proposed to “dotar al 

docente boliviano, dentro de nuestras limitadas posibilidades financieras, de un 

standard de vida honorable,” which was to translate into a thirty percent wage 

increase as of March of 1941.111 In addition, the CNE created two new escuelas 

normales rurales to help combat the teacher shortage.112 More importantly, and much 

to the displeasure of the teachers’ corps, they developed a new policy whereby 

improvised teachers were asked to submit to yearly testing to determine their 

effectiveness,113 while requiring maestros interinos and titulados to take courses when 

they were made available.114

Far more interesting than the CNE’s somewhat staid measures to improve the 

quality of education by focusing first and foremost on teacher-training was its 

insistence on further developing the núcleos as centers of government action, where 

services could be rendered to the indigenous population, and therewith bringing them 

109. The rural school teacher was paid as much as a doorman at the Ministry of Education (in 
1944). Luís Gutiérrez Guerra, “La condición social, económica y juridical del maestro 
boliviano.” In Nuevos Rumbos IX/20 (1944), pp. 156–183: p. 166.

110. ALP/ME “Oficios Recibidos, 1939,” #O/50, 30 March 1939, Jefe de departamento de 
educación rural to Corregidor de Huancane: “CNE.”

111. ALP/ME vol. 259, “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 389, #41, 3 May 1941, Gustavo Adolfo 
Otero: “Circular.” this was, of course, also likely a response to the growing political unrest, 
which resulted in teachers’ strikes throughout the 1940s. More importantly, the resultant wage 
was still insufficient and according to the vocal (Toribio Claure) “no satisfice las necesidades 
del maestro rural unitario.” ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, 
resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. (1944), Toribio Claure: “Informe.”

112. These were: Portachuelo (Santa Cruz) and Punata (Cochabamba). ANB Sintesis de labores 41; 
ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.” Within four years, the 
total number of ENR’s was to be dropped down from six to four again. ALP/ME “CNE, 
Vocalía de Educación Rural; Procesos, informes, resoluciones, 1944,” s/d. (1944), Toribio 
Claure: “Informe.” The escuelas normales rurales of Riberalta was closed in 1944 due to lack 
of enrollment (fewer than forty students) and the escuela normal rural of Caiza “D” was 
closed in 1944 due to “numerosos incidentes.” ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 
1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: 
“Petición de informe 90/45.”

113. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 
expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.” There is relatively 
scant evidence of such testing ever taking place.

114. Which was not very often, but there was a real effort to provide some level of professional 
training at the NEC’s: ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de 
Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #14/44, 24 May 1944, Director del núcleo de Parapetí to Vocal 
de educación indígena y rural: “El núcleo de Parapetí.”
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closer in line with the stated goals of indigenous education as serving an interest 

beyond mere alphabetization.115 Of special interest to the members of the CNE was 

the ability to use the NEC’s to shield the indigenous communities from exploitation 

by local authorities and landlords.116 Indeed, both Bairon and Reyeros had made 

themselves unpopular already in this regard; Reyeros had, as head of the OMAI, 

spearheaded the 1937 campaign to ban pongueaje and other coerced labor extracted 

from colonos and comunarios, while Bairon went as far as to “[impartir] órdenes a las 

comunidades de este cantón a que desconozcan las autoridades superiores y los 

trabajos públicos como son caminos, calles, plazas, prestación vial […]”117 They 

argued that the role of the NEC was to provide a level of legal protection and thus to 

“defender al aborigen de la violencia, del abuso y de la explotación de que es víctima, 

e interceder en su favor ante las autoridades constituidas.”118 As part of this effort, the 

Ministry of Education created a new departamento de asuntos indígenas (department 

of Indian affairs) in 1940, while the Ministry of Justice created an oficina jurídica de 

defensa gratuita de campesinos in 1943,119 the goal of the former being to handle 

115. A trend established during the Era of Military Socialism. See Chapter V.
116. Describing the role of the NEC as an “entidad a suyo cargo [está] la defensa de los indios y 

como representantes del Ministerio de Educación y del gobierno. [entity in charge of the 
defense of the Indians, and representative of the Ministry of Education and of the 
government].” ANB “Presidencia de la República; Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable 
Convención Nacional, Peticiones de Informes, Ministerios de Educación, Gobierno y Obras 
Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 1944, Presidente to Presidence de la Honorable Convención 
Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-44.” 

117. “[gave] orders to the communities of this canton to disobey the authorities and disregard 
public works such as roads, streets, squares, prestación vial.” ALP/PA vol. 212 
“Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” #1586, 19 August 1941, Prefecto to Vocal de 
educación indígena y rural: “Junta de vecinos de Combaya.”

118. “To defend the Indian from the violence, abuse, and exploitation to which he falls victim, to 
intervene on his behalf with legal authorities.” ANB “Presidencia de la República; Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable Convención Nacional, Peticiones de Informes, Ministerios de 
Educación, Gobierno y Obras Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 1944, Presidente to Presidence 
de la Honorable Convención Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-44.”

119. Per Decretos Supremos of 10 May 1940 and 7 April 1943, respectively. ANB “Presidencia de 
la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 458 “Honorable Cámara de Diputados, peticiones de 
informe, Ministerio de educación, Ministerio de obras públicas y comunicaciones, 1943,” 
#B904/43, 21 August 1943, Presidente to Honarable Cámara de Diputados: “Peticion de 
informe escrito.” Naturally, these remained underfunded: “las condiciones económicas del 
Erario no han permitido organizarlo en sus debidas proyecciones, pues demanda recursos y 
gastos apreciables y ha venido funcionando sólo con un jefe de departamento por todo 
personal. [The economic condition of the budget has not allowed its organization as planned, 
since this requires significant resources and expenses and thus it has been operating with only 
a bureau chief as its staff.]” This office was also referred to at times as the Oficina Jurídica de 
Defensa Gratuita de Indígenas. Also see: Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “Apuntes para una 
historia de las luchas campesinas en Bolivia (1900–1978). In Pablo González Casanova (ed.), 
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disputes, “prestándoles […] cooperación en litigios de deslinde y usurpación de 

terrenos.”120 Indeed, the NEC’s were granted the right to intervene on behalf of their 

indigenous charges “en los convenios legales entre la municipalidad y los 

campesinos.”121

This development followed on somewhat similar practices developed during 

the era of the reign of the DGEIC, as I have shown in the preceding chapter, when it 

had become clear that the appearance of official schools in the rural areas would lead 

to an increasing flow of complaints and demands presented by the representatives of 

indigenous communities to the Ministry of Education in general and to the DGEIC in 

particular. This trend had continued after the abolition of the DGEIC, leading the 

Minister of Education to remark in 1941:

Frecuentemente los indígenas llegan hasta la sede del gobierno, 
venciendo a pie enormes distancias a presentar denuncias y quejas 
contra las autoridades provinciales y cantonales, contra los hacendados
por extorsiones y abusos de que son víctimas, ya mal aconsejado por 
los ‘tinterillos’ o ya porque las autoridades más próximas no atienden 
sus demandas.122

The CNE chose to address these issues by very explicitly incorporating the roles of 

mediator and local administrator into the structure of the NEC’s, significantly 

expanding the role of the schools as representatives of the state before the 

communities and vice-versa, and going so far as to create a system whereby the 

directors of the schools could very directly intervene in local affairs:

Historia política de los campesinos de latinoamérica, vol. III. México: Siglo XXI Editores, 
1985, pp. 146–207: p. 165.

120. “Grant them […] assistance in litigation of encroachment and misappropriation of lands.” 
ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 458 “Honorable Cámara de 
Diputados, peticiones de informe, Ministerio de educación, Ministerio de obras públicas y 
comunicaciones, 1943,” #B904/43, 21 August 1943, Presidente to Honarable Cámara de 
Diputados: “Peticion de informe escrito.”

121. “In legal agreements between the peasants and municipality.” ANB “Presidencia de la 
República; Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable Convención Nacional, Peticiones de 
Informes, Ministerios de Educación, Gobierno y Obras Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 
1944, Presidente to Presidence de la Honorable Convención Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-
44.”

122. “Frequently the Indians arrive in the seat of government, traveling enormous distances on 
foot, to present complaints and denunciations against provincial and cantonal authorities, 
against hacendados for extorsion and abuse to which they fall victim, whether it be because 
they have been ill-advised by ‘pen-pushers’ or because closer authorities do not entertain their 
demands.” ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, 
Minister of Education Adolfo Villar to Archbishop of La Plata: “analfabetismo.”
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[Los] directores de los núcleos escolares campesinos tienen potestad 
sobre los indígenas de su jurisdicción, a quienes asesoran en sus 
asuntos jurídicos, económicos y sociales. Juzgan a los indígenas, en 
primera instancia, de acuerdo con los ‘amautas’ y dilucidan sus litigios 
en forma oral. Cuando este procedimiento no es suficiente, acuden al 
Ministerio de Asuntos Indigenales o a los tribunales ordinarios.123

That is to say that the CNE availed itself very actively of the NEC’s in order to 

combat the power of local authorities,124 a development that fit very neatly within 

prevailing indigenista thought, which held rural elites responsible for supposed 

indigenous ‘backwardness.’125 The NEC’s were thus also tasked with ensuring that 

relevant information regarding legal dispositions and other matters that should affect 

them would reach the communities.126

In addition to the enhanced responsibilities of the NEC’s with regard to the 

defense of the indigenous populations they served, the NEC’s were also the access 

point for health services in the rural areas127—at least those served by a núcleo.128 The 

NEC’s were each outfitted with a small pharmacy that would allow it to deal with 

123. “[The] directors of the peasant school centers have power over the Indians in their jurisdiction, 
whom they advise in their legal, social, and economic affairs. They judge the Indians, first in 
accordance with the ‘amautas’ and clarify their litigation orally. When this is not sufficient, 
they appeal to the Ministry of Indian Affairs or to the regular tribunals.” ALP/ME vol. 708 
“Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del departamento escolar to 
Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”

124. “Quitando la intervención de los explotadores y tinterillos.” ANB “Presidencia de la 
República; Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 480 “Honorable Convención Nacional, Peticiones de 
Informes, Ministerios de Educación, Gobierno y Obras Públicas,” #B1435/44, 4 October 
1944, Presidente to Presidence de la Honorable Convención Nacional: “Su atento oficio 168-
44.”

125. One visitador remarked, when speaking of the local priests in his jurisdiction, that “en su 
ignorancia [de los indígenas] está su tesoro [del cura]. [In his (the Indian’s) ignorance is the 
treasure of the priest.” ALP/ME “Departamento de Educación Rural, informes de visitadores 
rurales de La Paz 1940, tomo I,” 28 August 1940, Director Visitador de Carangas: “Informe.” 
Moreover, one of the official functions of the NEC’s had become the “lucha contra los 
gamonales, autoridades y enemigos de la clase indígena.” ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, Expedidos, 1942,” #230R, 30 March 1942, 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Alfonso Pardo Uzeda: “Justicia.”

126. ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936–1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, Ministro de 
Asuntos Indigenales to Arzobispo de La Plata: “Analfabetismo.”

127. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, Expedidos, 
1942,” #230R, 30 March 1942, Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Alfonso Pardo Uzeda: 
“Justicia.”

