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ABSTRACT 

The Andean country of Bolivia holds a dubious distinction as one of the most 

politically unstable countries in the world.  Throughout its 184-year history, it has had 82 

different rulers or ruling coalitions, and heads of state have routinely arrived at the 

highest office in the land via coups, counter-coups, revolts, and popular protests.  From 

1985 until 2003 Bolivia appeared to buck this trend with five consecutive free and openly 

contested elections.  However, in the year 2000, symptoms of its chronic instability once 

again resurfaced as citizens took to the streets to protest the neoliberal economic policies 

put in place over the previous decade and a half.  A five-year period of sustained defiance 

culminated with landslide victories for anti-neoliberal political parties, and most notably 

the election of President Evo Morales and his political party MAS.  This dissertation 

asks: What is the relation between acts of contentious politics and electoral outcomes?  

Using quantitative and qualitative analysis, I argue that expressions of contentious 

politics have a strong and statistically significant effect on the election of anti-neoliberal 

politicians and parties.  I argue that these informal expressions of defiance both provide 

movement leaders with practical lessons for their candidacies and transform the ways in 

which voters conceptualize elections and their role in them.  

 Staging acts of contentious politics, though, is not a sufficient condition in 

guaranteeing electoral success.  Rather, some long-standing conditions make certain 

movements more successful at the polls than others.  In this dissertation, I contrast the 
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electoral success of the cocaleros in the department of Cochabamba with the 

comparatively weak performance of the kataristas in the department of La Paz.  I argue 

that the coca growers’ union provided them with material and organizational resources 

that gave them distinct advantages on election day.  In contrast, the absence of union 

networks among the kataristas inhibited their success.  I conclude by examining two 

prolonged periods of social unrest: the Water War in Cochabamba (2000) and the Gas 

War in La Paz (2003).  I use these events to illustrate the potent ways that contentious 

politics aids in the development of influential and highly competitive anti-neoliberal 

political parties. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Contentious Politics and the Rise of 
 

Anti-neoliberalism in Bolivia 
 

  

In October of 2003, President Gonzalo “Goni” Sánchez de Lozada was forced to 

resign from office when indigenous Bolivians, along with a broad coalition of students 

and workers, choked off La Paz from the rest of the country.  Food, fuel, and other basic 

necessities were unable to reach the capital city.  The protestors, enraged by the 

government’s plan to export Bolivia’s natural gas to the United States and Mexico via a 

pipeline through Chile, clashed with public security forces.  More than sixty Bolivians 

lost their lives, and hundreds more were injured in the violent confrontation.  The 

majority of the victims were poor and of indigenous descent.  President de Lozada fled to 

the United States, and Vice President Carlos Mesa, his constitutional successor, assumed 

leadership of the country.   

Barely eighteen months after Bolivia’s Guerra del Gas (Gas War), Mesa was 

similarly compelled to resign, as protestors once again rendered the country 

ungovernable.  The streets of La Paz swelled with people and rather than attempt to 

dismantle them, Mesa stepped down from office.  In the preceding years, the country had 

re-engaged in a centuries-old debate as to who controls the natural resources of the state.  

When special elections were held in December of 2005, Bolivians elected Evo Morales, 

the country’s first self-proclaimed indigenous president and an influential social 

organizer, by unprecedented margins.  His party Movement toward Socialism 

(Movimiento al Socialismo - MAS) produced an electoral tidal wave as it simultaneously 

captured seats in the national legislature and won provincial governorships.  Morales’s 
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campaign explicitly opposed the neoliberal orientation of his predecessors, and he 

encouraged his followers to not only vote, but also to take to the streets with their 

political demands.  He pledged to nationalize the country’s natural gas sector and rewrite 

the Bolivian Constitution to dismantle the privileges historically extended to the 

country’s small political, economic, and cultural elite.   

The sequence of events that ushered Morales into office and the tactics that his 

supporters employed are not unique to Bolivia.  In many places in Latin America, and 

particularly in the Andean region, the ability to garner support in the streets is just as, if 

not more important than, receiving it at the polls.  It is striking that a combined thirteen 

different presidents-elect, interim presidents, juntas, and caretakers have governed 

Bolivia and Ecuador in the first decade of the twenty-first century; many rose to or fell 

from office amid intense public pressure.  Elsewhere in Latin America, one could point to 

the mobilizations that spurred a revolving door of Argentinian leaders following the 

country’s economic crises of 2001 and 2002, the debilitating protests that have 

accompanied Haiti’s tenuous transition to democracy, the attempted coup staged by Hugo 

Chávez in Venezuela in 1992, or supporters of Mexico’s left-of-center PRD taking to the 

streets to contest the narrow victory of the right-of-center PAN president-elect in 2006.  

Although these movements vary greatly in terms of their players, strategies, and results, 

common threads do emerge.  Examined collectively, they demonstrate that leadership 

changes are not emanating solely from the ballot box on given dates at regular intervals.  

Instead, informal public referendums on either the regime or its leaders may be held at 

any time, and, unlike the interventions that plagued Latin America in the 1960s and 

1970s, military interests are not at their core.  Politicians are increasingly likely to ascend 
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to office and fall via popular protests and uprisings, staged primarily—although not 

exclusively—by the poor and marginalized.   

These relatively unexplored forms of political participation are both new and old.  

They are new because they open inquiry into direct modes of participation by everyday 

people.  Such participation was generally ignored in the democratic transitions and 

consolidation literature generated in the 1980s and 1990s, which instead focused on 

formal institutional configurations and paid considerably less attention to the roles of 

non-elites.1  Identifying the manifest ways that people participate in democratic politics 

and theorizing the interplay between informal and formal modes of doing so is a new 

endeavor in academic research.   

At the same time, though, twenty-first century mobilization in Latin America 

needs to be contextualized by historic trends.  For centuries, disenfranchised actors have 

protested their conditions using whatever tools they had at their disposal.  During the 

colonial and early republican eras, indigenous peoples rose up against European and 

mestizo (mixed-race) elites to protest their subjugation.2  In the mid-twentieth century, 

labor movements in Latin America were among the most powerful and influential in the 

world.3  And finally, when military regimes seized control of much of the continent in the 

                                                 
1 See Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter, Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Tentative 
Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); Scott Mainwaring, 
Guillermo A. O’Donnell, and J. Samuel Valenzuela, eds., Issues in Democratic Consolidation (University 
of Notre Dame, 1992); Larry Diamond et al., eds., Consolidating the Third Wave Democracies (Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1997). 
2 Erick Langer, Economic Change and Rural Resistance in Southern Bolivia, 1880-1930 (Stanford 
University Press, 1989); Cecilia Méndez, The Plebeian Republic: The Huanta Rebellion and the Making of 
the Peruvian State, 1820-1850 (Duke University Press, 2005); Florencia E. Mallon, Peasant and Nation: 
The Making of Postcolonial Mexico and Peru (University of California Press, 1995); Sergio Serulnikov, 
Subverting Colonial Authority: Challenges to Spanish Rule in Eighteenth-Century Southern Andes (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
3 Ruth Berins Collier and David Collier, Shaping the Political Arena: Critical Junctures, the Labor 
Movement, and Regime Dynamics in Latin America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991); Steven 
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1960s and 1970s, everyday people such as the mothers of the desaparecidos 

(disappeared) in Argentina, miners’ wives in Bolivia, and Catholic organizations in Chile 

pressed the authoritarian regimes for change.4  Thus, it is in many ways not surprising 

that informal political defiance continues to play a prominent role.  Throughout much of 

Latin America, the ability to govern can be made or broken by the climate on the streets. 

I argue that these two modes of political participation, alternatively exercised on 

the streets and at the polls, should not be studied in isolation.  Rather, given that in 

countries such as Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela today’s social mobilizers are 

tomorrow’s elected leaders, they are best understood as two sides of the same coin, and 

as part of a unified political strategy among disenfranchised members of the state.  In this 

dissertation, the central question is: What is the relationship between protests, striking, 

and blockading roads and the formal, institutionalized political process of elections?  I 

hypothesize that the movements that occur on the streets have a strong and measurable 

effect on electoral outcomes.  Specifically, I link the rise of anti-neoliberal politicians and 

parties with an increase in non-institutionalized acts of political defiance.  This 

phenomenon explains why in countries such as Bolivia, Venezuela, and Ecuador there 

has been a surge of anti-neoliberal politicians not aligned with traditional political parties.  

It furthermore contributes to an understanding of why these candidates seek support 

through grassroots organizing and mobilization.  

Bolivia is a fascinating laboratory for studying this relationship.  It holds a 

dubious distinction as one of the most politically unstable countries in the world.  In its 

                                                                                                                                                 
Levitsky and Scott Mainwaring, “Organized Labor and Democracy in Latin America,” Comparative 
Politics 39, no. 1 (October 2006): 21-42. 
4 Arturo Escobar and Sonia E. Alvarez, eds., The Making of Social Movements in Latin America: Identity, 
Strategy, and Democracy (Westview Press, 1992); Susan Eckstein, ed., Power and Popular Protest: Latin 
American Social Movements (University of California Press, 2001).   
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184-year history as an independent state, it has had 82 different rulers or ruling coalitions, 

and heads of state have routinely arrived at the highest office in the land via coups, 

counter-coups, revolts, and popular protests.5  Throughout this time, contentious claims 

against the state have arisen through both formal and informal political channels.  The 

regimes that were able to stay in power the longest were those capable of commanding 

both arenas simultaneously.6  Despite the uncertainty and volatility of Bolivian politics, it 

was widely touted as a democratic success in the 1980s and 1990s: power alternated 

between three political parties via elections, and neoliberal economic reforms were 

enacted.7  Such a transformation was particularly noteworthy given the country’s 

economic and social conditions.  Bolivia is among the poorest of countries in the western 

hemisphere, and the majority indigenous population lags behind whites and mestizos in 

human development indicators such as education, life expectancy, access to healthcare, 

and income by staggering proportions.8   

The relative tranquility of the late 1980s and 1990s, though, was short-lived, and 

at the turn of century, Bolivia’s chronic instability resurfaced.  The advent of the Gas 

War in 2003 was the result of a series of events that had been percolating for years 

throughout the country.  In 2000 and 2001, road blockades halted transportation and 

                                                 
5 Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Anuario Estadistico de Bolivia, 1993 (La Paz: INE, 1994), 43-4; Carlos 
Mesa, Presidentes de Bolivia: Entre Urnas y Fusiles (La Paz: Editorial Gisbert, 1983); Raquel Gutiérrez 
and Álvaro García Linera, “El Ciclo Estatal Neoliberal y Sus Crisis,” in Democratizaciones Plebeyas, ed. 
Raquel Gutiérrez et al. (La Paz: Muela del Diablo, 2002), 12-3. 
6 Laurence Whitehead, “Bolivia and the Viability of Democracy,” Journal of Democracy 12, no. 2 (April 
2001): 10. 
7 Ibid., 6-16; Eduardo A. Gamarra and James M. Malloy, “The Patrimonial Dynamics of Party Politics in 
Bolivia,” in Building Democratic Institutions: Party Systems in Latin America, ed. Scott Mainwaring and 
Timothy R. Scully (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1995). 
8 The conditions of the indigenous in Bolivia are discussed in detail in chapter 2.  For an overview see 
Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Bolivia: Características Sociodemográficas de la Población Indígena (La 
Paz: INE and DFID, 2006). 
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commerce in the altiplano.9  The blockades, staged primarily by Aymara indigenous 

activists, were intended to draw attention to the inferior living conditions of Bolivia’s 

native peoples and protest elected officials’ inattention to their plight.  Also in the year 

2000, east of the altiplano, in the department of Cochabamba, a broad coalition of 

dissenting voices came together to protest water usage policies and costs.  Their actions 

ultimately led to the expulsion of the multinational conglomerate that regulated water 

distribution in the drought-prone region.  Acts of contentious politics, long a part of 

political expression in Bolivia, once again became an important political tool to 

communicate dissatisfaction with elected leaders and their free market policies.  

Dissent, though, was not limited to the realm of social protest and mobilization.  

At the same time, dramatic shifts in voting patterns occurred across the country.  

