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Summary

To properly contextualize the almost completely disregarded reforms inspired by the 

indigenous school of Warisata that took place from 1935 onwards, and which served 

to completely restructure Bolivian indigenous education, it is necessary also to 

contextualize Warisata itself. Founded in 1931, Warisata has been hailed as the first 

school to actively serve the interests of the indigenous population of Bolivia and has 

specifically been contrasted with an allegedly pre-existing system of indigenous 

education that was aimed at the obliteration of indigenous culture and tradition. 

However, the period immediately preceding the founding of Warisata has not been the 

subject of great scholarly attention, and it has generally been assumed that this system 

of anti-cultural indigenous education to which Warisata was the presumed antidote, 

had been the outcome of reforms undertaken at the turn of the century, during which 

time there had been significant debate about the need for indigenous education. The 

most significant evidence presented to support the notion that the indigenous schools 

of the early twentieth century were the result of these reforms, is that prior to the 

advent of Liberal Party rule in 1899, there had been no system of indigenous 

education. It is generally assumed that this lack of indigenous education had been the 

result of indifference with regard to the plight of the indigenous peoples of Bolivia 

during the nineteenth century.

The absence of a system of indigenous education at the end of the nineteenth 

century was, however, not the result of a lack of interest. In fact, nineteenth-century 

politicians and intellectuals believed very strongly that education was pivotal to 

national development and progress, especially so with regard to the indigenous 

majority, whose supposed backwardness was regarded as the root cause of society’s 

many ills. The Bolivian state, however, lacked the resources to implement the many 

grandiose schemes that were concocted throughout the century. Each incoming 

regime, believing that the absence of an educational system that could propel the 

country into the modern age was the result of the neglect of preceding 
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administrations, devised its own set of educational reforms to remedy this problem, 

resulting in nothing less than a dizzying array of sweeping reforms that consistently 

added to the level of organizational chaos in education.

Much the same can be said for the era of Liberal Party rule. While it is true 

that the Liberals embarked on a set of reforms aimed at streamlining the chaotic 

educational system, and that they paid attention to the absence of education for the 

indigenous majority, their reforms did not fare that much better than the ones before 

them. They did succeed in establishing the first successful teacher training college, 

but their efforts on behalf of indigenous education fell flat. Just as there had been no 

system of indigenous education prior to the advent of Liberal party rule, there was 

none at the end of it. The most significant contribution of the period was the 

promulgation of a law intended to provide for so-called ambulant schools. The 

schools themselves were a failure, but one provision of the law was to have a 

profound effect: the provision that allowed indigenous communities to request 

authorization to establish their own schools, at their own expense. 

As a result of this provision, indigenous schools started popping up in the 

highlands throughout the teens and twenties. The teachers were generally members of 

the community in which the school was located and many had been conscripted to 

serve in the army, which provided rudimentary instruction in Spanish, reading, and 

writing. Such was the desire for education on the part of the indigenous communities, 

that two of the very first indigenous organizations were created in the late 1920s,

specifically to promote the establishment of these schools. By the late 1920s, 

hundreds of these schools were extant. Even though the state legally recognized these 

schools as state institutions, and promised to supply them, it did not have the 

resources to do so effectively. This also meant that there was no system of supervision 

that could reach these schools, which therefore operated independently from the state, 

although under very adverse conditions: they generally lacked the materials, facilities, 

and supplies. 

While one of the main attributes ascribed to Warisata, which was founded by 

Elizardo Pérez in 1931, has been that the school constituted an effort to counter the 

culturally detrimental effects of so-called ‘official schools,’ which were designed to 

annihilate indigenous culture, this cannot be accurate given the above. While 
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politicians and intellectuals of the early twentieth century certainly had envisioned an 

educational system capable of destroying indigenous culture, they had not been able 

to implement such a system. In fact, other than a brief failed experiment with

‘ambulant schools,’ the state simply had not engaged in the construction of schools 

for indigenous communities: it lacked the teachers to serve in such schools, was 

unable to provide supervision for such schools, and could not supply them with 

teaching and learning materials. It is a stretch to think that the indigenous schools 

built and operated by members of the communities themselves served to eradicate 

indigenous culture. 

Moreover, when we consider the goals and principles upon which Warisata 

had been founded, we find that it fell neatly in line with prevailing cultural attitudes 

among urban elites, which regarded the Indians as culturally and mentally deficient. 

The emphasis at Warisata was on instruction that was thought appropriate to 

indigenous mental and cultural idiosyncrasies; the curriculum was structured to 

combat filth, laziness, and vice, and to modernize agricultural production so that these 

communities could eventually contribute to national development. More importantly, 

Warisata had been founded by a long-time ministerial agent (Elizardo Pérez) and was 

funded by the state in a manner that the smaller schools were not, making Warisata 

effectively the first ‘official school’ to be implanted in an indigenous community.