128. Such services were well necessary, given that the NEC’s—and the NES’s even more so—
dealt with some frequency with deadly outbreaks that could cost dozens of lives, especially 
due to malaria, smallpox, whooping cough, measles, and typhoid. Mevirnuc44, dirunuc 
redencion pampa to vocindru, 30 oct 44, informe general; ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de 
Educación Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, Expedidos, 1942,”  #166, 9 June 1944, 
Director del núcleo de Warisata to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “enfermedades.”
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health issues for the community as a whole,129 while at the same time allowing the 

state to gather information about disease in rural communities. To this end, the NEC’s 

were to have a health officer responsible for treatment of disease and malnutrition as 

well as, more importantly, vaccination campaigns within the action radius of the 

núcleo, offering protection against pertussis, measles, and smallpox.130 The health 

officer was also charged with providing basic health training to students and members 

of the community, focusing especially on sanitation and prevention of disease.131 It is 

significant to note that the reports emanating from the NEC’s indicate that they did 

indeed generally have a health officer and a supply of pharmaceuticals and vaccines.

For those areas that remained outside of the reach of the núcleos, the CNE fell 

back on a model that somewhat resembled the failed escuelas ambulantes of the 

Liberal Era, in the form of so-called brigadas de acción social campesina (peasant

social action brigades)132—usually referred to as the brigadas culturales (cultural 

brigades)—which had first been introduced in March 1939 as the brainchild of Max 

Bairon,133 who had modeled them after a similar program developed by José 

Vasconcelos in Mexico.134 The brigadas consisted of a team of educators, a doctor, a 

nurse, a technician (for radio and film showings),135 and a lineup of artists and 

musicians who would travel through remote areas of significant indigenous 

population to provide rudimentary healthcare, focused especially on vaccinations, 

malnutrition, rickets, and treatable endemic diseases,136 while also serving to give 

129. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 
1944,”30 October 1944, Humberto Caballero to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: 
“Informe general que eleva el director del núcleo de Redención Pampa.”

130. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 
1944,”30 October 1944, Humberto Caballero to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: 
“Informe general que eleva el director del núcleo de Redención Pampa.”

131. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural; Procesos; 1941” 21 December 1943, 
Abel López Lafuente: “Informe anual de 1943.”

132. CNE, El estado de la educación, pp. 6, 111–112.
133. Originally created on 1 March 1939 by Bairon within the Departamento de Educación Rural 

of the CNE, they never fell under the jurisdiction of the DGEIC. Mario Ramírez Escalante, 
Orígen y utopias de la educación: teoría y práctica. La Paz: Ofsetec ‘Gráficas’, 1984, p. 62. 
Also see: Lora, Sindicalismo del magisterio, pp. 242–243; Suárez, Hacia la nueva, p. 104;

134. Where they were known as misiones culturales (cultural mission). See: Lora, sindicalismo del 
magisterio, p. 243.

135. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Indígena y Rural, Oficios recibidos, Varios, 1941 tomo 
I,” 4 December 1941, Consejo Nacional de Educación: “Circular.” The films were created by 
the Disney Corporation for this purpose: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Project Files, Bolivia, 
Map “Reports B-EF-51” (Reports), s/n, s/d: “Disney Literacy Project.”

136. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.” Also see: 
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lessons on patriotism, civic duty, and very rudimentary instruction on sanitation and 

healthcare.137 The one-time director of the program, Alberto Laguna Meave, 

described the initiative as serving to:

difundir la cultura general, inquietar el espíritu cívico, propagar las 
nociones de pedagogía y metodología, divulgar las nociones 
agropecuarias, canciones, deportes, juegos; curar y vacunar, 
explicando la prevención y curación de enfermedades, distribuir 
personalmente material didáctico, sanitario, folletos, jabones, juguetes, 
dulces y, en fin, llevar las vibraciones de la nacionalidad y de la 
civilización hacia nuestras poblaciones olvidadas y abandonadas
[…]138

In essence, the brigadas functioned as traveling núcleos, taking the model of the 

escuelas ambulantes and expanding it to include many of the functions now 

performed by the NEC’s, including healthcare. Moreover, just as the núcleos and 

escuelas unitarias did, the brigadas fielded complaints from the communities they 

visited, relaying those to the CNE, which in turn could transmit serious issues to the 

appropriate authorities.139 Likewise, they were used specifically to educate the 

communities of colonos and comunarios about their rights in legal disputes, making it 

clear that free services such as pongueaje were against the law and that all services 

and goods rendered by an indígena to a landlord, corregidor, priest, or teacher, for 

example, must be paid for.140

ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 
1944,”30 October 1944, Humberto Caballero to Vocal de educación indígena y rural: 
“Informe general que eleva el director del núcleo de Redención Pampa.” 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.”

137. Lora, sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 243
138. “To spread general culture, stir the civic spirit, propagate notions of pedagogy and 

methodology, divulge notions of agriculture and animal husbandry, songs, sports, games; to 
heal and vaccinate, explaining prevention and curing of diseases, personally distributing 
didactic materials, sanitary supplies, pamphlets, soap, toys, sweets, and, finally, stir up 
feelings of nationality and of civilization in our forgotten and abandoned peoples.” As quoted 
in Lora, sindicalismo del magisterio, p. 243. Also see: Ramirez, Origen y utopías, 62.

139. For example, see: ALP/ME “Oficios recibidos, 1939,” #O/564, 11 July 1939, Jefe del 
departamento de educación rural to Prefecto: “Quejas.” ANB “Presidencia de la República, 
Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y 
Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #B119/40, 30 April 1940, Diputados R. Soriano and A. 
Villapando to Presidente de la república: “Provincia Charaña.”

140. ALP/PA vol. 212 “Correspondencia Ministerios, 1939–I,” #1586, 19 August 1941, Prefecto to 
Vocal de educación indígena y rural: “Junta de vecinos de Combaya.” Indeed, even trucking 
was illegal: ALP/ME vol. 259 “Circulares #5b, 1936-1942,” f. 411, #68, 22 August 1941, 
Minister of Education Adolfo Villar to Archbishop of La Plata: “analfabetismo.”
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None of these were particularly heroic measures, nor were they evidence of a grand 

vision of sweeping reforms to once and for all fix all that ailed indigenous education. 

In effect, the measures taken by the CNE were all quite unexciting in and of 

themselves, lacking the level of ambition that had marked the era of the DGEIC. This 

is precisely what makes this fairly short-lived period interesting, since the rather calm 

and deliberate administration of the CNE provides a stark contrast with the 

accusations leveled against it by Pérez and those who have accepted his assessment of 

it. 

In fact, the CNE’s takeover of indigenous education did not constitute the end 

of indigenous education; it was not a return to old ideas; it was not the destruction of 

Warisata; it was not a radical ideological shift; and it was not a profound shift in 

educational policy. In effect, the radicalism of the CNE can be sought in its decision 

to not introduce some significant ideological reorientation, but rather to focus on a set 

of unexciting and humdrum practical issues that were as tame as they were important 

for the real development of the núcleos. Without a significant drive to dramatically 

reform the educational system or massively expand the reach of the NEC’s, the CNE 

could focus on the art of fine-tuning educational practice and introducing a realistic 

Figure	 .	The	Brigada	Cultural	Comes	to	Visit

ARREE	“Min	 Ministerios,	Ministerio	de	Educación,	 ,”
#res	 / - / ,	 	May	 	
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expansion of the role of the núcleos into the daily reality of the communities they 

served, using the relatively cheap means of the brigadas to bring at least some of the 

benefits of the nuclear system to communities beyond its reach. In this sense, we can 

look upon the CNE as an institution that allowed the nuclear system to mature in an 

atmosphere of relative calm in administrative policy and practice and with an eye on 

the practical limits of its budget.

In a particularly Bolivian twist of irony, it was precisely this relatively 

cautious approach to the problems that plagued indigenous education that would 

ultimately prove 

the CNE’s undoing. Just as it had proven easy to assail Elizardo Pérez for a lack of 

tangible results for the many grandiose ambitions that characterized his tenure, the 

scope of which far outstripped his resources, it was now easy to assail the CNE for its 

tendency to focus on implementation and detail, as the results of this were too subtle 

to please those who saw in the state of indigenous education a tremendous problem 

that required a visionary approach. The short-lived revolutionary regime of the ill-

fated Gualberto Villarroel141 abolished the CNE in 1944 by changing article 158 of 

the 1938 constitution,142 effectively squeezing the CNE out of existence.143 The 

accusations against the CNE followed familiar themes of nepotism and 

mismanagement, but cited above all the failure of the CNE to attack the many 

problems plaguing indigenous education with sufficient vigor and determination.144 It 

is particularly interesting to note that the kinds of arguments used by members of the 

infamous tribunal that sat in judgment over Pérez and his collaborators were now 

directed at the CNE itself, charging this institution and the individuals who had taken 

on responsibility for its performance with the failure of education to make good on its 

promise to bring about the sort of profound societal change that intellectuals and 

politicians agreed was necessary for the development of the nation itself. 

141. Klein, Bolivia, pp. 218–221.
142. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” Ministro de Educación: “Inauguracion 

del año escolar 1945.”
143. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de motivos.”
144. “[Se] vio que fue, hasta el final, un continuado fracaso. [El CNE] No aportó en bien de la 

educación, ni de la enseñanza, ninguna directiva sana, ningún plan bien meditado, ningún 
resultado que pudieran aprovechar la docencia o el alumnado. [We saw that it was, in the end, 
a continued failure. The CNE contributed nothing positive to education, nor to teaching, no 
sanitary directive, no thought-out plan, nothing tangible that would benefit teachers or 
students.]” ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d (1945): “Exposición de 
motivos.”
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The answer to these fundamental failings of the educational system was time 

and again to simply abolish whatever institution had been placed at the head of 

educational development and to replace it with something new; the CNE was created 

in response to the Ministry’s inability to effectively create and oversee the educational 

system; the DGEIC was created to take over responsibility for the failed indigenous 

educational system from the CNE; the CNE was re-created to correct the errors of the 

directorato general de educación and later to correct those of the DGEIC; the CNE 

was abolished and its functions reintegrated into the Ministry of Education in 1944 in 

response to its perceived failings. 

The Villarroel regime had demanded dramatic results, and in a further twist of 

fate, that is exactly what it would get, though not until after the ouster of Villarroel 

himself. It was not to be, of course, the regime’s doing. Rather, the CNE had actively 

cultivated an outside party with comparatively massive resources and had laid the 

groundwork for a foreign intervention in indigenous education that was to have a 

profound effect on the development of educational policy as well as on the schools 

themselves. 