Bolivia’s three most important political parties, which held an ironclad grip on power 

since 1985, began to lose sizeable portions of the vote.  They were blamed for the 

worsening of economic conditions and criticized for their refusal to address the 

underlying social grievances.  To place things in perspective, the triumvirate of the 

National Democratic Action (Acción Democrática Nacional – ADN), the Movement of 

the Revolutionary Left (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionario – MIR), and the 

National Revolutionary Movement (Movimiento Nacional Revolucionario – MNR) 

garnered a combined 73.38 percent of the presidential vote in 1985; in 2002 this figure 

was reduced to 42.17 percent.  And, by 2005, the MNR was the only party remaining on 

the ballot in general elections, and that year it won just 6.5 percent of the vote 

                                                 
9 The altiplano is the high plateau region that lies within the Andes. It includes the department of La Paz 
south of Lake Titicaca, the department of Oruro, and parts of the department of Potosí.  It is heavily 
populated with people of indigenous descent. 
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nationally.10  The precipitous decline experienced by these three parties was due to the 

emergence of new political actors focused on the creation of a new political, economic, 

and social order in the country.  They wanted to remove the three dominant parties from 

office, reverse the neoliberal economic policies they had put in place over the previous 

two decades, and improve the standing of the country’s poorest, the majority of whom 

were of indigenous descent.  In short, they wanted to enact a twenty-first century 

revolution, made legitimate through the ballot box. 

 
Contentious Politics and the Study of Multiple Political Currencies 
 
 

In this dissertation, I examine the ways that acts of informal defiance have 

changed the face of elected officeholders in Bolivia.  Specifically, I argue that 

expressions of contentious politics have contributed to the election of anti-neoliberal 

politicians and parties in two particular ways.  First, contentious politics provides 

opportunities for network building and practical learning that serve leaders not allied with 

an existing political party well when competing in elections.  In some cases, leaders are 

able to draw upon existing networks, such as unions, while in others, various groups and 

interests may coalesce in an ad hoc fashion and form a new organization oriented toward 

a specific goal.  In either case, movements have spurred new alliances and offer 

individuals a training ground for leadership development.  By engaging in contentious 

politics with the state, future candidates socialize themselves into the political system and 

learn how to negotiate the various formal and informal institutions of the bureaucracy. 

                                                 
10 All results of Bolivian elections cited in this dissertation were obtained from the official records of the 
Corte Nacional Electoral in La Paz, Bolivia.  Many of them are reproduced on its website 
http://www.cne.org.bo  
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Secondly, in countries plagued with legacies of political inequality and exclusion, 

contentious politics highlights a cultural battle in defining the terms of citizenship and 

membership within the state.  As such, it invigorates sectors that have been politically 

dormant and ignored, affecting their decisions when they head to the polls.  Direct or 

indirect participation in contentious politics can galvanize a political awakening when it 

effectively taps into culturally relevant themes.  When social movements are able to 

develop messages that transcend their own particular following and resonate with larger 

segments of the population, they are more likely to see increased support at the polls.  

Experience in contentious politics provides the opportunity to cultivate a sense of unity 

among Bolivia’s fragmented opposition through the use of a common narrative of 

exclusion and defiance. 

The term contentious politics captures the range of actions that are being 

examined in this dissertation.  According to Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles 

Tilly, contentious politics is the “episodic, public, collective interaction among makers of 

claims and their objects when (a) at least one government is a claimant, the object of 

claims, or a party to the claims and (b) the claims would, if realized affect the interests of 

at least one of the claimants.”11  Thus, contentious politics may include rather benign 

tactics such as public meetings, processions, vigils, rallies, demonstrations, and 

petitioning, or more disruptive, confrontational ones such as road blockades, strikes, the 

takeover of government buildings, and riots.  Although these events may be spontaneous 

or planned, they occur episodically, and are therefore qualitatively different than 

elections and other forms of regularly institutionalized political participation and 

                                                 
11 Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 5. 
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expression.  In addition, they are fundamentally public in nature, thereby distinguishing 

them from political appointments, legislative hearings, judicial review, and other arenas 

of political struggle that are typically inaccessible to non-elites.   

 Despite the theoretical lines that divide formal and informal acts of defiance, in 

practice, they are much more challenging to differentiate.  As McAdam, Tarrow, and 

Tilly concede, they often involve similar causal mechanisms, draw upon the same 

political resources, and are characterized by analogous identity-based struggles.12  Thus, 

it is not surprising that most work on indigenous social movements, the demise of 

traditional political parties, and the rise of anti-neoliberalism in the Andean region has 

made little distinction between the various forms of protest that dissident actors adopt.  

The absence of a clear distinction between these modes of defiance is particularly noted 

in the case of Bolivia.  For example, Robert Barr writes, “This electoral trend (the 

downfall of Bolivia’s traditional political parties) is but one manifestation of mounting 

societal discontent in Bolivia.  Another is the virtually continuous cycle of protest.”13  

Barr interprets Bolivia’s high levels of protest and the decline of traditional parties as 

symptomatic of greater societal discontents, but does not delve into the driving 

mechanisms of this relation, nor does he reflect on how the two phenomena may be 

related to each other.  This dissertation seeks to fill this void. 

Studies examining the rise of formal and informal defiance in the Andean region 

of Latin America have generally followed one of three frameworks, alternatively 

emphasizing political process, structure, and identity.  The first approach emphasizes the 

role of domestic political institutions and actors’ response to the political environment.  

                                                 
12 Ibid., 7.  
13 Robert Barr, “Bolivia: Another Uncompleted Revolution,” Latin American Politics and Society 47, no. 3 
(Autumn 2005): 70. 
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These political process theorists argue that the broader political system matters and that 

constraints and opportunities within it either galvanize or inhibit mobilization.  Donna 

Lee Van Cott has adopted this approach most vigorously.  In her article, “Explaining 

Ethnic Autonomy Regimes in Latin America,” she argues that the ability of five 

indigenous movements to secure enhanced political autonomy (and the failure of four 

additional movements to do so) can best be understood as an outcome of favorable 

changes in domestic political institutions.  These changes, which in Van Cott’s study 

included the liberalization of access to decision-making spheres and the emergence of an 

influential ally, determine the success or failure of a particular movement.14  According 

to Van Cott, individual and group outcomes can only be understood within the context of 

the constraining effects of the state.  

 A second strand of analysis turns attention away from the state, and towards 

society. Taking a cue from Marx and Engels, this structural approach argues that people 

will engage in collective action when their social class directly conflicts with another.  

Ultimately, mobilization is driven by conflicts concerning who controls the resources of 

the state.  Despite the discrediting of Marxist theories that accompanied the demise of 

workers’ parties throughout Latin America and the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 

the 1980s and 1990s, elements of structuralism have reincarnated themselves in 

contemporary discourse.  They are most obviously found in works that focus on the 

grievances caused by neoliberalism and the economic reforms that accompanied 

democratization.   For example, although Benjamin Kohl and Linda Farthing note the 

creation of the political opportunities that arose with democratization, as well as the 

                                                 
14 Donna Lee Van Cott, “Explaining Ethnic Autonomy Regimes in Latin America,” Studies in Comparative 
International Development 35, no. 4 (February 2001): 30-58. 
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manifestation of distinctly indigenous elements of identity, their book Impasse in Bolivia 

ultimately concludes that Bolivia’s twenty-first century political and social movements 

both share the common thread of rejecting neoliberalism.15  They recast the old Marxist 

struggle between proletariats and bourgeoisie in the contemporary terms of proponents 

and detractors of neoliberal policy.  In a poverty-stricken country such as Bolivia, where 

GDP per capita hovers around $4,700, inequalities are severe, and clientelism casts a long 

shadow, the locus of analysis is who controls the resources of the state and the inevitable 

clashes between the haves and have-nots. 

 A third approach to understanding twenty-first century political protest in Latin 

America emanates from the new social movement (NSM) literature, which emphasizes 

identity mobilization and cultural framing.  Proponents of the NSM approach maintain 

that movements simply do not arise because of favorable political conditions or macro-

social trends.  Rather, they are purposefully carried out by actors, who are shaped by 

shared understandings of themselves and those around them.  As such, it takes seriously 

the ways that constructed identities mediate between opportunity and action and 

explicitly seeks to differentiate itself from the old, class-based movements of the past.16  

The works of Susan Eckstein and Melina Selverston-Scher highlight how social 

movements are not purely motivated by structural features, but also by conscious 

strategic efforts among groups of people to foster a common narrative of their situation, 

which in turn legitimates and stimulates collective action.  For example, Eckstein argues 

that close cultural ties within a group and a shared history (real or imagined) of 

                                                 
15 Benjamin C. Kohl and Linda C. Farthing, Impasse in Bolivia: Neoliberal Hegemony and Popular 
Resistance (London: Zed Books, 2006). 
16 Jean Cohen, “Rethinking Social Movements,” Berkeley Journal of Sociology 28 (1983): 97-114; Alberto 
Melucci, “The New Social Movements: A Theoretical Approach,” Social Science Information 19 (1980): 
199-226; Alan Scott, Ideology and the New Social Movements (London: Unwin Hyman, 1990). 
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mobilization are likely to enhance the probability of collective action.17  The institutions 

of the state or the nature of intra-society relations are alone incapable of explaining 

mobilization.  Collective action only occurs when there is a collectivity to speak of, and 

the formation of such a community is dependent on the perception of shared ties of 

affinity and experience.  Similarly, when examining the rise of Ecuador’s indigenous 

movement, Selverston-Scher focuses on members’ adhesion to their distinctly indigenous 

identity.  The prime motivator of their movement is indigenous peoples’ insistence on 

citizenship rights that do not force them to abandon any elements of their ethnic 

identity.18  The NSM paradigm emphasizes the processes by which social actors 

constitute collective identities, and how these identities can then serve as a means to 

create democratic spaces for more autonomous action. 

Each of the three aforementioned frameworks, which alternatively emphasize 

formal political institutions, societal cleavages, and cultural identification, offers unique 

and useful insights into the rise of social mobilization and the election of anti-systemic 

politicians and parties in Bolivia.19  As such, elements of each approach are integrated 

into this work.  The process theorists’ attention to formal political institutions draws 

attention to the very real constraints that the state places on participation.  For example, 

in chapter 2, I outline the formal barriers that mobilizers must overcome.  These 

impediments range from clear and decisive acts such as the outlawing of political parties 

                                                 
17 Susan Eckstein, “Power and Popular Protest in Latin America,” in Power and Popular Protest: Latin 
American Social Movements, ed. Susan Eckstein (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 1-60. 
18 Melina Selverston-Scher, Ethnopolitics in Ecuador: Indigenous Rights and the Strengthening of 
Democracy (Coral Gables, FL: North-South Center Press, 2001), 3. 
19 The term “anti-systemic” has been adopted by many scholars of Bolivian politics to refer to the political 
parties that are not allied with the three dominant organizations elected between 1985 and 2002.  The term 
appears in all of the post-2002 work of Donna Lee Van Cott and Robert Barr.  Anti-systemic parties oppose 
the political status quo and resent the neoliberal economic politics instituted under it.  In this dissertation, 
the term is used interchangeably with anti-regime or anti-neoliberal.  A full explanation of the criteria is 
offered in chapter 3. 

 12



 

during authoritarian periods, to more subtle ones such as the enactment of cumbersome or 

discriminatory party registration or voter requirements.  The presence of the latter is a 

reminder that even in times of competitive and participative elections, the state is able to 

determine the contours of participation.  The second framework goes beyond examination 

of the state and delves deeper into society.  In chapters 4 and 5, I examine the ways that 

patterns of land use and social organization dating back to colonial times shape the 

contemporary networks that have developed in their wake.  Some of these networks, I 

argue, are more effective at challenging the neoliberal institutions of the state.  In 

particular, I discuss how the class-based identities characteristic of the 1950s and 1960s 

have resurrected themselves in the contemporary era.  Finally—in a clear nod to the NSM 

literature—I discuss how group identities are formed during times of crisis.  In chapters 6 

and 7, I explore the ways that individuals conceptualize and negotiate their political 

identity during social mobilization and how this, in turn, influences electoral decisions.  

Despite the contributions that can be gleaned from these approaches, all of which 

are readily evident in this work, they collectively suffer from a key weakness: they all 

view formal and informal defiance as driven by a single shared set of external factors.  