The truly revolutionary aspect of this institution came about as a consequence 

of the fact that its presence in the indigenous community prompted teachers from 

nearby indigenous schools to seek assistance there, and that in order to address this 

apparent need for aid and guidance a decision was made to incorporate those schools 

into the structure of Warisata itself. The result was a truly innovative model that 

became known as the núcleo escolar campesino, in which a central school (escuela 

matriz) was ranked senior to the sectional schools (escuelas seccionales), with the 

former providing the latter with supervision and what supplies it was able to obtain. 

These sectional schools were former autonomous indigenous schools, meaning that 

this model did not provide for the construction of new indigenous schools but rather 

constituted an effective and efficient means for the state to establish control over 

already extant indigenous schools. In addition, the focus on agriculture and rural 

industrialization was intended to ensure that the school could operate with a minimum 
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of funding; its own workshops produced the required furniture and its produce was 

sold to provide revenue independent of state funding. Likewise, their centralized 

nature allowed the school to make very efficient use of the few qualified teachers who 

were willing to work in rural areas, while the school was intended eventually to have 

its own teacher training section.

During the 1930s, as Elizardo Pérez was promoted to officially take charge of 

indigenous education as head of the appropriate directorate within the Ministry of 

Education under the Military Socialist regime (1936–1939), fifteen more of these 

núcleos were created throughout Bolivia, including several in the tropical lowlands, 

where they were used to essentially imprison nomadic tribes in compounds to be 

brutally ‘civilized.’ In highland Bolivia, however, the system expanded to include an 

increasing number of the formerly self-directed indigenous schools. Increasingly, 

these núcleos became a conduit for the exchange of information between the state and 

the indigenous communities, as the schools constituted the first direct state presence 

in the indigenous communities. Thus, they could be used to disseminate information 

about legislation that protected the Indians from exploitation, and to provide other 

services to the communities, as well as to intervene on their behalf in legal and other 

disputes.

In contrast to repeated claims on the part of Elizardo Pérez, who lamented the 

1940s as the downfall of indigenous education—a position adopted by many scholars 

in the absence of serious studies into the further development of indigenous education 

during that period—the facts show that his bitter protestations were rooted more in the 

fact that he was removed from office than from any radical change in the direction of 

indigenous education. His responsibilities were taken over by the Consejo Nacional 

de Educación, a nominally (since its head was also the minister of education and it 

had no separate budget) independent organization in charge of all branches of the 

educational system, which continued to support the existing núcleos and created two 

more until it was abolished in 1944. The true expansion of the nuclear system of 

indigenous education was to come as the result of an intervention by the United States 

of America. 

Between 1946 and 1952, the Cooperative Educational Program (CEP) and the 

Servicio Cooperativo Interamericano de Educación that replaced the CEP in 1948 
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were funded by both the Bolivian and United States governments, the latter providing 

a greater share of funding. The CEP was integrated deeply into the bureaucratic 

structure of the Ministry of Education and, in consultation with that Ministry, 

embarked on a program to incorporate as many of the existing indigenous schools as 

possible within the nuclear system. From 1944 to 1952, the number of extant núcleos

was expanded from eighteen to over seventy, with the number of sectional schools 

rising from 202 in 1945 to 1,026 by 1949. What they thus accomplished was the 

transition from the núcleo as an experimental system running in parallel with 

hundreds of autonomous indigenous schools to a consolidated and coherent system of 

indigenous education. 

During the era of the CNE and the CEP, the services provided by the núcleos

were expanded to the extent that by 1944, these centers had jurisdiction over the 

Indians within their region, allowing them to resolve local disputes over land. 

Furthermore, the núcleos became important centers for basic healthcare, providing 

first aid as well as organizing significant vaccination campaigns, serving tens of 

thousands of Indians. However, many of the fundamental problems remained, as the 

state remained incapable of providing many of even the most basic supplies. Teacher 

training remained relentlessly inadequate, with the majority of teachers even in these 

colleges not having finished elementary school themselves. Even at the end of this 

period, no more than sixteen percent of teachers in indigenous schools had 

qualifications of any kind, the majority of the remainder not having graduated 

elementary school, with obvious detrimental effects on the quality of education. 

Moreover, most of the schools had no adequate facilities, and they also lacked books, 

paper, pencils, desks, chairs, or any of the other materials needed to teach effectively. 

Due to a lack of credible statistics for this period, it is not possible to indicate 

to what extent the schools reduced the illiteracy rate. In essence, the núcleo developed 

at Warisata resolved one pressing issue, namely the prior inability to oversee the 

hundreds of schools operated by indigenous communities, but left most of the other 

equally pressing issues unresolved due to a continued lack of funding and resources. 

Nevertheless, an actual system of indigenous education had been created and it

offered real and tangible services that benefited the communities it served. Moreover, 

the communities welcomed these schools with open arms, clearly understanding the 
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value of education for their communities and equally clearly unconcerned with the 

specter of cultural annihilation that the indigenous school is said to have brought.