The	Americans	Are	Coming

While the 1943 revolution that brought Gualberto Villarroel to power has been 

regarded as a watershed moment in Bolivian political history,145 it was interestingly 

not this political change that had the most profound effect on the development of 

indigenous education, even if it prompted the disbanding of the CNE. Rather, the 

defining impulse of the 1940s was to come from much further afield, as the United 

States intervened directly in Bolivian indigenous education from 1944 to 1956 

through the so-called Cooperative Educational Program (CEP) and its successor 

organization, the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación (SCIDE).146 The 

groundwork for this intervention had been laid during the Peñaranda regime, 

negotiations took place during the Villarroel regime, and the resulting program finally 

145. See Klein, Bolivia, pp. 218–221.
146. Brienen, “Histoire secrete”; Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies.” In Bolivia, the CEP was 

known as the Programa Cooperativo de Educación (PCE). 
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gained momentum in the year of Villarroel’s brutal demise.147 In that sense, there can 

hardly be a better illustration of the relative constancy of indigenous educational 

policy throughout this period than the fact that the constant political changes that 

marked the decade had no significant effect on this cooperation with agencies from 

the United States that were to become responsible for the subsequent, massive 

expansion of the nuclear system. From one revolution to the next palace coup, the 

CEP was to soldier on, complaining occasionally about the fact that it had to 

repeatedly acquaint itself with a new ministerial staff and leadership.

The story behind the involvement of the United States in Bolivian indigenous 

education is a convoluted one, marked above all by an overabundance of acronyms. It 

gradually evolved from a spirited effort on the part of the United States to secure 

access to strategic minerals in a time of war into what constitutes one of the very 

earliest examples of Official Development Aid (ODA) delivered by a rich country to a 

poor one, and long before terms such as ‘development aid’ or ‘aid worker’ had been 

coined.148

It starts with Nelson Rockefeller, whose family had extensive holdings 

throughout Central and South America, and who grew very concerned early on in 

World War II with United States’ access to the strategic materials as well as with the 

effect of the war on Latin American economies, given that Europe had been by far the 

most important market for the region’s exports and the combination of the Great 

Depression and the war might cause the actual collapse of these economies, leaving 

them fertile soil for ‘extremist ideologies’ at a time when the United States depended 

on the friendliness and cooperation of these countries.149 In order to preempt serious 

problems that would affect the United States’ war effort, President Roosevelt created 

the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs (CIAA), naming Rockefeller 

as Coordinator.150 The task of the CIAA was twofold: a) to secure access to and 

147. On the specifics of his death, see: Gotkowitz, A Revolution for Our Rights, pp. 233–234. 
148. In fact, about a decade before what scholars of ODA consider the beginning of such programs. 

See: Carol Lancaster, Foreign Aid: Diplomacy, Development, Domestic Politics. London: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007, pp. 27–32.

149. James F. Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism and Inter-American Relations: Guatemala, Bolivia, and 
the United States, 1945–1961. Austin: E. Mellen Press, 1999, pp. 70–72.

150. Initially OCCRBAR and later IIAA: United States Office of the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs, History of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs: 
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enhance production of strategic materials, such as rubber and tin,151 and b) to shift 

consumption of Latin American raw materials and products to the United States as 

primary market, while also developing Latin American economies to foster sustained 

growth.152

Bolivia attracted special attention, since its politics were considered suspect 

given its historically cozy relationship with Germany, unwillingness to abandon 

neutrality, and recent expropriation of TSOCB on the one hand, and its status as a 

critically important producer of raw materials in short supply on the other.153 It should 

not be surprising, in this light, to find that the CIAA’s interest started with a visit 

aimed at inspection of Bolivia’s mining capacity and its potential for rubber-

production by the United States Economic Mission led by Merwin Bohan, which 

arrived in Bolivia in December of 1941.154 It was the Bohan Commission that first 

proposed an aid package to Bolivia, primarily to foster infrastructural projects and 

other improvements that would stimulate production of both tin and rubber. It was 

also the aid package proposed by the Bohan Commission that was ultimately used to 

force the Bolivian government to make reparations for its nationalization of Standard

Oil in 1937, thus setting a precedent for the use of aid as economic leverage to replace 

the gunboat-diplomacy of old.155

Of course, the dual goals of increasing production of raw materials and 

fostering economic and social stability proved to be a difficult balancing act between 

industrial needs and humanitarian ones; to secure cheap supplies of rubber and tin was 

to foster discontent among exploited workers and miners and thus to aggravate 

Historical Reports on War Administration. Washington, DC: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1947, pp. 3–10.

151. CIAA, History of the CIAA, p. 5; André Luís Vieira de Campos, “The Institute of Inter-
American Affairs and Its Health Policies in Brazil during World War II,” pp. 523–524 in 
Presidential Quarterly Studies 28/3 (1998), pp. 523–534: pp. 527–530.

152. Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, pp. 77–78. This growth was not to result in competition for 
American industry, however.

153. Expecially rubber, tin, antimony, oil, and bismuth.
154. The United States Economic Mission to Bolivia is generally referred to as the “Bohan 

Commission.” Kenneth Duane Lehman, Bolivia and the United States: A Limited Partnership. 
Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1999, pp. 85–86, 183–184; CIAA, Activities of the CIAA 
in Bolivia, pp. 5–6. It is interesting to note that it appears that Bohan had once before visited 
La Paz on a mission to explore the country’s mineral wealth in the context of the War Effort, 
to wit in 1937. ARREE vol. “VRE-2-350 Desahucio de la Standard Oil Company of Bolivia, 
1937–1941,” 21 January 1939, Fernando Guachalla to Ministro de Relaciones Exteriores: 
“Desahucio,” ff. 3, 8.

155. Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, pp. 80–82.
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tensions and unrest that might jeopardize those very same supplies. This conflict came 

to a head in 1942, when the need for tin prompted the United States government to 

put pressure on the Bolivian government to squelch a miners’ strike against terrible 

labor conditions at the Catavi mining camp, resulting in the infamous Catavi 

Massacre,156 demonstrating to the CIAA that industrial needs, political concerns, and 

humanitarianism were indelibly linked. The episode proved especially painful, given 

that Rockefeller’s influential aide, Joseph Rovensky, had personally interceded with 

the Bolivian government on behalf of Patiño Mines while he himself was on the board 

of directors of that company, making his position at the CIAA untenable and forcing 

Rockefeller to remove him in the aftermath of the massacre.157

It was the Catavi Massacre that demonstrated that it was pivotal to invest not 

only in the industrial development that might guarantee sufficient supplies of wartime 

necessities—as well as cheap primary materials for industry once the war ended—but 

also in the people who provided the necessary labor. The protection of the Inter-

American system necessitated an inoculation against popular discontent and all too 

oppressive working and living conditions.158 To this end, a second commission, the 

Joint United States-Bolivian Labor Commission led by Federal Judge Calvert 

Magruder, was sent to Bolivia in 1943 to inspect labor conditions and to suggest 

improvements to them that would prevent a repeat of the events at Catavi. 

In a major coup, the CNE jumped at the chance to educate the members of the 

Magruder Commission on the state of indigenous education, compiling the data it had 

gathered for the contested 1940 reports into a third report presented directly to the 

Magruder Commission in 1943 and making an apparently compelling case tying 

together the issues of worker unrest, poverty, and indigenous health and education 

that the Magruder Commission ultimately adopted as its own. In its final report, 

signed in la Paz on 14 March 1943, the Magruder Commission noted that the majority 

156. On the Catavi Massacre, see: Jerry Knudson, “The Impact of the Catavi Mine Massacre of 
1942 on Bolivian Politics and Public Opinion,” Americas 26/3 (1970) , pp. 254–276; Klein, 
Bolivia, pp. 216–217; Querejazu, Llallagua: Historia de una Montaña, La Paz: Los Amigos 
del Libro, 1991, pp. 237–257.

157. Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 153–154.
158. Rockefeller stated in 1943 that “[health, nutrition, education] are basic factors which 

contribute to the development and dignity of an individual, a rising standard of living, and 
growing democracy. Only in this way can we hope to have economic, social and political 
stability among the nations of the Hemisphere—without which we can never realize the 
permanent unity of the Americas.” As quoted in Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, p. 143.
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of the miners were indigenous, and that their discontent was rooted not only in the 

absolutely deplorable living conditions in the mines—which needed to be 

addressed—but also in the living conditions of the indigenous population in general, 

noting the lack of healthcare and access to education as crucial issues that could not 

but lead to continued unrest in the rural areas in which the mining camps themselves 

were generally located and whence they drew their laborers.159

The recommendations of the commission were consequently much broader in 

scope than had originally been anticipated, arguing that it was not possible to 

disentangle labor problems from deep-seated societal divisions and inequities, and its 

report included not only a series of suggestions to improve working and living 

conditions in the mining camps but also to improve the living and working conditions 

in the rural areas, especially for the indigenous majority. Indeed, the Magruder 

Commission argued that it was imperative that the United States embark on a mission 

to improve both access to healthcare and to education for the indigenous population in 

order to stave off otherwise inevitable social unrest resulting from the shocking 

inequality that plagued Bolivian society. Indeed, what the members of the 

commission had advocated was nothing less than the invention of ODA.

It was this report that prompted the CIAA to sponsor the creation of the 

Cooperative Educational Program (CEP).160 The cooperation was briefly brought to a 

halt even before it had started by the 1943 military coup that propelled Villarroel into 

power, as the United States initially refused to recognize the new government, thus 

making it impossible to continue negotiations regarding the CEP, but the matter was 

brought up by Avra Warren in his discussions with Villarroel161 when the former was 

sent to Bolivia in 1944 to negotiate the reestablishment of diplomatic ties, which 

159. The conclusions with regard to healthcare and the subsequent creation of the Servicio 
Cooperativo Interamericano de Salud (SCISP) were described in J.J. Bloomfield, Report on 
Industrial Hygiene and Safety in Bolivia, Bethesda: Institute of Inter-American Affairs, 1947. 
Also see: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Project Files, Miscellaneous, Map “Bolivia Labor 
Program” (Labor Program), #SP-149: “Report on “Industrial Hygiene and Safety in Bolivia.” 
Also see: Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, pp. 141–142.

160. The CEP, later the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación (SCIDE), was to be 
funded and overseen by the Inter-American Educational Foundation (IAEF), overseen by 
CIAA, which in 1945 became the Office of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA). CIAA, History of 
the CIAA, pp. 3–10.

161. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Miscellaneous, (Miscellaneous), 4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” f. 2.
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finally took place in June of 1944.162 It was shortly after United States’ recognition of 

the Villarroel regime163 that a new commission164 was sent to Bolivia to finalize the 

agreement between the Bolivian government and the CIAA’s Inter-American 

Education Foundation (IAEF),165 which spelled out the division of labor and funding. 

The IAEF was to contribute $325,000, with another $225,000 coming from the 

Bolivian government, with the understanding that this appropriation could not be 

taken from the existing educational budget and was to be dispensed by the CEP at its 

discretion.166 Given the focus of the CEP on indigenous education and the escuelas 

normales rurales, this constituted an increase in the funding for indigenous education 

of nearly sixty percent.167

In charge of the CEP was Special Representative Ernest E. Maes, who arrived 

in Bolivia on 2 April 1945 to set up the program agreed upon by the IAEF and the 

Villarroel administration.168 The agreement, in addition to determining the allocation 

of funding, spelled out the task before the CEP and its chief administrator: the CEP 

was to develop and distribute learning and teaching materials and other basic supplies 

to the indigenous schools; it was to provide scholarships to Bolivian teachers for 

study in the United States; it was to fund the construction of adequate facilities for the 

162. Cole Blasier, The Hovering Giant: U.S. Responses to Revolutionary Change in Latin America. 
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1976, p. 48.