Thus, they follow the argument made by Jack Goldstone that social mobilization does not 

replace or stand in for institutionalized party activity, but rather, that the two tend to rise 

and fall together.20  Though Goldstone correctly identifies many organizations’ tendency 

to play on the boundary between the formal and informal—and cites examples ranging 

from nineteenth century French reformers to contemporary members of the religious right 

in the United States—he fails to clearly conceptualize the similarities and differences 

                                                 
20 Jack A. Goldstone, States, Parties, and Social Movements (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 4; Jack 
Goldstone, “More Social Movements or Fewer? Beyond Political Opportunity Structures to Relational 
Fields,” Theory and Society 33 (2004): 336. 
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between these two modes of participation or identify the ties between them. Goldstone 

takes for granted that contentious politics will forge open a new political space for 

disenfranchised actors without seriously examining what that political space looks like or 

how it is likely to affect the options available to those making claims.  

In contrast to Goldstone’s thesis, my hypothesis follows James Scott, who 

examines “everyday” resistance, or the informal acts of defiance that marginalized actors 

pursue to challenge conditions that they consider to be unfair or unjust.  Actors pursue 

these strategies when they are not afforded the opportunity for meaningful participation 

via formalized channels.21  In order to explore this supposition, I conduct an in-depth 

examination of Bolivia, where these forms of resistance range from overt protests, 

blockades, and strikes, to more subtle tactics such as voter absenteeism, the Bolivian 

equivalent of foot-dragging.  As Scott did in his study of peasants in the Malaysian 

village of Sedaka, I argue that these actors should not be dismissed as unsophisticated, 

irrational, or myopic in their political ambitions.  Rather, I seek to explain their 

motivations, tactics, and strategies within the context of a politically democratic, but 

socially and economically excluding state, or, to frame the discussion within the context 

of rights, one where the possession of political rights has not been accompanied by the 

acquisition of social and civil rights.   

In order to fully comprehend the dualistic nature of democracy in Bolivia, as well 

as in many other Latin American countries, formal and informal power structures need to 

be problematized.  Despite the presence of formal democratic institutions in Latin 

                                                 
21 James Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1987). 
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America, these structures are not necessarily the locus of political decision-making.22  As 

Martin Needler notes, political conflict takes place in a variety of arenas and manifests 

itself in many ways.  In inchoate political systems, the dominant arena is the private one 

and political outcomes are determined most often via personal contacts, bribery, 

blackmail, and nepotism.  In contrast, in highly sophisticated systems, state-managed 

institutions such as popular elections, legislative debates, and judicial review are the 

primary mechanisms responsible for laws and public policy.23  In Latin America, where 

political development lies between these two points, the informal, yet highly accessible 

nature of the streets plays an integral role in political processes.  The mere presence of 

formal political rights does not presuppose that political competition and expression will 

only be confined to the corresponding institutional arena.  Furthermore, given the 

vestiges of clientelism and corruption in the region, informal venues can reasonably be 

expected to play prominent roles.  Although the institutions of the executive, legislative, 

and judicial branches are influential, they are not the only inputs into political decision-

making and outcomes.  

Charles Anderson argues that elections, despite the defining role that they play in 

democratic political systems, are just one of many tools that can be utilized to harbor and 

demonstrate power.  Elections, he maintains, are only relevant to those who possess the 

requisite faculties and resources to fully participate in the electoral system.24  Thus, 

certain sectors of the population will likely be excluded due to their economic or social 

backgrounds.  Examples of those who may be excluded in the Bolivian case are those 

                                                 
22 Eckstein, 27-8. 
23 Martin C. Needler, An Introduction to Latin American Politics: The Structure of Conflict (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1977). 
24 Charles W. Anderson, Politics and Economic Change in Latin America: The Governing of Restless 
Nations (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand, 1967). 
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who cannot read, lack the proper identification and documentation to vote, do not have 

access to information explaining the candidates’ and/or parties’ positions, or are 

vulnerable to predatory clientelism because of poverty.  Although elections cannot be 

ignored by anyone seeking to participate in political life, as their outcomes shape the 

institutional arena and define the boundaries of future participation, it is also true that 

those who win elections cannot ignore other influential, yet less formal, manifestations of 

power that may be pursued by those who deem elections to be less authoritative.  As 

Anderson explains, “Elections are but a measure of power and not a means of 

determining who governs.  As a strike may demonstrate the power capability of a labor 

union, or insurrection that of a military faction, so election tests and demonstrates the 

power capability of a political party.”25  Although elections are one important way of 

mobilizing and demonstrating political power, they are not the only one.  An analysis that 

only focuses on elections misses the manifest ways that organizations besides parties flex 

their political might.  

Anderson correctly argues that different power contenders—individuals or groups 

that seek to have their demands implemented through the mechanisms of the state—

utilize different power capabilities.  These alternative forms of political currency can be 

used by power contenders to protest outcomes that they deem illegitimate. The results of 

elections, for example, may not be legitimate in the eyes of a military faction if a 

Communist candidate is elected; they may therefore stage a coup.  Similarly, austerity 

measures and neoliberal restructuring may not be legitimate to the popular sector if these 

reforms make basic necessities unaffordable to them; they may then organize protests.  In 

such cases, members of the military or the popular sector (or, to name a few other power 
                                                 
25 Anderson, 94. 
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contenders, landowners, industrial and commercial elites, religious leaders, labor unions, 

students and intellectuals, multi-national companies, or the indigenous) will demonstrate 

their own power capabilities in order to influence the state.   

Power contenders can become prominent players and important stakeholders in 

the political game in a variety of ways, and as increasingly witnessed in Bolivia and 

elsewhere in Latin America, by staging acts of contentious politics.  Commercial elites 

can lock out their workers, labor unions can declare a general strike, students can draw 

thousands of people to a protest, and peasant groups can blockade a road.  Though voting 

is one power capability, there are other resources at the various contenders’ disposal.  As 

was shown through the Gas War example given at the beginning of this chapter, 

alternative currencies can reverse or supplant elections and call into question which 

power contenders wield the most influence in a political system.  And, as is shown 

throughout the case studies of this dissertation, Bolivia’s dizzying array of collective 

organizations—including independent peasant communities, intellectual activists, 

neighborhood associations, market vendors’ associations, miners’ unions, and coca 

growers’ trade federations—have all boldly staged acts of defiance, especially as their 

interests were threatened by the institutions of Bolivia’s neoliberal political regime.  This 

dissertation explores how groups that have been historically barred from full political 

participation have used informal resource capabilities to advance their interests.  These 

currencies are not simply an expression of dissatisfaction or disagreement with the extant 

political arrangements, but they also function as a tool for achieving more robust, 

meaningful, and effective participation in the formal, democratic arena.  
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Outline of Chapters 
 
 

This dissertation makes two interrelated, yet distinct arguments: one is more 

theoretical in nature, the other more empirical.  The theoretical argument, which is laid 

out in greater detail in chapter 2, applies Anderson’s claims concerning power contenders 

and their capabilities to the Bolivian case.  The analysis is framed by Guillermo 

O’Donnell’s discussion of the “quality of democracy”26 and Terry Lynn Karl’s concept 

of the “fallacy of electoralism.”27  I argue that although elections are a crucial element in 

studying democratic behavior and development, greater attention needs to be paid to the 

many ways that people select, articulate, and legitimize their leaders and preferences.  

Bolivia’s democratic regimes in the 1980s and 1990s inculcated a very thin 

understanding of democracy in the country.  Institutional guarantees created a democratic 

system that although stable, promoted conservative interests and marginalized those of 

the masses.  These preferences appeared not only in the political system, but also the 

economic and social.  As these trends endured, they became more difficult to overcome 

through electoral mechanisms.  A fundamental tension emerged between the virtues of 

democracy extolled by elites and its failure to improve the lives of ordinary citizens.  

Formal political equality was accompanied by deepening economic inequalities and the 

cultural depreciation of Bolivian non-elites, and especially people of indigenous descent.  

This scenario popularized the idea within Bolivia that democracy cannot solely be 

                                                 
26 Guillermo O’Donnell, Jorge Vargas Cullell, and Osvaldo M. Iazzetta, eds., The Quality of Democracy: 
Theory and Applications (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 2004). 
27 See Terry Lynn Karl, “Imposing Consent? Electoralism verses Democratization in El Salvador,” in 
Elections and Democratization in Latin America, 1980-1985, ed. Paul Drake and Eduardo Silva (San 
Diego: Center for Iberian and Latin American Studies and Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies, University of 
California at San Diego, 1986), 9-36; Terry Lynn Karl, “Dilemmas of Democratization in Latin America,” 
Comparative Politics 23 (October 1990): 14-15; and Terry Lynn Karl, “The Hybrid Regimes of Central 
America,” Journal of Democracy 6 (July 1995): 72-86. 

 18



 

understood as a process for selecting leaders: it also has important economic and social 

content.   

The empirical argument in my dissertation examines the ties between two 

variables: contentious politics and the election of anti-neoliberal politicians and parties.  

Chapter 3 uses pooled cross-section time series analysis to quantitatively analyze the 

relation between these variables, and I demonstrate a strong positive and statistically 

significant correlation between contentious politics—measured by an index of strikes, 

blockades, marches, riots, and work-stoppages—and support for anti-systemic 

candidates.  The statistical analysis includes data on Bolivia’s nine departments for the 

combined six municipal and national elections held between 1995 and 2005.   

After establishing a statistically significant relationship between the two variables, 

chapters 4 through 7 examine why it exists. They defend the relationship as causal, rather 

than spurious, and provide insights into the mechanisms that drive it.  In chapters 4 and 5, 

I examine two departments—Cochabamba and La Paz—that are both highly mobilized 

and strongly support anti-neoliberal politicians and parties.  Although these chapters do 

examine some microlevel features (for example, the actions of specific political elites, 

including Evo Morales in Cochabamba and Felipe Quispe in La Paz), the inquiry is 

focused on macro-oriented features such as land distribution, social organization, and 

revolts.  

In these chapters I make two key historically oriented arguments.  First, I 

maintain that modes of land tenure dating back to the colonial era have affected social 

mobilization well into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  In particular, the 

institutionalization of haciendas and other semi-feudal forms of political, economic, and 
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social organization during the colonial period throughout La Paz and Cochabamba made 

these areas ripe for contentious politics in the decades and centuries to come.  Haciendas 

instilled a strong sense of class identity and cohesiveness among their members, which 

later served as the basis for union membership.  In addition, during the mid-twentieth 

century, the state offered strong inducements for the haciendas to unionize, as preferred 

land deeds were given to union members following the 1953 agrarian reform laws.  The 

strength of Bolivia’s unions during the 1950s and 1960s was unparalleled by any other 

Latin American country at the time, as they essentially co-governed with the ruling 

regime.  Though military authoritarianism in the 1970s and neoliberal reforms in the 

1980s substantially weakened unions, I argue that the departments where they have 

historically been the strongest—such as Cochabamba and La Paz—are the regions that 

are primed for staging acts of contentious politics.  Secondly, I argue that revolts in 

particular regions, even those staged centuries before, inspire contemporary defiance.  

Twentieth and twenty-first century mobilizers in La Paz and Cochabamba speak of their 

movements as extensions of those that preceded them. Chapters 4 and 5 introduce a 

historical narrative of contentious politics that continues to be relevant in the twenty-first 

century. 

Though the departments of Cochabamba and La Paz share many common 

features, they also demonstrate considerable variation.  The second parts of chapters 4 

and 5 provide in-depth case studies of two different movements: the katarista movement 

in La Paz and the cocalero movement in Cochabamba.  These movements are not 

representative of the department in the aggregate: they instead represent mid-sized 

networks of individuals within it.  Both movements utilized tactics such as road 
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blockades, protests, and marches, and both created political parties aimed at overturning 

the existing policies of the state.  Yet, the cocaleros successfully transformed their social 

movement into a formidable political party, while the kataristas did not.  These diverging 

outcomes are a reminder that contentious politics does not automatically lead to the 

creation of anti-regime parties, but rather, other factors are at play.   

Drawing on the previous historical analysis, I argue that the absence of unions in 

the katarista base communities (rather than being converted into haciendas during the 

colonial period, these lands remained as independent indigenous communities called 

ayllus) posed a substantial hurdle to their movement.  Absent unions, they lacked the 

experience of negotiating with the bureaucracy of the state and did not possess clear 

procedures for handling internal tension and conflict.  The result was a highly 

disorganized, inexperienced, and splintered political party.  In contrast, the cocaleros 

were able to draw upon their rich organizational experience in unions to create a highly 

structured, disciplined, and knowledgeable party.  Though contentious politics provides 

opportunities for political learning and leadership training, absent past organizational 

experience, movements are at a severe disadvantage.         