163. On 7 September 1944: ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d: “Convenio 
con ‘The American Educational Foundation, Inc.”

164. Which resulted in Lloyd Hughes’ detailed assessment of the Bolivian educational system: 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd 
Hughes: “Education in Bolivia.”

165. Ernest Maes, who was at the head of the CEP and SCIDE, commented that the United States 
government, after its negotiations with the Villarroel regime, had sent its commission rather 
sooner than their Bolivian counterparts had expected, leading to some initial suspicion on the 
part of the Bolivians due to apparent over-eagerness on the part of the Americans: NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Map “Miscellaneous” (Miscellaneous),  4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” ff. 2–3.

166. The Bolivian contribution was fixed at Bs. 9,450,000. The number generally cited for the 
American contribution is normally listed at $215,000, but that does not include the additional 
$110,000 the IAEF made available for its own personnel. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: report on 
educational program in Bolivia.

167. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 1743 “Memoria Junio 1945–
Junio 1946, Ministerio de Educación:” Memoria 1946. Larson describes CEP’s funding as 
‘meager, even by Bolivian standards,’ even though it constituted a full 10% of additional 
funding for education as a whole, while the sum was spent on indigenous education, where it 
added 60%. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 202; NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd Hughes: “Education in 
Bolivia,” f. 29.

168. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Map “Miscellaneous” (Miscellaneous), 4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” f. 3.
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núcleos; it was to provide a contingent of American experts in education and health to 

train Bolivian teachers; and it was to aid in the reorganization of the indigenous 

educational system.169 Interestingly, part of the agreement with the Bolivian 

government also detailed how the CEP was to operate within the Ministry of 

Education, working directly as integral parts of the direcciones generales in the areas 

in which they were active.170 This left them essentially invisible, as any policies 

developed by the CEP did go through ministerial offices and thus counted as the 

official position of the Bolivian government.171

Maes, who was to remain in Bolivia as chief of the CEP until his transfer to 

Guatemala in 1948,172 took until July of 1945 to study the conditions of the 

educational system and to determine what the best course of action would be for 

improvement, and soon found himself taken with the nuclear system,173 recognizing 

instantly that it, as Arthur Harris of the IAEF put it, constituted a clever means 

“through which the essential supervision needed by the rural school teachers, most of 

whom require close supervision because of their inadequate training, can be given 

with the least possible personnel.”174 The other thing that drew Maes’s attention was 

the existence of separate systems of escuelas unitarias and núcleos.175 In effect, his 

description of the problem reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of what the 

difference was: Maes understood the escuelas unitarias as ‘rural schools’ and the 

núcleos and their escuelas seccionales as ‘Indian schools,’ fundamentally 

misconstruing the nature of the escuelas unitarias and escuelas rurales, doubtless as a 

169. It should be noted that the CEP staff consistently spoke of rural education, rather than 
indigenous education. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” s/d: “Convenio 
con ‘The American Educational Foundation, Inc.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on 
educational program in Bolivia.”

170. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism,” f. 5. Maes considered it a daunting task: “In effect this 
meant that the U.S. staff was given the job of re-organizing a considerable portion of the 
Bolivian educational system.”

171. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 28 April 1949: 
George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Supreme Resolution.”

172. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 21 April 1948, 
Ernest Maes: “My transfer to Guatemala.”

173. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism.”

174. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 3.

175. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Project Files, Map “Miscellaneous” (Miscellaneous), 4 
December 1945, Ernest E. Maes: “CEP program in Bolivia,” f. 4.
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result of the confused terminology that still plagued the system, where, as I have 

noted before, multiple terminologies were used to describe schools in different 

ways.176 Thus, the term escuela unitaria merely described a school with but one 

teacher, which could be an escuela cantonal, escuela rural or an escuela indigenal—

the latter, of course, not being an official classification to begin with. Indeed, the only 

schools that had ever been government sanctioned and created as specifically 

indigenous in nature were the núcleos escolares campesinos and selvícolas, even if 

the vast majority of the rural escuelas unitarias were primarily indigenous schools in 

that they were built, maintained, staffed, and attended by members of the indigenous 

communities.

Having established that the núcleo formed by far the most efficient basis for 

the development of the schools in so far as it concerned the ability of the CEP and the 

Ministry of Education’s own departments of indigenous and rural education to 

oversee and improve conditions in them, Maes decided that what the CEP would do 

would be three-fold: 1) it would massively expand the nuclear system to encompass 

as many of the known escuelas unitarias as possible, concentrating on the areas of 

densest population;177 2) it would embark on a reform of teacher training, including 

the escuelas normales rurales as well as the Sucre Normal School;178 3) it would send 

its available technicians—nineteen teaching supervisors and twenty-nine health 

officers in 1946179—to the núcleos to oversee and train teachers working in either the 

escuelas matrices or in the escuelas seccionales.180

What the CEP—after 1948 known as the Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano 

de Educación (SCIDE)—undertook as a result was nothing less than a transformation 

of indigenous education taking the form of a very rapid expansion of the nuclear 

176. Moreover, much to the unhappiness of the Americans, the Ministry of Education itself 
stubbornly continued to administratively separate the escuelas rurales and escuelas 
indigenales. See, for example: ALP/ME vol. 152 “Correspondencia, 1948,” 21 June 1948, Jefe 
sección estadística to Ministro de educación: “Labor realizada en la sección estadística, 1948.”

177. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 4.; NACP RG229 
OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: “An Experiment 
in Internationalism.”

178. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia.”

179. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.”

180. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.”
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system from its eighteen núcleos in 1945 at the time of Maes’s arrival, to forty-one at 

the end of 1946,181 to fifty-one in early 1948,182 and ultimately to seventy-one in 

1951.183 Thus, from 1945 to 1948 the nuclear system expanded effectively from the 

original 202 escuelas seccionales attached to the existing NEC’s in 1945,184 to 839 

escuelas seccionales by 1947,185 and 1,026 by 1949.186 In turn, this meant an increase 

in children attending schools that fell within the nuclear system from 8,323 in 1942 to 

44,263 in 1952.187 It is important to note, of course, that this increase in the number of 

children attending schools within the nuclear system did not in and of itself constitute 

enhanced access to education, since the expansion of the núcleos was a means of 

integrating existing escuelas unitarias into that system rather than signaling the 

creation of new schools.188

The project came fairly close to accomplishing what Maes had intended to do, 

which was to end the separation between the escuelas rurales and the núcleos

escolares, with the aim to integrate each of the escuelas unitarias into the nuclear 

181. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 4 December 
1945, Ernest Maes to H. Gregerson: “memorandum”, ff. 4–5; NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: 
“Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 4.

182. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 February 
1948, Willfred Mauck to John Floyd: “Confidential.”

183. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 17 July 1951, Jefe de la sección estadísticas to 
Ministro de educación: “Registro de inscripción alumnos.”

184. ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” 21 May 1945, Toribio Claure to 
Benjamin Saravia R.: “Las labores de la ex-vocalía de educacion rural.” This is the official 
count reported by the director of rural education in 1945, which is a much lower number than 
the 250 reported by Lloyd Hughes in 1944: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field 
Operations, Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd Hughes: “Education in Bolivia,” f. 31. 
Elsewhere, the Ministry of Education states that no more than 132 seccionales existed in 
1945: ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 1743 “Memoria Junio 
1945–Junio 1946, Ministerio de Educación:” s/d (1946): “Memoria 1946,” anexo #4.

185. ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica 
informa.”

186. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 19.

187. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 30 July 1951: “Infome asistencia escolar.”  And Max 
A. Bairon “La educacion del Indio en Bolivia.” In América Indígena 2 (1942), pp. 7–11: p. 10. 
At the mid-point, in 1947, the Ministry reports 36,487 children in attendance: ALP/ME vol. 
539 “Correspondencia y varios, 1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica informa.”

188. It should also be noted that this integration, even though CEP functionaries spoke only of 
escuelas rurales and avoided the term indigenales, a 1946 rule change had included a 
reclassification of the unitarias to where schools in towns and villages—escuelas cantonales 
and escuelas provincials—were excluded from the category of escuelas rurales, which in 
effect meant that the overwhelming majority of escuelas rurales were escuelas indigenales
even if no such designation was explicity made.
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system. Given that the most credible count for the amount of escuelas unitarias in 

existence prior to the arrival of CEP was a total of 1,182 such schools in September of 

1944,189 it appears that CEP came close to accomplishing its goal.190 Perhaps even 

more importantly, the CEP was to administer sixteen of the new núcleos directly as 

núcleos de ensayo (experimental centers),191 which would allow it to showcase its 

ability to transform the educational experience. The underlying worry that prompted 

the creation of these núcleos de ensayo had been that the many projects that the CEP 

was undertaking were “spread out too thinly over the country […] making it very 

difficult to see that things are really being done,”192 while the núcleos under direct 

control of the CEP would be where its efforts could be concentrated and thus more 

visible “to justify the program's existence in the eyes of our government and in the 

eyes of the Bolivians.”193

In addition to the expansion of the nuclear system, the CEP confronted the 

issue that had so long plagued the educational system: the lack of qualified teachers

and the resultant low quality of education even in the escuelas matrices and escuelas 

seccionales. Where the expansion of the nuclear system was by far the most visible 

result of the CEP’s intervention, the goal it ultimately served was to enable a more 

efficient approach to teacher supervision and training, which given the limited ability 

of the state to provide inspection was essentially impossible with the escuelas 

unitarias.194 Since it would not be possible to replace existing interinos with 

189. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios recibidos, Jefes de los distritos 
escolares, 1944,” 1 September 1944, Vocal de educación indígena y rural to Ministro de 
educación: “Informe.”

190. Maes estimated the existence of about 1,600 unitarias but does not specifiy where this number 
came from: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 4 
December 1945, Ernest Maes to H. Gregerson: “Memorandum,” f. 4. Since new schools were 
still being erected by indigenous communities—according to Toribio Claure, hundreds such 
schools were being added: ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” 21 May 
1945, Toribio Claure to Benjamin Saravia R.: “Las labores de la ex-vocalía de educacion 
rural”—it is likely that there were more than the Ministry was aware of, but there is no 
particular indication anywhere outside of Maes’s estimate that seems to confirm his high 
count. 

191. Later reduced to twelve núcleos de ensayo: ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 
1947,” 26 June 1947, Ernest Maes to Ministro de educación: “Resumen de labores del PEC, 
de Junio de 1946 a Junio de 1947.” 

192. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 March 1949, 
George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Our nucleos de ensayo.”

193. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 March 1949, 
George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Our nucleos de ensayo.”

194. The CEP also noted this problem and observed that inspection was organized by schools zones 
(roughly coinciding with the departamentos) and that inspectors rarely went beyind cities and 
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normalistas,195 it was therefore necessary to take a two-pronged approach: first, the 

escuelas normales and escuelas normales rurales would need to be reformed in order 

to become more efficient and to produce teachers of higher quality, as a general 

consensus existed among ministerial officials and the CEP that the teachers currently 

graduating from these institutions were insufficiently prepared for the task at hand;196

secondly, significantly improved supervision and guidance, as well as additional on-

site training, for the teachers of the escuelas seccionales should be implemented at the 

núcleos.197 Maes noted that the absence of teaching materials—handbooks, manuals, 

or guides—was a significant obstacle that could not but engender a lack of 

consistency in education, so this problem, too, needed to be tackled.198 None of these 

ideas, of course, were particularly new and all of them had been staples of discussion 

regarding the state of education for decades,199 but the CEP brought with it the kind of 

towns, due to lack of interest, to great a workload, and a lack of transportation. To remedy this 
problem, one of the reforms it implemented was the creation of a specialized branch of 
inspection dedicated to the rural schools, for which CEP provided trucks and jeeps. NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities 
of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 15. Also 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 3.

195. Since there were too few to be found. Even in 1947, the interinos and titulares accounted for 
at least two-thirds of the entire teachers’ corps: ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 
1947,” 23 June 47: “Sección estadistica informa.”

196. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” ff. 
12–15. Lloyd Hughes remarked in his preliminary 1944 report on the state of Education in 
Bolivia that “Even the teachers trained at Warisata are deficient and unworthy of the title that 
has been conferred upon them.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, 
Special Reports, 11 July 1944, Lloyd Hughes: “Education in Bolivia,” f. 31. John Grastorf, 
who took over from Ernest Maes, described the state of the rural teachers’ corps in 1950 as 
“Con excepciones muy contadas, lamentamos tener que manifestar a usted que en la docencia 
rural hay anarquía, inmoralidad, falta de espíritu de trabajo y probada ineptitud. Hay casos 
concretos que ilustran estos cargos; [With very few exceptions, we are to sorry to express to 
you that in the rural teachers’ corps there is anarchy, immorality, a lack of a work ethic, and 
probably ineptitude. There are concrete cases that illustrate these charges.]” ALP/ME vol. 607 
“Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de educación: 
“Actividades del SCIDE.”

197. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 23 February 1948, 
Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 4.

198. ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de 
educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

199. Indeed, these formed the basis for the CNE’s programa de acción in 1940 as well as for the 
reorganization pondered by Villarroel’s regime in 1945: ANB “Presidencia de la República, 
Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 442 “Correspondencia, Universidades, CNE, Ref. Judiciales,” s/d 
(1943), Ministro de educación: “Plan mínimo de labores de la vocalía de educación primaria.” 
ALP/ME vol. 708 “Correspondencia y varios, 1945,” #75/42, 24 June 1945, Jefe del 
departamento escolar to Ministro de educación: “Petición de informe 90/45.”
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financial support that would enable it to tackle the problem with at least a greater 

chance of success.200

Thus, the CEP decided that four of the new núcleos should function alongside 

the existing escuelas normales rurales as it was considered odd that they should 

remain separated, denying teachers-in-training the chance to put their training into 

practice.201 Additionally, a fourth year was added to the three-year curriculum of the 

escuelas normales rurales, while the broad scope of the curriculum was toned down, 

allowing more preparation in fewer core subjects.202 Since the vast majority of 

teachers in the escuelas unitarias and escuelas seccionales were interinos or titulares, 

the CEP embarked on a project to bring training to the núcleos themselves; 

specialized technicians were posted to the núcleos to provide training on an ongoing 

basis—especially in health care and agricultural education203—while programs were 

also created to bring groups of teachers together at the escuelas normales rurales204

and during special summer programs to provide as much training as was feasible.205

In addition, the shortage of teaching and learning materials was also 

addressed. The CEP’s funding made it possible to provide materials—ranging from 

books to trucks and jeeps206—to a number of the núcleos. Indeed, the CEP’s 

200. It did, after all, directly control slightly over a third of the total budget allocated to indigenous 
education.

201. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 4.

202. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 19 August 1946, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “The cooperative educational program’s contribution to 
normal education,” ff. 11–13.

203. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 May 1947, 
Porter Claxton to Arthur Harris: “Memorandum.” ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y 
varios, 1947,” 26 June 1947, Ernest Maes to Ministro de educación: “Resumen de labors del 
Programa Educativo Cooperativo, 1946–1947.”

204. Especially at Santiago de Huata, which became the base for the CEP’s training programs: 
NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 February 
1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors.” ALP/ME vol. 152 
“Correspondencia, 1948,” 18 February 1948, Raúl Bravo: “Informe sintético, jornadas 
pedagógicas de Santiago de Huata.”

205. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on 
educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5–6. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field 
Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American 
Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 21. ALP/ME vol. 152 “Correspondencia, 1948,” 
18 February 1948, Raúl Bravo: “Informe sintético, jornadas pedagógicas de Santiago de 
Huata.”

206. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 7. NACP RG229 
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willingness to take on the provisioning of the núcleos was sufficient to cause the 

Special Representative to remark in 1949 that “for facilities in all [emphasis in 

original] the rural setup they were depending on the Program,”207 indicating the level 

to which the Ministry counted on foreign funding to meet some of the most basic 

needs of the schools. The most pressing issue, beyond training and the reform of the 

escuelas normales, was the creation of a rural teachers’ handbook, as none had 

existed until the arrival of the CEP. It was argued that the lack of such a handbook 

necessarily made it much more difficult to foster any level of uniformity in the 

curriculum and the manner in which it was delivered.208

At the same time, it was understood that the functionaries of the CEP had 

insufficient knowledge of indigenous customs and traditions among the Aymara and 

Quechua speaking peoples they served, and thus a decision was made to create a 

provisional Guía didáctica (didactic guide) for rural teachers that would largely 

forego cultural tailoring.209 Work on the Guía didáctica was begun in 1946,210 and 

accelerated in 1947 in meetings organized by the CEP at the escuela normal rural of 

Santiago de Huata211—which was under direct CEP supervision, and also served as a 

basis for a variety of training programs for directors and teachers212—initially 

resulting in a series of pamphlets that could be distributed among teachers in the 

núcleos.213 These pamphlets would be combined into a series of publications 

OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the 
Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 15.

207. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 14 March 1949, 
George Greco to Wilfred Mauck: “Our núcleos de ensayo.”

208. ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de 
educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

209. “[the] lack of social and economic data about the Indian communities of the highlands and 
valleys that has hampered the development of an effective rural curriculum […]” NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 1946, 
Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5.

210. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5.

211. These meetings were to be annual in nature and aimed at directors of the núcleos together with 
representatives from the CEP, the Ministry of Education, and colleagues from Peru and 
Ecuador, where the CEP was also active, in order to discuss the progress of the schools and to 
finetune the curriculum. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special 
Reports, 23 February 1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 5.

212. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 630 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1949,” 2 July 1948, Albertano de Baca to Ministro de educación: 
“Informe del anterior Representante Especial del Programa Cooperativo de Educación, Ernest 
E. Maes,” f. 3.

213. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” ff. 
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distributed among the teachers of the núcleos beginning in 1948,214 each addressing 

one particular aspect of rural education, ranging from “Foundations of Rural 

Education” to “Objectives of Nutritional Education.”215 The CEP also created twelve 

technical committees consisting of ministerial and CEP officials who spent most of 

1947 going from núcleo to núcleo to oversee the implementation of the handbook’s 

prescribed teaching methods.216

The oddness of the resultant Guía didáctica has been commented on in a 

variety of unflattering ways, largely because of its cultural strangeness given the 

conditions in which it was to be applied. Indeed, Larson describes it as “[funny], 

absurd, trivial,”217 given its emphasis on domestic bliss and its offerings of sewing 

patterns that do seem out of place in the context of the Bolivian Altiplano.218 The 

otherworldly character of the handbook, however, has its roots in something other 

than “a new doctrine of domesticity.”219 The handbook had been compiled largely by 

members of the CEP, with the cooperation of ministerial functionaries; indeed, the 

first pamphlets written for the CEP by ministerial officials and distributed in late 1946 

and early 1947 had a decidedly different tone; what had changed? The problem, as 

Maes and Harris pointed out, was that there was no earlier work to build upon, and 

21–23. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 
February 1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 4.

214. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, Map “F2 Bolivia 7 Reports 
(Monthly)” (Monthly Reports), 08 December 1948, George Greco to Willfred Mauck: “Report 
on activities in Bolivia,” f. 1. 

215. Respectively, Bolivia/Ministerio de Educación, Guía de instrucción para maestros rurales
vol. 1 “Guía didáctica.” La Paz, Unknown: 1948 and Bolivia/Ministerio de Educación, Guía 
de instrucción para maestros rurales vol. 6 “Economía doméstica.” La Paz, Unknown: 1948. 
The remaining volumes were dedicated to, in order: 2. Agriculture; 3. Health and Sanitation; 
4. Livestock Breeding, Poultry and Rabbit Breeding; 5. The Rural Community and 
Organization of the Clubes Escolares Campesinos. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, 
Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the Cooperative Inter-
American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 21.

216. ALP/ME vol. 599 “Varios, 1948, tomo I,” 16 February 1948, Ernest Maes to Ministro de 
educación: “Las actividades del PCE durante el año 1947.”

217. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 201.
218. Larson is not alone in her criticism: Marcia Stephenson has used the later edition of the Guía 

Didáctica para Maestros Rurales to describe Bolivian notions of modernity and indigenous 
transformation: Stephenson, Gender and Modernity in Andean Bolivia, pp. 128–157. For a 
similar example based on the earlier versions of the Guía Didáctica, see: Salmón, El Espejo 
Indígena, pp. 141–147. It is interesting to note that in both of these cases, it was not clear that 
the Guías they commented upon as illustrations of Bolivian cultural attitudes towards the 
indigenous population had been written by Americans ensconced in the Ministry of Education.

219. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 201. In addition, it should be noted that the notion of 
domesticity and a particular role for indigenous women in the household was not altogether 
new, having been a staple of discussion in the DGEIC as well as the CNE even before the 
arrival of the CEP.
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while they recognized that it would be necessary to adapt teaching methods, styles, 

and objectives to Bolivian cultural realities, they also felt that no anthropological 

studies suitable for such an endeavor existed.220 Indeed, the CEP funded a series of 

studies into indigenous life throughout its presence in Bolivia.221 Given the absence of 

such studies at the time and their pressing need for a solution to educational 

anarchy,222 they chose to work with the tools available to them, which largely were in 

the form of teachers’ handbooks from the United States, which had been intended for 

an altogether different audience.223 Indeed, the CEP worked closely with colleagues in 

Guatemala, where Ann Nolan Clark had been 

elaborating a similar teachers’ handbook 

based on her earlier work in the United 

States, where she had been especially well 

regarded for her work in North-American 

Indian education, authoring a series of books

utilized on United States Indian reservations 

in both day-schools and boarding schools.224

Perhaps more importantly, it should be noted 

that despite its absurdity, the Guía didáctica

compiled by the CEP was to serve as the 

basis for indigenous education in Bolivia 

until the late 1960s.225

The last of the major efforts 

undertaken by the CEP was a cooperative 

effort with its sister organization, the 

Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Salud Pública (SCISP), an organization 

along the lines of CEP/SCIDE, but dedicated to the provisioning of healthcare in 

220. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 22 November 
1946, Col. Arthur Harris: “Report on educational program in Bolivia,” f. 5.