Secondly, drawing on the theme of political identity, the kataristas were unable to 

frame their political claims in a way that transcended their own membership.  They were 

unable to draw in a broader coalition of actors because the narratives that they 

constructed were narrow and irrelevant to larger sectors of the population.  The kataristas 

appeared divisive to those outside of their own group.  The cocaleros, in contrast, were 

much more successful at framing their message in a way that resonated with individuals 

outside their own enclaves.  While the katarista movement was unable to convince voters 
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why the interests of Aymara indigenous activists in rural Bolivia were important to the 

country as a whole, the cocaleros deftly framed their interest—the right to cultivate coca 

in Cochabamba’s Chapare region—as one of national relevance. 

Chapters 4 and 5 specifically emphasize how macro-historical features and cross-

cultural cleavages drive contentious politics and party formation.  They focus on the 

institutions of the state and the structure of society.  Chapters 6 and 7, in contrast, 

examine the attitudes, beliefs, and identities of individuals.  Looking at the Water War in 

Cochabamba (2000) and the Gas War in La Paz (2003), these chapters examine the 

interplay between individual choices and aggregate voting patterns.  They draw on 

interviews conducted with residents of Cochabamba and La Paz during these 

mobilizations and examine how participation in contentious politics affects electoral 

decision-making calculations.  Fieldwork for the empirical chapters was conducted in 

Bolivia from September to December 2006 and June to August 2007.   

The concluding chapter widens the theoretical and empirical content of the 

debate.  It first brings the analysis back to the level of the state, and discusses how the 

findings of the previous chapters can be applied to the country of Bolivia as a whole.  The 

analysis is framed by tensions between Bolivia’s highlands (including La Paz and 

Cochabamba, among other departments) and its lowlands.  Inhabitants of the lowlands 

benefited the most from the neoliberal regimes of the 1980s and 1990s and are therefore 

the most animate opponents of the government headed by Evo Morales and his party 

MAS.  Although the lowlands have traditionally been tranquil, especially in comparison 

to the restive altiplano, pro-market anti-Morales organizations have been forming and 

mobilizing in the streets.  These new expressions of contentious politics have included 
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agro-business owners in Santa Cruz driving their farm equipment into the regional capital 

to protest land redistribution; students in Sucre defending the right to private education, 

perceived to be under assault by the Morales regime; and violent counter-attacks on 

indigenous protestors allegedly funded by the prefect of the department of Pando and 

other conservative civil society groups.  The presence of these organizations provides an 

interesting avenue for future inquiry, as they demonstrate what happens to deposed 

groups that seek to regain their previous stature.  As Jan Knippers Black notes:  

The street arena is employed not only by nonelites on the way up, but by elites 
who fear that they are on the way down.  When elites in a more highly developed 
constitutional system begin to feel that their interests are threatened by electoral 
and other constitutional processes, they will use the street arena—the provocation 
of highly visible ‘instability’—along with other arenas in preparing the way for 
counterrevolution.28   

 
Throughout much of Bolivia, the right has begun to mimic the tactics of the left, since 

they now find themselves in the political minority.   

The final chapter concludes by discussing cross-national research design.  The 

point of departure is the election of anti-neoliberal regimes in Venezuela, Ecuador, and 

Bolivia in the 1990s and first decade of 2000.  I discuss the election of Presidents Rafael 

Caldera (Venezuela 1994-99), Hugo Chávez (Venezuela 1999-2009), Evo Morales 

(Bolivia 2006-09), Lucio Gutiérrez (Ecuador 2003-05) and Rafael Correa (Ecuador 2007-

09) in comparative perspective.  All ran on a campaign of anti-neoliberalism, though the 

rhetoric of Caldera and Gutiérrez was much stronger than their actions upon assuming 

office.  In this final section, I conduct a plausibility probe into the common variables 

                                                 
28 Jan Knippers Black, “Participation and Political Process: The Collapsible Pyramid,” in Latin America: Its 
Problems and Its Promise, ed. Jan Knippers Black (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1998), 207. 
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across all five cases.29  In particular, I propose that contentious politics paired with a 

political crisis facilitated election of these politicians.  Though it only briefly sketches out 

these conditions, I believe the results warrant more rigorous testing in subsequent 

research.  The experience of these three Andean countries can lend greater insight into 

the puzzles associated with the rise of the left in Latin America and the roles that political 

institutions, social cleavages, political crises, and mobilization play in regime change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                 
29 A plausibility probe consists of “loose and inconclusive, but suggestive tests,” aimed at determining 
“whether potential validity may reasonably be considered great enough to warrant the pains and costs of 
testing.”  Harry Eckstein, “Case Study and Theory in Political Science,” in Handbook of Political Science, 
ed. Fred Greenstein and Nelson Polsby (Addison Wesley Longman Publishing Co., 1975), 108-09. 
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Chapter 2 
 

The State of Democracy in Bolivia:  
 

Theory and Practice 
 
 

Electoral democracy is in essence a liberal democracy that we have lived with 
since the universal vote was established in the 1952 revolution.  Many of our 
brothers have expressed the logic of vandalism and clientelism of the campesino 
vote.  It’s not a vote of conscience, but I will vote for whatever party gives me 
rice, chuños, cherries, wheelbarrows…The politics of the right (that dominated 
Bolivian politics from 1985-2005) are the ‘Pepsi Cola-ization’ of politics.  
Simply, they pitch an image, but without a program.  They pitch a good song but 
not a vision of the country.  They give noodles but don’t give alternatives to the 
oligarchy.30 

—Eduardo, Resident of El Alto, Bolivia 
 
 

The speaker quoted above raises concerns that echo those of many other 

Bolivians.  Despite the establishment of the universal vote in 1952, democracy in Bolivia 

leaves much to be desired.  He raises four specific critiques of Bolivian democracy: it is 

electoral, liberal, clientelistic, and lacks a coherent program.  This chapter elucidates 

these criticisms and explains why they are problematic.  In short, the speaker, like many 

other Bolivians, finds fault with the state’s emphasis on elections as the sole criteria of 

democracy and is troubled by the government’s inattention to social and economic issues.  

Second, he finds liberal democracy to be inappropriate for Bolivia. Liberal or 

representative democracy articulates citizens’ interests through the decisions of elected 

officials and favors individual rights.31  It stands in contrast to direct democracy, where 

people make the decisions themselves through referenda, community meetings, and 

                                                 
30 Eduardo, interview, El Alto, Bolivia, July 2007. 
31 Larry Diamond, “Is the Third Wave Over?” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 3 (1996): 23-4. 
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citizen initiatives.32  Thirdly, he points to the predatory client-patron relations that have 

manipulated the vote of the indigenous and poor.  And finally, he notes how politicians 

and parties are more concerned with getting and staying in power than promoting a 

meaningful program to improve the political, economic, and social conditions of the 

country.   

This chapter explores the state of democracy in Bolivia both on the level of the 

regime (i.e. its political component) and as it is experienced by the people.  As such, it 

probes much more deeply into the nature of state-society relations than typically found in 

democratic assessments.  The analysis is embedded within a broader examination of 

democratic theory, and, in particular, that of democratic transitions and consolidation.  

Building on the themes introduced in chapter 1, it probes two interrelated issues: the 

fallacy of electoralism and the quality of democracy. 

Terry Lynn Karl defines the fallacy of electoralism as “privileging elections over 

all other dimensions of democracy.”33  She challenges the idea that elections are the sole 

benchmark of a democratic polity and points out that even during competitive, multiparty 

elections, a sizable portion of the population may be informally or formally blocked from 

advancing or defending their interests.  A corollary of Karl’s thesis is that democratic 

participation may manifest itself in ways that are more participatory and less liberal or 

representative than anticipated in procedural understandings of democracy.  In other 

words, democratic participation consists of more than casting one’s vote on a given 

election day.  Rather, forms of participation encompass a much broader array of 

                                                 
32 Russell J. Dalton, Wilhelm P. Burklin, and Andrew Drummond, “Public Opinion and Direct 
Democracy,” Journal of Democracy 12, no. 4 (2001): 142 
33 Terry Lynn Karl, “The Fallacy of Electoralism,” in The International Encylcopedia, ed. Richard Rose 
(Washington DC: Congressional Quarterly Press, 2000), 95-6. 
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activities.  Rallies, strikes, protests, marches, and other forms of collective action are all 

more direct forms of participation.  Though many democracies in Latin America lack the 

institutions to effectively deal with this dissent,34 the informal modes of defiance 

highlight the inability of elections alone to serve as a forum for articulating and defending 

citizen preferences. 

The fallacy of electoralism responds directly to the research project of the 

transitologists, a group of scholars that came together in the early 1980s to discuss the 

transition from authoritarianism in southern Europe and Latin America.  During these 

transitions, the foremost goal was establishing electoral regimes, even at the expense of 

other economic or social goods.35  Priority, therefore, was given to securing free and fair 

elections, universal adult suffrage, secret ballots, and partisan competition, rather than 

addressing the underlying social and economic grievances that would later haunt the 

regimes.  As reformers would come to learn, though, such an excluding region is 

inherently unstable, as over time the tension between political democracy and the 

country’s economic and social conditions can cause it to fracture. 

As one authoritarian regime after another fell in Latin America, the focus shifted 

to democratic consolidation,36 even as it remained theoretically and practically unclear at 

what point a state had completed its transition and entered the consolidation phase.37  

Democratic consolidation occurred, according to the oft-cited words of Juan Linz and 

                                                 
34 See Dietrich Rueschemeyer, “Addressing Inequality,” Journal of Democracy 15 (October 2004); Arturo 
Valenzuela, “Latin American Presidencies Interrupted,” Journal of Democracy 15 (October 2004). 
35 O’Donnell and Schmitter, 14. 
36 See Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1991); Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan, “Toward Consolidated Democracies,” 
Journal of Democracy 7, no. 2 (April 1996): 14-33; Ben Ross Schneider, “Review: Democratic 
Consolidations: Some Broad Comparisons and Sweeping Arguments,” Latin American Research Review 
30, no. 2 (1995): 215-34. 
37 Thomas Carothers, “The End of the Transitions Paradigm,” Journal of Democracy 13, no. 1 (2002): 7. 
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Alfred Stepan, when democracy was “the only game in town.”38  Following in the vein of 

the transitologists, the literature on consolidation emphasized formal political criteria.  

Popular topics included parliamentarianism verses presidentialism or party systems.39  

These analyses focused on the institutions of the state and said comparatively little on the 

ways that they impacted society.  As Linz and Stepan acknowledged in their work, 

“Consolidation does not necessarily entail either a high-quality democracy or a high-

quality society.”40  To Linz and Stepan, the process of consolidation could be understood 

in isolation from the ways that institutional arrangements affected citizens.  Thus, the 

mere fact that political democracies endured was accepted as evidence that they were 

consolidated, regardless of the fact that public satisfaction with democracy often 

remained quite low. 

Inquiry into the quality of democracy in Latin America is a relatively recent 

endeavor.  It has become more pressing though as Latin Americans’ satisfaction with 

democracy is frustratingly low,41 and there have been no less than eighteen presidential 

crises in the region between 1978 and 2008.42  The consolidation literature offers little 

analytical traction to explain why support is low or how it affects political stability.  

Better metrics of democratic performance need to be developed in light of the fact that 

policies such as decentralization and deregulation, typically understood as positive 

                                                 
38 Linz and Stepan, 15. 
39 See Juan J. Linz and Arturo Valenzuela, eds., The Failure of Presidential Democracy: The Case of Latin 
America (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994); Scott Mainwaring and Timothy R. Scully, eds., Building 
Democratic Institutions: Party Systems in Latin America (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996).  
40 Linz and Stepan, 30. 
41 From 1995 to 2008, the percentage of Latin Americans satisfied or very satisfied with democracy has 
oscillated between a low of 25 percent in 2001 and a high of 41 percent in 1997.  In 2008, the statistic stood 
at 37 percent.  Latinobarómetro, Informe 2008 (Santiago, Chile: Latinobarómetro, 2008), 108. 
http://www.latinobarometro.org/docs/INFORME_LATINOBAROMETRO_2008.pdf 
42 Ibid., 8.  

 28

http://www.latinobarometro.org/docs/INFORME_LATINOBAROMETRO_2008.pdf


 

indicators by consolidation theorists, could actually undermine democratic stability.43  

Ignoring the social effects of well-intentioned policies potentially poses a greater threat to 

democratic viability in Latin America’s post-authoritarian era than the militaries that 

assumed control in the past. 

 In the twenty-first century, there have been more attempts to understand the 

quality of democracy as both an independent and dependent variable.  First, various 

frameworks have attempted to assess the quality of democracy in any given country.  For 

example, Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino identified eight dimensions that may be 

used to identify the quality of a particular democratic regime.  Their variables 

alternatively emphasized procedures (rule of law, participation, competition, and 

accountability), substance (“respect for civil and political freedoms and the progressive 

implementation of greater political [and underlying it, social and economic] equality”), 

and responsiveness (the ways that citizens’ demands are reflected in public policy).44  

Their analysis extended beyond the procedural concept of polyarchy offered by Robert 

Dahl45 by acknowledging the civil and social rights that influence all other aspects of a 

political regime.  Guillermo O’Donnell continued on this theme by explicitly 

emphasizing the multi-faceted nature of democratic citizenship.  O’Donnell 

acknowledged that regimes in Latin American are political democracies and that their 

citizens at least in principle hold political rights.  The quality of democracy problem, 

                                                 
43 Laurence Whitehead, “Notes on Human Development, Human Rights, and Auditing the Quality of 
Democracy,” in The Quality of Democracy: Theory and Applications, ed. Guillermo O’Donnell, Jorge 
Vargas Cullell, and Osvaldo M. Iazzetta (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), 182. 
44 Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino, “An Overview,” Journal of Democracy 15, no. 4 (October 2004): 
20-31. 
45 A polyarchy, according to Dahl, is a regime characterized by inclusiveness and public contestation.  A 
state is a polyarchy if it is democratic at the level of the regime.  The concept does not assume any 
socioeconomic results.  Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1972). 
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though, stems from the denial of basic social and civil rights.  He cited widespread 

poverty and inequality as evidence of the absence of fully developed social rights, and the 

prevalence of state-sponsored and private violence and lack of access to state agencies 

and courts as violations of civil rights.46  In order to assess the quality of democracy in a 

country, one must move beyond the level of the regime. 

After such an assessment is made, the next logical step for the research agenda is 

to understand how the quality of democracy affects specific outcomes.  This chapter 

begins to push the scholarship in that direction by demonstrating how the attenuated 

quality of democracy in Bolivia—and especially the incomplete nature of political, civil, 

and social rights—provided a fertile ground for acts of contentious politics.  In this 

chapter, I begin by exploring Bolivia’s democratic transition to democracy.  I then 

continue by examining the quality of democracy in Bolivia during the period known as 

democracía pactada (pacted democracy), which occurred between 1985 and 2003.47    

Though the creation of various pacts (or governing coalitions) encouraged democratic 

endurance during this period, it did little to promote the economic and social 

                                                 
46 Guillermo O’Donnell, “Human Development, Human Rights, and Democracy,” in The Quality of 
Democracy: Theory and Applications, ed. Guillermo O’Donnell, Jorge Vargas Cullell, and Osvaldo M. 
Iazzetta (University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), 46. 
47 The term pacted democracy conveys a unique meaning in Bolivia that differs from the one found 
throughout the transitologists’ literature.  Adam Przeworksi defines political pacts as: “Agreements among 
leaders of political parties [or proto-parties] to (1) divide government offices among themselves 
independent of election results, (2) fix basic policy orientations, and (3) exclude and, if need be, repress 
outsiders.” Adam Przeworski, Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern 
Europe and Latin America (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 90.  The 1958 Venezuelan pact 
at Punto Fijo is a paradigmatic example of this type of arrangement, as is Colombia’s democratic transition.  
In the case of Bolivia, when academics, journalists, and other commentators use the term pacted 
democracy, they are referring to the political coalitions that parties formed beginning in 1985 in order to 
guarantee the passage of neoliberal economic reforms.  A list of the various pacts that governed Bolivia is 
presented in Tabe 2.1. As is explained in chapter 2, Bolivia’s democratic transition was not pacted in the 
same sense as that of Venezuela and Colombia.  Rather, the military regime collapsed.  Guillermo 
O’Donnell, “Introduction to the Latin American Cases,” in Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Latin 
America, ed. Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1987), 5-8. 
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improvements necessary for democratic consolidation.  During this period, I analyze the 

status of the most marginalized sectors’ political, social, and civil rights.  I conclude by 

arguing that the establishment of polyarchy—a political democracy accompanied by 

certain rights and freedoms related to competition and participation—does not guarantee 

democratic longevity.  To the contrary, inattention to more robust political, civil, and 

social criteria can hinder a regime’s democratic maturation, perhaps even at the expense 

of some of the distinctly political democratic institutions.  

 
Political Liberalization and the Creation of Democracía Pactada in Bolivia 
 
 

The transitologists explicitly privileged elections over alternative forms of 

political participation and argued that political democracy (narrowly understood here as 

the holding of elections, and alternatively referred to as electoral democracy, democratic 

regime, or polyarchy) took precedence over other economic or social goods.  This 

tradeoff was successful at creating varying degrees of electoral regimes throughout Latin 

America (with the exception of Cuba), although in many cases it was much less 

successful at providing citizens with representative choices, ameliorating gross 

inequalities of resources and opportunity, or enshrining any sense of unity among those 

who cast their ballots together.  Its shortcomings were especially acute in countries with 

divisive ethno-racial cleavages, underdeveloped economies, and legacies of political 

instability.   

Bolivia’s transition to democracy began in the late 1970s, as social pressures 

mounted against the technocratic regime of General Hugo Banzer (1971-78), and the call 

for elections amplified.  Following the general framework offered by the transitologists, 
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liberalization began because internal forces demanded a change in the existing political 

rules in order to guarantee the rights of individuals and groups.48  Opponents of the 

authoritarian regime emanated from three sectors of society: workers; middle-class 

nationalists; and the country’s economic elite.49  Economic elites had lost faith in 

authoritarian rule and were increasingly concerned about Banzer’s unpredictability and 

his tendency to adopt extreme positions and tactics.  They believed that their interests 

could be better served through competitive civilian elections and that by drawing upon 

moderates in urban and rural areas, a center/center-right coalition could be democratically 

elected.  Middle class nationalists, like Bolivia’s economic elites, also recognized that 

Banzer was suffering from an extreme lack of legitimacy.  His failed negotiations with 

Chile to grant landlocked Bolivia access to the Pacific discredited him in the eyes of the 

pro-Bolivian nationalists who had previously lent him their support.  Finally, workers—

who were never an ally of the military regime—realized that Banzer must be forced to 

step down as they witnessed first-hand the ratcheting up of violence against the popular 

sector.50   

Despite Banzer’s attempts to repress unrest, throughout the 1970s it became 

increasingly difficult to do so.  Opposition to the regime stemmed from the country’s 

miners, long considered one of the most militant and politically active organizations in 

                                                 
48 O’Donnell and Schmitter, 6. 
49 Herbert Klein, Bolivia: The Evolution of a Multi-ethnic Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1982), 262.  
50 Although nationalistic forces were the primary motivator, international forces were not completely 
irrelevant. The election of United States President Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) portended the end of the tacit 
(and at times explicit) support American leaders lent to the authoritarian regimes of the 1960s and 1970s 
through his emphasis on human rights.  René Mayorga, “Bolivia’s Democracy at the Crossroads,” in The 
Third Wave of Democratization in Latin America: Advances and Setbacks, ed. Frances Hagopian and Scott 
P. Mainwaring (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 151. 
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Bolivian society.51  Banzer’s attempts to quell miner radicalization through the 

installation of armed troops at mine heads did not deter strikes and other forms of 

political expression, and by early 1976, strikes reached the national level and forced the 

country into a state of paralysis.  Banzer responded by closing the universities and 

curbing individual and group civil rights.  Instead of strengthening his grip on power, 

though, the suspension of rights further discredited Banzer’s regime.  Though he had 

once derived some legitimacy from his management of the economy, by the mid-1970s 

Banzer could only stay in power through the use of force.  As the country teetered on the 

verge of truly catastrophic crisis, Banzer had no choice but to call for elections in 1978, 

two years ahead of the official timeline.  As Guillermo O’Donnell observed, the country 

was “literally precipitated into democracy.”52 

The call for early elections was not enough, though, to satisfy the demands of the 

regime’s opponents, who sought the amnesty of the 348 union and political leaders that 

were in exile abroad.53  The final blow to the precarious regime was issued in December 

1977, when miners’ wives initiated a hunger strike.  The strike, which received 

immediate support from the Catholic Church, soon grew to include over one thousand 

individuals from across the country.  Although the strike was little more than token 

opposition, given the restrictive political environment under General Banzer and the 

outlawing of all political activities, it represented one of the strongest acts of resistance 

by the most vulnerable sectors of society.  It furthermore demonstrated the effectiveness 

                                                 
51 The crucial role of the miners in the 1952 Bolivian Revolution is discussed in chapter 4; all of the 
empirical chapters relate how the legacy of miners has molded more contemporary mobilization. 
52 O’Donnell, “Introduction to the Latin American Cases,” 8. 
53 Klein, Bolivia: The Evolution, 262. 
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of acts of contentious politics as a political tool, a trend that would become ingrained in 

Bolivian society.54    

The fraudulent elections that were eventually held in 1978 did little to stabilize or 

democratize the country, and a different military faction soon seized control of the 

government.  From January 1978 until October 1982, Bolivians endured two provisional 

civilian governments, three military governments, two failed and countless thwarted 

elections, and four coups.55  In the latter two years, a particularly violent and repressive 

form of military authoritarianism came to power.  Its leaders were less concerned about 

the preservation and prestige of the armed forces than they were motivated by their desire 

for complete control of Bolivia’s narcotics trade.56  Their abuses were so severe that by 

1982 a unified opposition formed against the regime, and in October of that year, it was 

forced to recognize the results of a 1980 election.  Hernán Siles assumed the presidency 

as the head of the Democratic Popular Union (Union Democrática y Popular – UDP), a 

coalition of center and center-left parties that was led by Siles’s Leftist National 

Revolutionary Movement (Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario de Izquierda – 

MNRI), the Bolivian Communist Party (Partido Comunista de Bolivia – PCB), and the 

MIR, headed at the time by Jaime Paz Zamora.  All were united by nationalist and anti-

military sentiments.   

To the surprise of the parties of the right, the UDP also included a formidable 

indigenous voting bloc.  During the early authoritarian period, many indigenous and 

union leaders sought refuge in Salvador Allende’s Chile (1970-73), while others were 

                                                 
54 Henry Baldemor Chavez, interview by author, Santa Cruz, Bolivia, November 7, 2006. 
55 Mayorga, “Bolivia’s Democracy at the Crossroads,” 151. 
56 Laurence Whitehead, “Bolivia’s Failed Democracy, 1977-1980,” in Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: 
Latin America, ed. Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 67. 
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forcibly exiled to other countries. While abroad, the two groups found common ground in 

their fight for greater inclusion and pledged mutual cooperation once they were allowed 

back in Bolivia.  The pro-military parties were caught flat-footed when indigenous 

groups pledged support to the UDP and not to the military as they had in the past.57  

Despite the military governments’ land redistribution policies and the bitterness that 

many indigenous groups harbored to the policies of previous democratically elected 

workers’ parties, Bolivia’s indigenous population coalesced around the UDP alliance.58 

Although the return to civilian rule in 1982 was celebrated with a wave of 

optimism and an explosion of participation, the economic realities of Bolivia at the time 

could not be ignored.  While in office, Siles faced mounting pressures from 

hyperinflation (by 1985 it toppled 25,000 percent59), an opposition-controlled Congress, 

and a restive military.  He was held captive by the Bolivian Workers Central (Central 

Obrera Boliviana – COB), which received strong support from the people.60  Tension 

also rose within the leader’s own cabinet.  Vice President Jaime Paz Zamora provided 

little more than a façade of support to the regime, even entertaining the opposition’s plan 

of staging a congressionally sanctioned “constitutional coup.”61  Siles’s eventual 

dismissal from the presidency occurred when elections were held one year early in 1985, 

and Victor Paz Estenssoro was elected to serve as president.  The 1985 elections were 

                                                 
57 The clientelistic ties between the military and the peasantry during the authoritarian period are discussed 
in detail in chapter 4. 
58 Klein, Bolivia: The Evolution, 263. 
59 Mayorga, “Bolivia’s Democracy at the Crossroads,” 152. 
60 During the UDP’s reign, the COB was viewed by most Bolivians as the most steadfast opponent of 
authoritarianism and the strongest advocate for democracy in the country. Enrique Ibanez Rojo, “The UDP 
Government and the Crisis of the Bolivian Left, 1982-1985,” Journal of Latin American Studies 32, no. 1 
(February 2000): 177-78 
61 Eduardo Gamarra, “Facing the Twenty-First Century: Bolivia in the 1990s,” in Deepening Democracy in 
Latin America, ed. Kurt Von Mettenheim and James M. Malloy (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
1998), 72-3. 
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crucial for setting the political landscape that would come to dominate the country for the 

next two decades. 