221. Based on these studies, it would in later years publish an anthology of anthropological and 
sociological studies on indigenous peoples in the Americas. SCIDE, Estudios sobre el Indio. 
La Paz: Talleres Gráficos del SCIDE, 1957.

222. ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to Ministro de 
educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

223. Namely the American Indian Audience as I will show. 
224. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 28 February 

1949, Willfred Mauck: “Minutes of the Quito conference on rural education.”
225. Brienen, “Histoire secrète,” pp. 44–45.

Figure	 .	Dress	for	Success

Bolivia,	Guía	para	maestros	rurales ,	
p.	 .
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those countries where it was active—including Bolivia.226 The sections of the Guía 

didáctica dedicated to healthcare and hygiene had been compiled by members of 

SCISP and focused on remedies for common illness as well as on general hygiene. 

The CEP sponsored health officers—maestros sanitarios—to be posted to núcleos

around the country,227 where they were to supervise the implementation of the Guía 

didáctica dedicated to hygiene and healthcare,228 distribute instructional materials and 

posters, and show movies—produced by the Disney Corporation229—on disease and 

the prevention thereof, and ultimately to administer vaccinations and provide basic 

healthcare. This technical staff also oversaw the acquisition and distribution of the 

drug dispensaries (botiquines)230 and other materials related to hygiene and health, 

including (for 1949): 1,332 lbs. of DDT; 17,700 bars of soap; 166 complete first aid 

kits; and 3,912 toothbrushes.231 In addition, they oversaw the construction of latrines, 

rubbish dumps, showers, and garbage incinerators and ensured access to drinking 

water for twenty-nine of the núcleos.232 Lastly, to combat malnutrition, the SCIDE 

partnered with the SCISP to provide warm lunches through its school lunch

program.233

As part of its health-initiative, the CEP oversaw the reorganization of the 

brigadas culturales, taken over directly by the CEP and renamed the Servicio 

226. Bloomfield, Report on Industrial Hygiene and Safety. Also see: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Project Files, Miscellaneous, Map “Bolivia Labor Program” (Labor Program), #SP-149: 
“Report on “Industrial Hygiene and Safety in Bolivia.” Also see: Siekmeier, Aid, Nationalism, 
pp. 141–142.

227. A total of twenty-nine as early as 1946, and thirty-eight by 1947: NACP RG229 OIAA 
RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, Ernest Maes to 
Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report.” ALP/ME vol. 539 “Correspondencia y varios, 1947,” 26 
June 1947, Ernest Maes to Ministro de educación: “Resumen de labores del PEC, de Junio de 
1946 a Junio de 1947.” 

228. The third volume of the series.
229. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, 

Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report,” f. 2.
230. Twenty-six of the new núcleos were outfitted with these in 1947. The dispensaries contained 

vaccines, antitoxins, antiseptics, and a variety of other medications and supplies. NACP 
RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 16 October 46, Ernest 
Maes to Willfred Mauck: “Quarterly report,” f. 2. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field 
Operations, Special Reports, 16 May 1947, Porter Claxton to Arthur Harris: “Memorandum.”

231. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 24.

232. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 24.

233. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 16 May 1947, 
Porter Claxton to Arthur Harris: “Memorandum.” The desayuno escolar, a key element in the 
struggle against malnutrition, had been attempted by both the DGEIC and the CNE, but with 
little success due to inadequate funding.
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Cultural Rural (SCR) in 1946,234 and intensified its action to where even as early as 

late 1946 this ‘traveling unit’ had visited each of the núcleos and ventured into more 

remote areas to bring “educational movies, puppet shows, and the folk theatre” as 

well as embarking on a very significant vaccination campaign in cooperation with the 

núcleos and the SCISP.235 By late 1948, the cooperation between the CEP/SCIDE, the 

SCISP, and the servicio cultural rural had resulted in the vaccination of some 

150,000 individuals against smallpox, 67,000 against typhoid, and a further 21,740 

against pertussis.236

Competing	Indian	Policies

There are several important themes to remark upon when it comes to the intervention 

of the CEP/SCIDE in Bolivian indigenous and normal education, mostly with regard 

to the role they played in its development between 1944 and 1956, as well as with 

regard to some of the peculiarities of the interaction between the Bolivian 

government—especially the Ministry of Education—and the CEP/SCIDE.

The first significant point to be made is that we must really look upon this 

period in the development of the nuclear system as rooted in a very solid continuation 

of existing policies with regard to the role of indigenous education as envisioned by 

Bolivian intellectual and political elites. While much has been made of the fact that 

the Americans viewed their indigenous charges as fundamentally dirty and 

uncivilized,237 this did not constitute a change in direction or orientation: the focus on 

health and hygiene that Larson especially has remarked upon as “[recipes] for peasant

234. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 25. The mission of the SCR remained identical to the original 
brigadas culturales as envisioned by Max Bairon, focusing on health propaganda and serving 
as a form of inspection for schools outside of the nuclear system.

235. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, Ernest Maes: 
“An Experiment in Internationalism,” f. 9. According to Maes, by late 1946 the SCR had 
already vaccinated 15,000 children against typhus, typhoid, and smallpox. The plays put on by 
the SCR to promote health education were presented in Quechua and Aymara. NACP RG229 
OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities of the 
Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 19. 

236. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” ff. 
25–26; ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 630 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1949,” 2 July 1948, Albertano de Baca to Ministro de educación: 
“Informe del anterior Representante Especial del Programa Cooperativo de Educación, Ernest 
E. Maes,” f. 10.

237. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 202.
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behavioral reform [covering] domestic and corporeal facets of bourgeois 

femininity,”238 was by no means new and had been a staple since Pérez’s rule over 

indigenous education through the DGEIC, and afterwards continued without notable 

change by the CNE.239 Indeed, the relative smoothness with which the CEP took 

charge of a sizeable portion of the educational system was made possible by the fact 

that American and Bolivian functionaries saw eye-to-eye on issues of hygiene, 

sanitation, and the role of education in the transformation of indigenous society. Even 

that celebrated father of indigenous education, Elizardo Pérez, was wholly in 

agreement with the principles of the reform implemented by the CEP/SCIDE and 

actively cooperated with them as minister of education in 1949.240

That is not to say that there were not misunderstandings and issues that arose 

as a result of competing visions of progress and indigeneity. The Americans of the 

CEP/SCIDE had, on the whole, come to Bolivia with a very particular set of 

expectations and ideas regarding the difference between rural and indigenous 

schooling that was rooted largely in a somewhat different North American approach 

to the plight of its own indigenous peoples. Given that the Magruder Commission had 

recommended educational development as a solution to the ills it perceived especially 

among the indigenous majority, it should come as little surprise that the resulting 

efforts of the CIAA, IIAA, and IAEF would draw heavily on the experiences of 

Americans who had worked in indigenous education and related issues at home. In 

fact, when we examine the mission of the CIAA and the available pool of human 

resources, there was significant crossover between the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 

and the CIAA and its daughter organizations. Given the focus of the CIAA on the 

238. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 201.
239. Indeed, it was among the first things that Pérez and Alfredo Peñaranda tackled in the early 

days of Military Socialism: 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.” 

240. George Greco of the CEP noted that “[both] Sr. Perez and the Cooperative Educational 
Program, sustain, fundamentally, the same points of view.” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, 
Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 7 June 1949, George to Willfred Mauck: “Elizardo 
Pérez,” f. 2. Greco furthermore describes Pérez as “an enthusiastic collaborator of the 
SCIDE”: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, 7 June 
1949, George to Willfred Mauck: “Elizardo Pérez,” f. 16. It is interesting to make note of the 
fact that this cooperative mode was a late development, as Pérez had disliked Ernest Maes and 
ran a smear-campaign against the CEP until his departure: NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field 
Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 August 1948, Porter Claxton to Willfred Mauck, 
“Disloyal Campaign.”
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indigenous population of the Americas, it was quite logical that extensive cooperation 

would develop between the CIAA and the BIA, especially given the already extensive 

Inter-American networks created by the BIA in cooperation with Latin American 

nations.241 The Inter-American collaborative projects created by John Collier’s BIA

fell logically within the realm of the coordinator’s responsibilities due to their very 

nature.242 To be sure, the CIAA had secretly funded a number of these projects, while 

Rockefeller himself had provided funding in the previous decade for such projects, 

due to his personal interest in the indigenous populations of the Americas, and thus 

Rockefeller and Collier had had a history of quite extensive collaboration even before 

the creation of the CIAA.243 The CIAA used the expertise of the BIA for a number of 

information-gathering projects, among which the first attempt to map and categorize 

living conditions among the indigenous peoples of the Americas in an effort to deepen 

the understanding of the needs and requirements of these populations in the service of 

mining and agricultural output: none other than Ernest Maes had been responsible for 

the compilation of this report, and indeed it was this task that first brought him to 

Bolivia in 1941.244 Likewise, the BIA requested the assistance of the CIAA on a 

number of occasions as well, while John Collier and Willard Beatty245—both of the 

BIA—lobbied the CIAA in matters relating to the indigenous population of the 

Americas.246

In addition to this collaborative mode between these two institutions with a 

vested interest in the conditions of the indigenous population of the Americas, there 

was the wartime reality of shrinking budgets for administrative divisions, including 

the BIA itself. Having worked throughout the 1930s to build a network of 

anthropologists to aid in the labors of the BIA and Collier’s extensive reforms of that 

institution—combating the narrow-minded assimilationism of previous 

241. The most notable of these being the Inter-American Indian Institute in Mexico, D.F., which 
was also funded by the CIAA. See: Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 97–103.

242. John Collier, see: Reyhner and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 205–231; Margaret 
Connell Szasz, Education and the American Indian: the Road to Self-Determination since 
1928. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2003, pp. 89–105.

243. Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 100–103. 
244. ARREE vol. “Min 1 144 Ministerio de Educación, Oficios recibidos, 1941–1942,” f. 144, 

#404/12126, 9 October 1941, Arturo Pinto Escalier to Ministro de relaciones exteriores: 
“Ernest E. Maes.” Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, p. 144.

245. Who became director of the IAEF before his position was taken by Willfred Mauck, and to 
whom, therefore, the CEP answered. Others involved in the IAEF, such as Kenneth Holland 
and Harold Davis had also worked for the BIA.

246. Colby and Dennett, Thy Will Be Done, pp. 107–108.
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commissioners in charge of the institution—many of the individual experts collected 

by Collier were reassigned to positions within the government where they might be of 

more direct use to the war-effort.247 As Patterson has indicated, a good number of 

these were reassigned to work in the Japanese internment camps of the West Coast, 

while another significant contingent was to be incorporated into the CIAA.248 That is 

to say, the outlook of the CIAA in matters relating to indigenous affairs was 

fundamentally informed by the positions taken by the BIA.

What this means, of course, is that when we examine the activities of the IAEF

in Bolivia, we are in fact looking at a meeting of sorts between different models of 

Indian Policy. The CEP having been incorporated into the Ministry of Education and 

Indigenous Affairs, the Ministry now possessed experts trained and experienced in 

resolving the Indian Question, based on traditions from both Bolivia and the United 

States.