                                                

Ironically, one of Paz Estenssoro’s first tasks was to dismantle the MNR’s policy 

of state-led development that he had put in place when he previously served as president 

in the 1950s.  He replaced this strategy with a series of economic reforms including 

commercial opening, the free movement of capital, and non-protectionism.  These 

reforms were collectively known as the New Economic Policy (Nueva Política 

Economica – NPE).  The MNR of the 1950s had nationalized key mining enterprises; the 

same party forty years later was privatizing them.  Over the course of seven years, the 

Bolivian economy transformed from one of the most closed in Latin America (as 

measured by tariff levels) to one of its most open.62  The results of these reforms were 

equally dramatic: five-digit hyperinflation decreased to 3 percent within two years, 

average growth rates hovered around 4 percent in the 1990s, and foreign direct 

investment and exports increased.63   

The passage of NPE was guaranteed by a legislative coalition comprised of 

members of the MNR and ADN.  The ADN was a new party founded by former 

President Banzer during the early transition years.  Upon leaving office, Banzer distanced 

himself from the military and eventually legitimated himself as a serious contender for 

political office in the new democratic era.  His support emanated from private mining 

elites in the altiplano, the commercial agriculturalists of Santa Cruz, and a growing 

faction of the army that realized their personal and institutional interests were best served 

by abandoning the authoritarian tactics of the past and capturing political power through 

 
62 Rhys Jenkins, “Trade Liberalization in Latin America: The Bolivian Case,” Bulletin of Latin American 
Research 16, no. 3 (1997): 308. 
63 Mayorga, “Bolivia’s Democracy at the Crossroads,” 152. 
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open electoral competition.64  Through their alliance, known as the Pact for Democracy, 

the MNR and ADN were able to isolate MIR, the party furthest to the left, and quickly 

and efficiently pass legislation.65 

Perhaps the biggest surprise of Paz Estenssoro’s presidency was the passage of 

Supreme Decree 20160 just twenty-three days into his tenure.  The decree privatized the 

state’s mines and dismantled the Mining Corporation of Bolivia (Corporación Minera de 

Bolivia – COMIBOL), dismissing (or “relocalizing”) 20,000 miners in the process.66  

Union protests were quickly extinguished and leaders of the left were forced into 

temporary exile.67  Popular organizations and unions were demobilized, effectively 

curtailing Bolivian civil society and stifling opportunities for non-electoral popular 

participation.  Absent the strong organized labor movement, left-wing political parties 

entered a period of retreat that lasted two decades.  The Bolivian governments from 1985 

until 2003, and especially those headed by the MNR, pursued a neoliberal economic plan 

that was similarly espoused by other Latin American leaders such as Carlos Menem in 

Argentina, Alberto Fujimori in Peru, Carlos Salinas de Gortari in Mexico, Fernando 

Collor de Bello in Brazil, and Luis Alberto Lacalle in Uruguay.68   

Clearly, NPE had important economic dimensions.  However, it also had socio-

political implications affecting who would govern the country and how they would do it.  

NPE conceded the failure of state populism and stressed the need for neoliberalism.  The 

tool for accomplishing this would be through alliances among the three major parties.  

                                                 
64 Klein, Bolivia: The Evolution, 270. 
65 Gamarra, “Facing the Twenty-First Century,” 75. 
66 Pablo Stefanoni and Hervé Do Alto, Evo Morales: De la coca al Palacio: Una Oportunidad para la 
Izquierda Indígena (Bolivia: Maltesta, 2006), 46. 
67 Gamarra and Malloy, 414. 
68 Luis Maira, “Dilemas internos y espacios internacionales en el gobierno de Evo Morales,” Nueva 
Sociedad 209 (2007): 70. 
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NPE was so universally accepted by the MNR, MIR, and ADN that in the 1989 elections 

all pledged to uphold it, regardless of who would assume power.69  As Eduardo Gamarra 

found: 

The Pact for Democracy established a precedent for Bolivian democracy.  After 
1985 it became plainly evident that to win elections and to govern, all political 
parties must seek lasting coalitions.  This pattern has been fundamental for 
Bolivian democracy as all actors have accepted the rules of the game and fathom 
no other alternative.  This is clearly a major development in a country where until 
the early 1980s the major vehicle for political change was the military coup.70 

 
Having endured the hardships of military rule and economic disaster and witnessed the 

country’s remarkable revival, the three parties coalesced around the themes of 

representative democracy and a market economy.  Through this agreement or pact, they 

could ensure their own political survival and mitigate the possibility that the leftist 

policies that governed the country during the UDP regime would never resurrect 

themselves.  

The need to develop political pacts arose in part because of Article 90 of the 

Bolivian Constitution.  Under Article 90, all eligible Bolivians voted in the first round of 

elections for the presidential party’s ticket.  If no candidate garnered more than fifty 

percent of the popular vote, then a second round vote, consisting of the top finishers, was 

sent to Congress.  Negotiations continued until a winner was agreed upon by the 

legislature.71   Although dating back to the Constitution of 1851, the article did not pose 

much of a problem during Bolivia’s previous democratic days; prior to the 1980s, 

                                                 
69 Gamarra and Malloy, 414-5. 
70 Gamarra, “Facing the Twenty-First Century,” 75. 
71 Article 90 was amended in Bolivia’s 2009 Constitution.  Starting with the December 2009 elections, the 
first and second round votes will be determined by the people. 
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Congress had only selected the president on a handful of occasions.72  When the political 

system liberalized in the late 1970s and early 1980s, though, there was an explosion of 

participation.  Lenient electoral laws set low thresholds for party registration, and over 

seventy new parties registered.73  The emergence of many small parties and three 

powerful ones created considerable challenges for naming a president.   

First, the necessity of backroom dealing among legislators during the second 

round negotiations made party platforms inconsistent at best and ideologically bankrupt 

at worst.  The incoherencies of this system became glaring in the 1989 elections.  In a 

close three-way vote, Sánchez de Lozada of the center-left MNR won the popular vote, 

with Banzer of the conservative ADN coming in second place and Paz Zamora of the 

left-wing MIR coming in third.  Paz Zamora had been an outspoken opponent of the 

Banzer dictatorship both while in exile and while serving as vice president of the UDP 

coalition government.  He was jailed by Banzer’s regime in the 1970s, and his face was 

still scarred by burns that were a result of a mysterious plane crash that occurred while he 

was campaigning for the highly contested 1980 elections.74  However, after a three-

month standoff in Congress, Paz Zamora entered a political pact with Banzer known as 

the Patriotic Accord.  In exchange for the presidency, ADN received ten of seventeen 

cabinet-level positions, including the vice presidency and the ministry of finance.75  

MNR, despite winning the popular vote, was denied representation in the executive 

branch. 

                                                 
72 René Antonio Mayora, “Bolivia’s Silent Revolution,” Journal of Democracy 8, no. 1 (1997): 147; 
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73 Gamarra and Malloy, 412. 
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The decision revealed the absence of convictions of MIR and the insignificance of party 

labels.  MIR was founded on opposition to military authoritarianism and publicly 

professed to represent those who suffered most under it.  It campaigned on the platform 

of challenging the structural reforms that were enacted by the MNR-ADN coalition that 

governed from 1985 to 1989, even though behind closed doors it had pledged to not 

reverse them.  However, MIR’s alliance with ADN demonstrated that it was willing to 

negotiate and even co-govern with the sworn enemy.  It treated influential political posts 

as bargaining chips.  Since then, the agendas of the parties have been fuzzy, and the 

population has become disenchanted with the parties’ lack of convictions and 

principles.76  This method of naming the president persisted throughout the 1990s and is 

related in Table 2.1.  Because of Article 90, two of the three major parties would ally 

together after the first round vote, and the third would act as the opposition.  Some pacts, 

such as the Pact for Democracy (1985-89) and Governability Pact (1993-97) were 

actually founded on common policy programs, while others such as the infamous 

Patriotic Accord (1989-93) and Commitment to Democracy (1997-2002) were solely 

based on patronage networks and political horse-trading.77   

As a result, Bolivian leaders changed very little from year to year. Hernán Siles 

(1956-60, 1982-85), Victor Paz Estenssoro (1952-56, 1960-64, 1985-89), and Hugo 

Banzer (1971-78, 1997-2001) had all served as president of the country prior to the 

democratic transition.  Together, the three of them ruled for thirty of the first fifty years 

following the Bolivian Revolution in 1952.  Sánchez de Lozada (1993-97, 2002-03), a 

relative newcomer, was fully inculcated into the neoliberal system, as he had been Paz 
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Estenssoro’s Finance Minister during NPE.  Jaime Paz Zamora (1989-1993) was a 

relative of Victor Paz Estenssoro (though political opponent) and Vice President under 

Siles during the reign of the UDP.  Even during Banzer’s authoritarian rule (1971-78), a 

faction of the MNR led by Paz Estenssoro received ministry positions, as he and others 

willingly cooperated with the military government in exchange for the benefits of 

patronage.78   

 
Table 2.1. Presidents of Bolivia (1982-2005) 
Date President and party Political pact and 

major parties of 
governing coalition  

Economy 

1982-1985 Hernán Siles, MNRI Coalition rule of 
center and center-left 
parties.  Democratic 
and Popular Union  

Hyperinflation, 
economic crisis 

1985-1989 Victor Paz Estenssoro, 
MNR 

Alliance b/w MNR 
and ADN.  Pact for 
Democracy 

Implementation of 
structural reforms 

1989-1993 Jaime Paz Zamora, MIR Alliance b/w MIR 
and ADN.  Patriotic 
Accord 

Maintenance of previous 
reforms 

1993-1997 Gonzalo Sánchez de 
Lozada, MNR 

Alliance b/w MNR 
and ADN.  
Governability Pact 

Deepening of neoliberal 
reforms 

1997-2002 Hugo Banzer and Jorge 
Quiroga, ADN* 

Alliance b/w ADN 
and MIR.  
Commitment to 
Democracy  

First challenges to 
neoliberalism: blockades 
in altiplano and “Water 
War” in Cochabamba 

2002-2005 Gonzalo Sánchez de 
Lozada and Carlos 
Mesa, MNR** 

Alliance b/w MNR 
and MIR 

Deeper challenges to 
neoliberalism: “Gas 
War” in La Paz 

Source: Gutiérrez and García Linera, 13-4. 
* Banzer was forced to resign because of terminal cancer in 2001.  His Vice President, Jorge “Tuto” 
Quiroga, served the remainder of his term in office. 
** Sánchez de Lozada was forced to resign in 2003 amid paralyzing social mobilization.  His Vice 
President, Carlos Mesa, replaced him and was also forced to resign when the country was left ungovernable 
due to extreme social cleavages. 
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Although the pacts presented certain limitations, which are discussed in this 

chapter and elsewhere in the dissertation, they did provide the framework for efficient 

legislating and at the time, augured well for democracy.  Between 1982 and 2000, 

Bolivians endured hyperinflation, the imposition of neoliberal policies, and dramatic 

electoral reforms that reshaped participation.  As Laurence Whitehead sanguinely noted 

in 2001: 

To start with, for at least a decade, Bolivia’s armed forces have been more 
effectively subordinated to civilian constitutional authorities than their 
counterparts in any of the other our republics (of the Andean region).  The 
cocaine mafias that have flourished elsewhere [particularly in Colombia] have 
steadily declined in importance in Bolivia.  The once-powerful forces of the 
radical left have long ceased to pose any violent threat to the constitutional order.  
A wide array of competing political tendencies has found expression through the 
electoral system.79 

 
The fact that these changes were enacted without a democratic breakdown was no small 

feat in a country that has historically been among the most unstable in the world.  