It becomes clear that even though the parties involved use a shared 

vocabulary, their interpretation of the meaning of the terms and phrases they 

employed so comfortably with each other was often quite radically different. The 

underlying reasons for the approaches taken, even if their implementation seems on 

the surface to be quite comparable, are indeed also in effect quite dissimilar: the 

Boarding Schools that characterized the North-American approach to indigenous 

education were founded on the notion that to foster the incorporation of the American 

Indian into mainstream modernity, he would have to be removed from his habitat and 

the negative influences present therein. Assimilation to the North Americans, even in 

the era of John Collier, was still regarded as the one solution to the Indian Question

and the term is clearly understood to mean the abandonment of native traditions and 

lifeways in favor of the benefits of modern society. In this respect, it is of some 

significance to point out that even while Collier’s Indian New Deal envisioned a more 

culturally sensitive approach that did not outright reject all things Indian,249 the 

pressures of World War II quickly ended this Indianist Revival and replaced it with 

247. On Collier’s “Indian New Deal,” see: Reyhner and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 
205–231; Connell Szasz, Education and the American Indian, pp. 89–105.

248. Thomas Carl Patterson, A Social History of Anthropology in the United States. New York, 
Berg, 2001, pp. 93–97.

249. Reynher and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 205–231; Connell Szasz, Education and 
the American Indian, pp. 89–105.
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the cold pragmatism of wartime necessity and soon prompted a return to a more harsh 

approach to the incorporation of the American Indian into mainstream society.250 The 

war years marked the shift from the Indian New Deal and its hopeful enthusiasm for 

indigenous culture to a period of what is known as “Termination,” i.e. the 

abandonment of a separate status for the American Indian altogether.251

In fact, even during the latter stages of the Indian New Deal, the outlook was 

grim even if there was a more general appreciation for the value of American Indian 

culture: “Mixed bloods, with less than half Indian blood are intermarrying with whites 

increasingly, and the Indian blood of their descendants will soon become a romantic 

memory.”252 Indian Assimilation was regarded not only as socially and culturally 

desirable, but as inevitable, attributable to both the laws of nature and the 

demographic makeup of the United States and the practice of inter-cultural marriage.

Paradoxically, the Bolivian evolution of ideas and notions regarding race and 

cultural identity resulted also in a reinterpretation of indigeneity. The Indian was 

regarded as inferior, and a potential pollutant of the westernized urban oases of 

modern life, and should thus be locked into a traditional and rural life still dominated 

by those traditions that set the Indian apart from mestizos and criollos. Assimilation, 

in this context, implied an improvement of the indigenous condition, through combat 

against vice and filth; but at the same time the maintenance of the indigenous cultural 

identity was regarded as imperative for the survival of western culture in the Bolivian 

highlands.253 Modernization implied improved productivity and economic output, but 

not the abandonment of the traditional agricultural medium in which the indígena 

“belonged.” The substitution of campesino for indio referred to an interpretation of 

cultural divisions that was heavily reliant upon socialist and capitalist models of class, 

but was not intended to suggest the extermination of indigeneity: rather, it would 

reflect the rejection of government officials and educators of racism as a motivation 

for social change and an emphasis on economic advancement of the indígenas.

250. Indeed, Indianism was considered a threat to political stability along with communism and 
fascism: Arthur Preston Whitaker, “Politics and Diplomacy.” In Arthur Preston Whitaker 
(ed.), Inter-American Affairs: an Annual Survey, 1942, New York: Columbia University Press, 
1943: p. 26.

251. Reynher and Eder, American Indian Education, pp. 232–250.
252. This is a statement by Willard Beatty, the director of BIA education, made in 1946: Willard 

Beatty, “The Goal of Indian Assimilation.” In The Canadian Journal of Economics and 
Political Science 12/3. (1946), pp. 395–404: p. 396.

253. See chapter IV.
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The Americans understood these terms in a radically different way. They took 

the disapproval of their use of the term “Indian School” as evidence of a Bolivian 

interest in American style assimilation. Paradoxically, the officials of SCIDE used 

precisely that phrase, the Indian School, because what they envisioned was a future 

without Indians, while the Bolivians rejected the term because they envisioned one 

with Indians.

It is in the fundamental misunderstanding between Americans and Bolivians 

with regard to the meaning of the terminology they employed to discuss what both 

perceived as shared problems and solutions, that we may ultimately find the source of 

the bafflement that clearly surfaced on occasions where both parties believed that they 

had agreed to the same thing, when in reality they imagined quite diametrically 

opposed projects. The usage of a shared vocabulary of indigeneity, assimilation, and 

progress made both parties involved think that they were, so to speak, on the same 

page, even when their outlook was at times very different. Indeed, had the issues at 

hand not be so profound in terms of the very low quality of education, the limited 

access to it, this hidden disagreement on the ultimate objectives of indigenous 

education would without a doubt have come to the surface. As things stood, however, 

there were far more practical problems that needed to be dealt with: the need for 

handbooks, pencils, paper, buildings, and above all, teachers simply pushed such 

ideological differences far into the background, allowing the shared vocabulary to 

continue to give the impression that there was indeed general agreement about the 

philosophy of indigenous education.

The	Progress	of	the	Schools	By	

In this chapter, I have shown that the 1940s was a period of significant educational 

development in terms of the maturation of the nuclear system. From the sixteen 

núcleos erected by the DGEIC, the system had grown by the time of the Bolivian 

National Revolution to incorporate over seventy núcleos,254 with over a thousand of 

254. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: 
“Activities of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 19.
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escuelas seccionales serving some 44,263 children.255 Moreover, these núcleos

provided more than education, having been given the responsibility for a variety of 

government services to be provided to their communities, ranging from legal services 

to healthcare. Part of the problem we face as historians in determining what the effect 

of these changes had been, is that the ability of the Bolivian state to produce credible 

statistics hovered, throughout this period, between absent and abysmal, even with the 

improvements made in this regard by the CNE and the CEP during the 1940s. Larson, 

for example, sees a lack of progress given the perpetually high rates of illiteracy.256

Indeed, the numbers are not encouraging: in 1940, the Minister of Education speaks 

of 600,000 illiterate Bolivians;257 Max Bairon counts 2,550,000 illiterate citizens in 

1942;258 other high ranking ministerial officials place the number at 2,818,350 in 

1948.259 The latter, of course, is an especially exact sounding number.

In actual fact, rather than an explosion in the illiteracy rate, these numbers 

instead reveal the complete inability of the state to provide any kind of credible 

number at all. Literacy rates were determined by first estimating the percentage of the 

population that was literate, then estimating the total population—and not very well, 

given the much lower number arrived at in the 1950 census, which placed the total 

population at 3,019,031260—and then extrapolating from those what the total number 

of illiterate Bolivians must be. The population was estimated anywhere between 

2,500,000 and 3,750,000 and the literacy rate estimated to be anywhere between 

fifteen and twenty-five percent. What this means, in short, is that the Bolivian 

government and ministerial officials simply had absolutely no idea what the rate of 

255. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 
Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 30 July 1951: “Infome asistencia escolar.”

256. Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” pp. 202–203.
257. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 297 “Oficios recibidos y 

expedidos, Ministerio de Educación y Asuntos Indigenales, 1940, vol I,” #607, 26 April 1940,  
Ministro de educación to Presidente Peñaranda: “Petición de informe.”

258. Calculated as 73% of a total population of 3,500,000: ALP/ME “CNE: Vocalía de educación 
Indígena y Rural, Nucleos Indigenales, expedidos, 1942,” 02 October 1942, Max Bairon to 
Nestor Cevallos Tovar: “Querido nestor.”

259. Luís Guzmán, the director general de educación, estimates a population of 3,757,800, with a 
twenty-five percent literacy rate, arriving at 2,818,350 illiterate Bolivians: ALP/ME vol. 152 
“Correspondencia, 1948,” #159/48, 28 June 1948, Luís A. Guzmán to Ministro de educación: 
“Respuesta a memorandum #272 de 14 del actual.”

260. Bolivia/Ministerio de Hacienda y Estadística, Censo demográfico 1950. La Paz: Editorial 
‘Argote,’ 1955, p. 3. In 1947, for example, the estimate that the Ministry of Education based 
its numbers on was a total population of 3,722,700, almost a full quarter above what the 1950 
census shows.
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illiteracy actually was at any given time prior to the 1950 census, which makes it 

impossible to determine whether the availability of schooling had any impact at all on 

those numbers. That is to say that we cannot, and never will be able to, determine to 

what extent the creation of Warisata and the subsequent invention and expansion of 

the nuclear system, nor indeed the proliferation of indigenous-built escuelas unitarias,

had on the overall development of Bolivian society, even though the expectation is 

that there must have been some benefit. The literacy rate of Bolivia in the 1940s is, in 

fact, unknowable. 

We do know, however, that the 1950 census showed a significantly higher rate 

of literacy than any of the estimates from preceding years: it shows a literacy rate of 

nearly one-third, and by gender the difference is even more stark, as the literacy rate 

for men throughout the republic stood at roughly forty percent—meaning that for 

women it was around twenty-five percent.261 However, given that the literacy rate at 

the start of the period is unknowable, it is impossible to determine what progress had 

been made in the intervening time. It is also, therefore, quite impossible to state that 

no significant progress was made, as seems to be the suggestion made by Larson.262

The same logic holds true for the ability of the state to determine, as it 

regularly attempted to throughout the 1940s, what percentage of the population had 

access to schooling. The methodology was the same as outlined above: an estimate of 

dubious quality was calculated for the total population, an estimate was then made of 

the percentage of the population that must be of school-going age (in 1948, this was 

decided to be a neat seventeen percent),263 and from that was deducted the number of 

children known to attend school.264 Only those attending urban schools and those in 

the nuclear system could be counted, since the total number of operating escuelas 

unitarias on haciendas and in ayllus was unknown due to the fact that inspectors

could not visit these places with any regularity nor would they necessarily know the 

location of such schools—a shortcoming that the CEP had noted and attempted to 

261. Bolivia, Censo demográfico 1950, p. 114.
262. She notes that the CEP “barely made a dent in Bolivia’s scandalous rate of rural illiteracy.” 

Larson, “Capturing Indian Bodies,” p. 202.
263. ALP/ME vol. 152 “Correspondencia, 1948,” 21 June 1948, Jefe sección estadística to Ministro 

de educación: “Labor realizada en la sección estadística, 1948.”
264. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, 

Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 30 July 1951: “Infome asistencia escolar.”
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remedy.265 The result, of course, is a series of estimates for school attendance that fell 

anywhere between fifteen and thirty percent, either vastly underestimating or 

overestimating access to schooling as ultimately determined by the 1950 census, 

which placed it at slightly under twenty-two percent for children between five and 

nine years of age.266 Further complicating the issue is the fact that while school was 

mandatory for children between seven and fourteen years of age,267 secondary 

education was non-existent in the rural areas—except for the escuelas normales

rurales, which must count as such—and most of the escuelas unitarias and escuelas 

seccionales offered no more than two or four years of elementary school.268 After 

that, even though school was finished, children would once again be counted as 

inasistentes.

What the reform undertaken by the DGEIC, the CNE, and finally the CEP

entailed was an administrative change that brought government services, teaching 

materials, supervision, guidance, handbooks, pencils, actual school-buildings, and 

paper to write on. The schools that comprised the nuclear system already existed, and 

the núcleos merely represented a means for the state to gain some manner of control 

over them; the teachers stayed in place.269 In part, the added benefit for the teachers 

was that the núcleo insulated them from the abuse and violence they had suffered as 

lone escuelas unitarias at the mercy of corregidores and hacendados,270 providing a 

means for the communities to engage in some sort of dialogue with the state that 

simply had never been possible before.

265. RG229 OIAA RDIED, Bolivia, Field Operations, Special Reports, George Greco: “Activities 
of the Cooperative Inter-American Educational Service Program in Bolivia,” f. 15.

266. Bolivia, Censo demográfico 1950, pp. 132–133.
267. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 11.
268. Nelson, Education in Bolivia, p. 24.
269. Much to the irritation of some directors. ALP/ME “CNE, Vocalía de Educación Rural, Oficios 

Recibidos de Núcleos Indigenales, 1944,” #44/44, 16 May 1944, Eusebio Reyes Beltrán to 
Toribio Claure: “Su circular no. 2/44 de fecha 25 del pasado mes.”

270. It is interesting to note that while there is significant evidence that a good deal of resistance 
existed among rural elites—as evidenced by the amount of complaints about abuses 
committed against teachers, students, and parents by corregidores and hacendados over the 
issue of education, the picture that emerges from the records of the Ministry of Education is 
actually rather mixed. Some hacendados donated land to the schools and funded buildings—
which was, of course, a legal requirement—while a number of corregidores harangued 
ministerial officials about the deplorable conditions of the schools, the absence of competent 
teachers, and the lack of teaching materials. The same holds true for the prefectos and sub-
prefectos, some of whom actively opposed the schools and did what they could to impede 
their progress, while others took the matter very seriously and intervened time and again on 
behalf of the teachers and their schools.
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What neither the DGEIC, nor the CNE, nor the CEP could resolve, however, 

were the underlying problems that resulted from chronic underfunding:271 low wages 

discouraged talented teachers, who could make more money and live more 

comfortably in the cities and towns; the underfunding of the escuelas normales meant 

that these institutions could only produce a limited amount of qualified teachers, and 

the quality of their training was questionable due to the lack of qualified teachers even 

in these institutions, in addition to the lack of basic resources. Furthermore, changes 

to the bureaucratic structure that oversaw the development of indigenous education

continued unabated until the arrival of CEP/SCIDE, meaning that until then no one 

administrative structure was in place long enough to develop a coherent educational 

program that was reasonable, and it was as a result of this fact that it was not until 

1947 that the first rural teachers’ manuals appeared. In this sense, then, even though I 

have argued that educational policy remained largely constant, its implementation was 

lacking due to political and administrative instability.

In a way, this leaves us with a conundrum in terms of neatly determining what 

had been the balance of the efforts of the CNE and the CEP/SCIDE after a little over a 

decade of work on behalf of indigenous education. Elizardo Pérez’s contribution 

suffers from no such complexities, as the significance of his work at Warisata was 

never measured in terms of access to schooling or reductions in the literacy rate, 

which has insulated him from the kind of criticism that is easily leveled at the 

institutions that came after him: the tangible fruit of his labor was a model, one that 

everyone agreed was beneficial. The CNE and CEP/SCIDE, however, are judged on 

their role in the implementation of that model, but the absence of credible data—even 

when relating to the actual population of the country—makes it nearly impossible to 

produce an adequate assessment of their work. 

What is clear is that the fundamental issues that plagued the educational 

system remained unresolved: while there had been progress, especially under the 

CEP, in combating the scourge of the interinos and attempting to draw normalistas to 

the indigenous schools, the effect was small and the majority of the normalistas

produced by the CEP’s intervention went either to the cities and towns, or into 

271. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 19 August 1946, 
Ernest Maes to Willfred Mauck: “The cooperative educational program’s contribution to 
normal education,” f. 16.
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administrative positions at the escuelas matrices. From zero normalistas rurales in 

these schools in 1942, by 1951 there were 241: still a very small minority.272

Moreover, in spite of the reforms carried out by the CEP, the overall quality of the 

training at the escuelas normales rurales themselves remained by all accounts 

hideously inadequate, and even the CEP admitted that its training methods were 

having a limited effect.273 That is to say that the variety of on-site trainings courses 

and the improved offerings at the escuelas normales rurales undoubtedly had some 

effect, but it is very difficult indeed to determine just how great this effect was, given 

that we cannot measure it in easy numbers such as the literacy rate. At the same time, 

even though much attention was paid to the quality of education offered in the 

escuelas normales rurales, we must take into close consideration exactly what these 

institutions offered and what benefit might be expected even under optimal 

circumstances: until the CEP added one year, the course was three years of training, 

while entry was predicated on having completed five grades of elementary school. By 

272. Out of a total of 1,467 teachers in the núcleos. ANB “Presidencia de la República, Palacio de 
Gobierno,” vol. 736 “Correspondencia, Ministerio de educación, 1951, tomo II,” 17 July 
1951, Jefe de la sección estadísticas to Ministro de educación: “Registro de inscripción 
alumnos.”

273. NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 February 
1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of rural directors,” f. 4. 

Figure	 .	Teachers	in	Indigenous	Schools,	

ANB	“Presidencia	de	la	República,	Palacio	de	Gobierno,”	vol.	 ,	 	July	 :	
“Registro	de	inscripción	alumnos.”
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no modern standard would that be considered sufficient to become an efficient 

teacher.274

Likewise, even though the CEP was able at least to provision the núcleos with 

some basic supplies normally associated with school, and especially so in its núcleos 

de ensayo, there is absolutely no doubt that the shortage of actual supplies and the 

inadequacy of facilities remained pervasive. Even by the end of the period, many 

schools still possessed no desks, chairs, blackboards, pencils, papers, books, or any of 

these most basic necessities, and it is difficult indeed to imagine just how a teacher 

with inadequate preparation was supposed to function under such conditions.275 The 

presence of a núcleo nearby allowed for at least some support, but the shortages

remained and indeed lay far beyond the scope of either the CNE or the CEP to address 

given the inadequate funding made available to education.276 Here, at least, it is 

possible to note some minor progress, but it was a progress from abysmal conditions 

to at best dismal ones, and certainly did not come close at all to resolving the 

fundamental issues of underfunding at play. In this sense, then, we must conclude that 

274. John Grastorf complained that “Con excepciones muy contadas, lamentamos tener que 
manifestar a usted que en la docencia rural hay anarquía, inmoralidad, falta de espíritu de 
trabajo y probada ineptitud. [We regret to have to inform you that, with few exceptions, there 
is in the rural teachers’s corps anarchy, immorality, a lack of work ethic, and proved 
ineptitude.]” ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John Grastorf to 
Ministro de educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

275. “Hablando en términos generales, puede afirmarse que no hay locales escolares suficientes, 
fuera de lo realizado por el SCIDE en Santiago de Huata, Vacas, Kalaque, etc. El material 
escolar es exiguo, habiendo carencia de elementos tan indispensables como libros, hojas de 
papel; no hay campos de experimentación agrícola, indispensables para una escuela rural, 
semillas ni sementales; los talleres rurales son contados y allí donde los hay, los maestros 
encargados, carecen del espíritu docente y cumplen una función burocrática, anulando con su 
conducta los postulados de la escuela activa y functional. [Speaking in general terms, we can 
confirm that there are no sufficient classrooms, outside of what SCIDE has accomplished in 
Santiago de Huata, Vacas, Kalaque, etc. Educational material is scarce, there being a shortage 
of such indispensable items as books, sheets of paper; there are no experimental agricultural 
fields, indispensable for a rural school, neither seeds nor breeders; the rural workshops are few 
and where they do exist, the teachers in charge lack a teachers’ spirit and perform a 
bureaucratic work, canceling out through their conduct the postulates of the active and 
functional school.]” ALP/ME vol. 607 “Varios, 1950–1952, tomo II,” 26 July 1950, John 
Grastorf to Ministro de educación: “Actividades del SCIDE.”

276. “En primer lugar, los recursos disponibles para la solución del problema, eran enteramente 
insuficientes. En segundo termino el empleo de esos recursos inadecuados, era básicamente 
ineficiente. Lógicamente, la definición del primer aspecto estaba fuera de los alcances del 
Programa Cooperativo de Educación. [In the first place, the resources available to resolve the 
problem were entirely insufficient. In the second place, the use of these inadequate resources 
was basically inefficient. Logically, the definition of the first aspect was outside of the scope 
of Cooperative Educational Program.]” NACP RG229 OIAA RDIED, Field Operations, 
Bolivia, F2 Special Reports, 23 February 1948, Ernest Maes to John Floyd: “Conference of 
rural directors,” f. 3.
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in terms of the educational system and its ability to perform the many functions 

assigned to it by successive enthusiastic administrations, it was set up for failure. 

The legacy of this last era of indigenous education prior to the Bolivian 

National Revolution cannot, therefore, be sought in a resolution of the fundamental 

problems in education, as no such solution was even remotely possible without a 

significant increase in the level of funding, which the state could not provide. Rather, 

the importance of the expansion of the núcleos lay in the fact that it could to some 

extent alleviate some of the very worst problems faced by the former escuelas 

unitarias in so far as it concerned their vulnerability to violence and repression. In 

that sense too, we must seek the significance of these schools beyond their 

educational goals: we may not be able to determine how many people were made 

literate, but we can say that throughout the 1940s, the schools served as a launching 

point for extensive immunization campaigns that saved tens of thousands from the 

ravages of smallpox, measles, pertussis, and a variety of other diseases. This, in and 

of itself, must absolutely be counted as a major accomplishment. 

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of this period is that between the 

revolutions, coups d’état, and other changes of government that followed one another 

in shockingly rapid succession, the administrations of the 1940s essentially 

maintained educational policy much as their predecessors had left it, ultimately going 

back to a set of ideas and policies developed under Military Socialism. A familiar 

pattern of constant bureaucratic change still marked the frequent transitions of 

government, with each incoming administration happily blaming the one before it for 

the failure of the educational system to resolve the nation’s ills and making reforms in 

the administration of indigenous education, therewith guaranteeing a level of 

bureaucratic anarchy that did succeed in disrupting what progress was possible under 

the circumstances. Nonetheless, key figures, such as Toribio Claure, were left in place 

and the fundamentals of indigenous educational policy remained untouched in terms 

of the means by which indigenous education was to be transformed (the núcleos) and 

the ultimate goals that indigenous education was intended to achieve: a happy, 

productive, agricultural indígena who would toil and sweat for the good of the nation, 

would abandon his vices and filthy ways, and would remain forever locked in an 

agricultural existence removed from the urban centers and towns. That they meant 
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business was clear: the decade of the 1940s saw the highest levels of funding for 

education ever witnessed in Bolivian history, reaching nearly a fifth of total 

expenditures. One-fifth, however, was still so insufficient, that no amount of 

enthusiasm on the part of ministerial functionaries could alter the basic realities of the 

schools.