 
The Quality of Democracy in Bolivia: Assessing Political, Civil, and Social Rights  
 
 
 Despite the hopeful words articulated above by Whitehead, many aspects of 

Bolivian democracy were disappointing.  In 2008, only 33 percent of Bolivians were 

satisfied with democracy,80 and the country ranked poorly in terms of human 

development (111/179 countries worldwide).81  Though elections throughout the pacted 

period were fair and free, there were social and economic impediments to full 

                                                 
79 Laurence Whitehead, “Bolivia and the Viability,” 8. 
80 Latinobarómetro, 109.  
81 The Human Development Index (HDI) measures life expectancy, literacy, education, standard of living, 
and GDP per capita for countries worldwide.  United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), “Human 
Development Reports,” 2008, http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/  
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participation.  Eduardo Rodríguez, former head of the Bolivian Supreme Court and 

caretaker president (2005-2006), tempered the optimism of Whitehead stating: 

Barriers in Bolivia to the full exercise of the rights and obligations inherent in 
democracy were, and continue to include, exclusion; a limited commitment to 
democracy or to democratic values on the part of a large sector of the population 
frustrated by ever-growing poverty; the weakness of democratic culture and 
institutions, still tinged by authoritarian attitudes and caudillista patrimonialism; 
the development of a rentier [or rentista] culture; and the concentration of power 
and privilege [as well as their abuse].  In addition, Bolivia suffers the absence of 
transparency and accountability and the lack of timely and credible information 
on the part of the majority of voters that would enable them to evaluate the 
performances of those in power, not mention to judge the appropriateness of 
specific policies and laws.82 

 
In these comments, Rodríguez called attention to the breach between formal democratic 

rights and the manner in which Bolivians experienced them.  He specifically focused on 

political rights (those most closely associated with elections), but also touched on civil 

rights (the rights related to the courts and justice) and social rights (the rights to a 

minimum standard of living.)  Possession of all three classes of rights, according to T.H. 

Marshall, is a prerequisite for citizenship.83   

 In contrast to political and civil rights, which are based in law and backed by the 

courts, social rights are less clearly articulated.  As T. H. Marshall explains, social rights 

range “from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security to the right to share 

to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being according to the 

standards prevailing in the society.”84  In other words, every person is entitled to some 

minimal level of economic wellbeing, and rampant inequality and poverty are indicators 

that social rights are weak or underdeveloped.  Although Marshall and later O’Donnell 

                                                 
82 Eduardo Rodríguez Veltzé, “The Development of Constituent Power in Bolivia,” in Unresolved 
Tensions: Bolivia Past and Present, ed. John Crabtree and Laurence Whitehead (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2008), 148. 
83 T. H. Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class (Concord, MA: Pluto Press, 1992). 
84 Ibid., 8. 
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conceded that it is impossible to precisely state the exact form that social rights will take, 

both maintained that full citizenship is requisite on achieving some basic level.  As 

O’Donnell argued, the same principles that underlie every individual’s right to vote or 

run for office—that he or she is an agent and equal on at least moral grounds with 

others—also serve as a basis for the acquisition of other forms of rights.85  Furthermore, 

lapses in social rights are likely to limit one’s ability to exercise political rights.  For 

example, illiteracy makes it more difficult for one to gain full information about 

candidates and parties, and poverty makes one more susceptible to clientelistic voting.  In 

order for voting to be a genuine choice, there must be free, accessible, and competitive 

information, all of which are related to social rights. 

 Possession of political, civil, and social rights constitutes citizenship.  Throughout 

Bolivia’s history, the concept of citizenship has been thin, as rights have been conferred 

in an uneven manner across society.  Despite the tendency in much of the literature 

generated during the 1980s and 1990s to minimize the role of citizenship, the concept 

was not completely lost. As O’Donnell and Schmitter explained, “Democracy’s guiding 

principle is that of citizenship.  This involves the right to be treated by fellow human 

beings as equal with respect to the making of collective choices and the obligation of 

those implementing such choices to be equally accountable and accessible to all members 

of the polity.”86  This comment foreshadowed several of the sources of discontent with 

democracy that would arise in Bolivia and elsewhere around the world.     

 The concept of inequality was particularly pressing in Bolivia given the ethno-

racial composition of the country and the systematic way that these cleavages mapped 

                                                 
85 O’Donnell, “Human Development, Human Rights, and Democracy,” 54. 
86 O’Donnell and Schmitter, 7. 
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onto political, economic, and social factors. The 2001 census reports that 61 percent of 

Bolivians identified with an indigenous nationality.  The remainder of the population is 

mestizo (mixed-race), white, or Afro-Bolivian.87  Among the indigenous, the same 

census finds thirty-two different ethno-linguistic groups in Bolivia, concentrated mostly 

in the country’s highland region, known by indigenous people as Kollasuya.  Kollasuya 

roughly maps onto the boundaries of the former Incan Empire and includes land in 

Bolivia, Argentina, Chile, Peru, and Ecuador, thus instilling indigenous identity in 

Bolivia with a transnational character.  The most populous of Bolivia’s native peoples are 

the Quechua, who comprise 55 percent of the total indigenous population and reside 

primarily in the departments of Cochabamba and Potosí.  The Aymara comprise 37 

percent and live almost exclusively in La Paz, and the Guaraní constitute just 1.5 percent 

and live in the eastern lowland province of Santa Cruz.88  Though the Aymara and 

Quechua are two distinct ethno-linguistic groups, they have closely interacted with each 

other for the last fifteen hundred years and share many of the same norms, values, and 

practices.  For this reason, their shared culture is often referred to simply as Andean, and 

they may be referred to collectively—often disparagingly by whites and mestizos—as 

kollas.  Important markers of indigenous identity in both the Andean highland region and 

the lowlands include dress, language, religion, and community organization.   

                                                

 The following sections do not provide a complete historic overview of rights 

acquisition in Bolivia.  Rather, they focus on the status of political, civil, and social rights 
 

87 The question of how many indigenous reside in Bolivia is contentious and carries both symbolic and 
practical implications.  If a majority of the country is indigenous, then there is justifiable reason to make 
governance more in accord with indigenous norms and pre-colonial patterns.  It is important to note that 
other studies refute the 61 percent figure given in the census.  For example, in Democracy Audit: Bolivia 
2006 Report, it was reported that Bolivia is 64% mestizo or cholo; 19% indígena or originario; 11% blanco 
(white); and 0.55% negro (Afro-Bolivian).   Seligson et al., Democracy Audit: Bolivia 2006 (USAID and 
LAPOP, 2006). 
88 Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Bolivia: Características Sociodemográficas, 66. 
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at the cusp of the twenty-first century.89  Such an inquiry is relevant for three interrelated 

reasons.  First, shortcomings in all three conceptions of rights serve as an impetus for 

contentious politics.  While living in Bolivia in 2001, 2006, and 2007, I witnessed 

protests calling for more polling stations in rural areas (political rights), decreased 

corruption in the judiciary (civil rights), and more equitable distribution of income (social 

rights).  Clearly, elections are not the only way that people seek redress when they 

believe that their rights are compromised.  Second, the underdeveloped nature of these 

rights in Bolivia creates an impediment to democratic consolidation.  Frances Hagopian 

argues that inattention to citizenship issues has contributed to the political instability that 

has challenged democratically elected regimes in Latin America.  As she points out, since 

1985 no less than fifteen presidents have been unable to complete their terms in office, 

and eleven of them were forced to resign after massive protests and uprisings.  These 

trends, she maintains, are tied to frustrations with the status of individual and group rights 

in the country.  As she concisely states, “If there is a connection between a disengaged 

citizenry and democracies that are becoming emptied of popular support, then the current 

crisis of democracy can more accurately be understood to be a crisis of citizenship.”90  In 

short, she argues that in order to create more durable democracies, governing regimes 

need to address citizenship issues.  Finally, in a theme that is more thoroughly explored 

in the following empirical chapters, contentious politics can serve as a basis for acquiring 

more robust rights, thereby strengthening democracy.  It does so by challenging the 

                                                 
89 The status of rights from colonial times through authoritarianism is discussed in much greater detail in 
chapters 4 and 5.   
90 Frances Hagopian, “Latin American Citizenship and Democratic Theory,” in Citizenship in Latin 
America, ed. Joseph S. Tulchin and Meg Ruthernburg (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2007), 11-2. 
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formal institutions that perpetuate exclusion and emphasizing the role that non-elites play 

in shaping their country.91  

 
Political Rights 
 
 

Political rights are most closely correlated with the right to vote and to be elected 

to a governing body.  In Bolivia, such rights were slow to be incorporated, despite the 

fact that Bolivia experienced spurts of democratic rule, at least in the formal sense, long 

before liberalization in the early 1980s.  Competitive, yet excluding elections regularly 

took place between 1880-1936, 1938-51, and 1956-64.92  Such exclusion was condoned, 

and even justified, by the governing regimes. As Bolivian President Bautista Saavedra 

(1921-1925) explained in 1917: 

The most substantial mistake of democracy, as we have come to understand it, has 
been in having proclaimed equality as a defining principle.  Nature is invoked in 
support of this principle, but nature, which exhibits a beautiful harmony of 
inequalities, does nothing but continually shatter this illusion, because a regime of 
freedom cannot be anything other than an environment of thriving inequalities.93 

 
According to Saavedra, the full inclusion of certain groups—for example the poor, 

illiterate, or indigenous—would compromise the democratic character of the state, most 

likely because such people lacked the intellectual or moral capabilities necessary for 

participation.  Until 1945, all constitutions distinguished between being Bolivian and 

being a citizen.  Only citizens—literate, property-owning men—possessed the right to 

vote.  Prior to the revolution, political elites were not particularly troubled by the uneven 

extension of political and other rights.  In fact, the uneven distribution of rights was 

                                                 
91 John A. Guidry and Mark Q. Sawyer, “Contentious Pluralism: The Public Sphere and Democracy,” 
Perspectives on Politics 1, no. 2 (June 2003): 273-74.  
92 Whitehead, “Bolivia’s Failed Democracy,” 50. 
93 Quoted in George Gray Molina, “The Strength of Weakness,” in Unresolved Tensions: Bolivia Past and 
Present, ed. John Crabtree and Laurence Whitehead (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008), 11. 
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justified by the regime as a core tenant of democracy and viewed as necessary for its 

survival.  Though the 1952 Bolivian Revolution ushered in an era of universal 

enfranchisement, multilingual ballots, and the abolition of literacy requirements, 

Bolivians’ political rights remained attenuated, largely by the effects of other social and 

economic conditions.  The two most important ways that political rights were 

compromised were through clientelism and barriers to registration and voting. 

 Since peasant farmers were first given the right to vote, clientelism has been a 

part of the Bolivian political habitus.  Unionized, indigenous workers were among the 

most loyal supporters of the MNR regime that had come to power in the 1950s and 1960s 

as a result of the revolution.  In exchange for their political patronage they received food, 

construction supplies, and other household goods.  Following re-democratization in the 

1980s, these clientelistic voting patterns reemerged.  For example, in the 1980s, 

unionized peasants almost exclusively voted for candidates who were endorsed by the 

local assemblies and unions, often leading to 80 percent of the community voting for the 

same ticket.94  Prior to the election, the patron party would enter the community and 

distribute various goods, often emblazoned with the party logo.  The distribution of these 

goods, plus the endorsement of union leaders (often hand-picked from party elites in La 

Paz), left very little freedom of choice for individual voters.  The extreme poverty that 

pervaded rural indigenous communities made these voters more likely to be extorted by 

clientelistic practices.   

The quality of democracy for these voters was further compromised because new 

parties with weak patronage networks were unable to compete for their vote.  The case of 

                                                 
94 Esteban Ticona, Gonzalo Rojas, and Xavier Albó, Votos y Wiphalas: Campesinos y Pueblos Originarios 
en Democracia (La Paz: CIPCA, 1995), 169 
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indigenous leader Victor Hugo Cárdenas is illustrative of this point.  Cárdenas, a man of 

Aymara descent, was born into poverty on the shores of Lake Titicaca.  Despite the 

challenges he faced in his upbringing, he enrolled in university and received degrees in 

philosophy, education, and public administration.95  In 1989, when he first ran for 

president as the leader of the Túpac Katari Revolutionary Movement of Liberation 

(Movimiento Revolucionario Túpac Katari de Liberación – MRTKL), a pro-indigenous 

party, he received a very small percentage of the indigenous vote.  However, when he 

once again ran in 1993 as vice president on Sánchez de Lozada’s MNR ticket, the two 

garnered a much higher percentage of the campesino vote, an outcome attributed to the 

MNR’s ability to cultivate patron-client relations.96   

Ironically, individuals claiming to represent indigenous interests performed better 

at the polls when they allied themselves with a traditional political party, rather than 

running under an independent label.  Political parties, on the other hand, recognized the 

benefits of having indigenous candidates on their ballots.  As MNR leader Jorge Lema 

noted, “We (the MNR) gained a majority in the 1999 municipal elections in rural areas.  

We had the greatest presence in the municipalities, so we are obligated to, and it is 

convenient for us, to have more campesino (indigenous peasant) candidates, especially 

among the uninominals (single seat districts.)”97  These clientelistic voting patterns 

habituated the indigenous to support a group of familiar political parties that did not 

necessarily further their own interests.  It also made it difficult for new candidates to 

break into the political system. Intellectuals, such as Cárdenas, lacked the grassroots 

following, popular appeal, and patronage networks necessary to wage a successful 

                                                 
95 Joseph Contreras, “Rise of the Indian,” Newsweek, August 13, 2001. 
96 Ticona, Rojas, and Albó, 172. 
97 Quoted in Van Cott, From Movements to Parties, 93-4. 
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campaign.  Thus, it is not surprising that the most successful pro-indigenous political 

parties and leaders of the twenty-first century arose form the popular, not intellectual 

classes, where they were able to derive support from their own ready-made loyalty 

networks.  

New political parties were also adversely affected by the complexity and expense 

of registration procedures.  After fulfilling the requirements to officially form a political 

party, a process that included the collection of signatures and payment of various fees, the 

new organization had to win at least 3 percent of the popular vote in order to appear on 

the ballot the following year and avoid fines.  From democratization until redistricting 

and electoral reform in 1995, the highest percentage captured by any explicitly pro-

indigenous party was 2.77 percent, garnered by MRTKL in 1985.98  Capturing even this 

percentage was considerably difficult in a country brimming with parties and in one 

where the party of the president could be elected to the post with less than 20 percent of 

the popular vote (as was the case in 1989).  Due to their weak performance, fines were 

then levied on the new, inexperienced parties.  Such fines were a particular hardship for 

outside challengers and often prevented them from competing in the future.99   

Finally, rural voters, the majority of whom were indigenous, faced considerable 

burdens when they attempt to vote.  Many had to travel long distances to the polls, and 

when they arrived, there was a chance that their preferred parties’ ballot was not 

available.  Prior to 1995, parties were responsible for distributing their own ballots to 

polling stations, a practice that was especially difficult for resource-strapped challengers 

                                                 
98 Ibid., 82.  
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whose largest base of support was in difficult to access rural areas.100  In 1993, rural 

absenteeism was between 40 and 60 percent of registered voters, considerably higher 

than the national average of 35 percent.101  As of 1997, a sizable number of Bolivians—

20 percent of urban dwellers and 40 percent of the rural population—lacked the identity 

card necessary for voter registration.102  Given that the 2001 national census reported that 

nearly 12 percent of the rural indigenous either did not have a birth certificate or did not 

know if they had one, it is likely that some sectors of society continue to face higher 

barriers than others to full political participation.  The net effect of these informal and 

formal constraints allowed political elites to centralize political competition and keep 

challengers at bay.  As these conditions have gradually changed—for example, as new, 

pro-indigenous parties such as MAS developed their own networks of supporters—

political rights have grown both in theory and practice.   

 
Civil Rights 
 

 Civil rights are those rights that facilitate individual freedoms and are the ones 

most closely affiliated with the justice system.  They ensure individuals’ physical 

integrity and safety and provide guarantees against discrimination in public spaces.  Civil 

rights are particularly relevant to groups that are in political, economic, or social 

minorities.  For example, in Bolivia, discrimination against the indigenous on the basis of 

race is a clear attack on their civil rights.  Their difficulties, then, are compounded by 

                                                 
100 Ibid., 79. 
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102 Mayorga, “Bolivia’s Democracy at the Crossroads,” 164. 

 51



 

their inability to access the courts, coupled with inefficiencies and corruption in the 

judicial system. 

 In Bolivia, access to justice is difficult for individuals who reside in rural areas, 

the overwhelming majority of whom are indigenous.  One study found that in the 

country, the ratio of judges to population is four times higher in rural areas than urban 

ones.103  Restated, judges are accountable to four times as many people in rural areas as 

they are in more geographically concentrated urban areas.  The shortage of judges in rural 

areas means that those who seek to redress their grievances in court must travel further 

distances and often must miss several days of work.  In addition, judicial proceedings 

generally carry with them high fees that are out of reach to the rural poor, and many 

indigenous do not speak Spanish, the dominant language of the legal system.  These 

circumstances place disproportionate burdens on the rural indigenous.  They are 

especially troubling because indigenous rural farmers are the group most likely to be 

exploited by large agro-business owners or charged illegal surcharges by unscrupulous 

authorities that prey on their ignorance to the system.104  Rural and indigenous peoples 

live far on the fringe of protective social legislation and have few opportunities for 

improving their situation through legal channels. 

 Impediments to due process more broadly include corruption and inefficiencies 

within the Bolivian justice system.  For the fifty year period between 1950 and 2000, the 

membership of the Bolivian Supreme Court was completely overhauled on seventeen 
                                                 
103 William C. Prillaman, The Judiciary and Democratic Decay in Latin America: Declining Confidence in 
the Rule of Law (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2000), 24.  
104 Guillermo Arancibia López, “Judicial Reform in Bolivia,” in Judicial Reform in Latin America and the 
Caribbean: Proceedings of a World Bank Conference, ed. Malcolm Rowat, Waleed H. Malik, and Maria 
Dakolias (World Bank Publications, 1995), 211; Roger Plant, “The Rule of Law and the Underprivileged in 
Latin America: A Rural Perspective,” in The (Un)Rule of Law & the Underprivileged in Latin America, ed. 
Juan E. Méndez, Guillermo O’Donnell, and Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1999), 88-9. 
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different occasions.105  Unlawful judicial delays are alarmingly common, yet 

begrudgingly accepted as the norm.106  Bolivia is furthermore plagued by corruption both 

within the court and by other public officials.  In 2008, Transparency International ranked 

it 102 out of 180 countries surveyed in its Corruption Perceptions Index, placing it on par 

with Djibouti, Lebanon, and Rwanda.107  Only 32 percent of Bolivians trust the police, 

the lowest mean level of trust of any of the ten Latin American countries examined in the 

2004 Latin America Public Opinion Project.108  Bolivians estimated that about two-thirds 

of their public officials are corrupt.109  Fifty percent admitted that they would bribe a 

policeman to avoid imprisonment, and thirty percent stated that they would bribe a 

judge.110   Though these figures are on par with those of other Latin American countries, 

when compounded with Bolivia’s many other problems, they are particularly troubling. 

 
Social Rights 
 

 This final section on social rights examines some of the root causes of the 

abridgement of political and civil rights.  It begins by presenting some basic human 

development indicators and demonstrating the disparities between people of indigenous 

and non-indigenous descent.  It then goes on to address some of the subtle—and not so 

subtle—forms of discrimination based on race and class. 
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 Many of the indigenous population’s problems stem from their exclusion from the 

educational system.  For much of the twentieth century, the state attempted to use public 

education as a way to transform the indigenous into modern Bolivians that spoke Spanish 

and disposed of their traditional habits and practices.  The objective of education was 

seen as cultural transformation and assimilation into mainstream mestizo society.111  The 

state did not begin to support a limited form of bilingual education for the indigenous 

until the 1970s when gradually the languages of Aymara, Quechua, and Guaraní were 

standardized.  Not until 1995 did statewide reform go into effect, mandating bilingual and 

multicultural schooling. 

Despite these positive transformations, many indigenous remain undereducated.  

Children, especially in rural areas, may not have a school accessible to them, or their 

families may be unable to pay the fees associated with an education.  Especially as 

children grow older, they are often needed at home to contribute to the household 

earnings.  This reality forces high attrition rates—well over 50 percent—among 

indigenous and non-indigenous children aged 15 to 19 living in rural areas.112  Although 

school attendance rates for children aged 6 to 19 dramatically improved throughout the 

twentieth century, they still lag far behind other Latin American countries.  The 

indigenous, and particularly indigenous women, are the worst off. 
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Table 2.2. School attendance rates for indigenous and non-indigenous, by sex 
Census Year Total Men Women 
1976 61.42 66.75 55.97 
     Non-indigenous 70.99 72.67 69.23 
     Indigenous 53.77 61.93 45.58 
1992 72.32 74.65 69.95 
     Non-indigenous 80.83 82.51 79.14 
     Indigenous 61.50 64.82 58.07 
2001 79.71 81.05 78.32 
     Non-indigenous 84.20 84.63 83.76 
     Indigenous 72.05 74.94 69.08 
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística, La Paz, Bolivia 

 
The absence of bilingual education until recently, combined with the many other 

demands placed on the lives of the country’s poorest children, have produced high 

illiteracy rates among the indigenous, and especially among indigenous women.  

 
Table 2.3. Illiteracy rates among indigenous and non-indigenous, by sex 
Census Year Total Men Women 
1976 36.79 24.16 48.62 
     Non-indigenous 18.29 12.63 23.73 
     Indigenous 44.49 29.06 58.78 
1992 20.01 11.84 27.69 
     Non-indigenous 7.19 3.50 10.25 
     Indigenous 27.00 15.97 38.09 
2001 13.28 6.94 19.35 
     Non-indigenous 4.51 2.85 6.08 
     Indigenous 19.61 9.87 29.03 
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística, La Paz, Bolivia 

 
Illiteracy is particularly pronounced in rural areas, where as much as 28.75 percent of the 

total indigenous population (15.87 percent of men and 42.32 percent of women) is unable 

to read and write.113  These figures are among the worst in the Americas. 

The indigenous lag behind the non-indigenous in many other key human 

development indicators.  Infant mortality rates are nearly 50 percent higher for the 
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indigenous as compared to the non-indigenous (52 verses 75 deaths for every 1,000 live 

births).114  The non-indigenous have substantially less access to water, sewage systems, 

and electricity.115  A 1999 survey found that although 59 percent of Bolivia’s top 

economic quintile had access to telephone services, only 1 percent of the bottom quintile 

did.116  In addition, Bolivia is plagued by high degrees of economic inequality, correlated 

directly with race.  Whereas the richest 10 percent of the country—comprised primarily 

of people of European descent—controls 47.2 percent of its income, the poorest 10 

percent—who are almost exclusively indigenous—only possess 0.3 percent.117   

For much of the pacted democratic period, the indigenous lacked formal political 

representation and those that chose to participate in the national government faced 

substantial challenges.  These problems persisted even as the indigenous made inroads in 

their own small political parties and gained independence from institutions such as the 

COB.118  In 2002, MAS elected thirty-five new members to Congress, all of them 

outsiders to the political process.  They were not well connected, and most only knew 

two or three other congressmen.  The travel from their home districts to the capital city of 

La Paz was expensive, and they became disconnected from the grassroots politics that 

had brought them to office.119  Once elected, they were mocked because of their 

traditional dress and language by other members of the national government.  Isabel 

Ortega, a former MAS Congresswoman in the Chamber of Deputies recounted, “As soon 

as we arrived here (the Parliament), some people commented on our dress.  Others told us 
                                                 
114 Ibid., 119.  
115 David de Farranti et al., Inequality in Latin America: Breaking with History? (Washington DC: World 
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118 Esteban Ticona Alejo, Organización y Liderazgo Aymara (Bolivia: AGRUCO, 2000), 121.  
119 Stefanoni and Do Alto, 79; Senator Antonio Paredo, interview by author, La Paz, Bolivia, October 20, 
2006. 

 56



 

that we were better suited to be in the fields and not Congress.  Also, they would laugh at 

us because of our errors in speaking Spanish.  They did not respect our languages, 

Aymara, Quechua, or Guarani.”120   

Such challenges are representative of the struggles that indigenous Bolivians 

encounter on a frequent basis.  Native speakers of indigenous languages perceive much 

greater discrimination than their Spanish-speaking counterparts.   According to a study 

conducted by Seligson et al., even when controlling for variables such as self-

identification, clothing, income, education, and area of residence, non-native Spanish 

speakers perceived greater discrimination when searching for work, at government 

offices, and at schools.121  The discrimination that is regularly encountered by a sizeable 

portion of Bolivians directly impacts the legitimacy of the country’s political institutions, 

as the same study finds a strong and statistically significant relationship between the 

levels of discrimination that one faces and his or her confidence in the government.  

Those who have experienced the most discrimination have the least faith in 

government.122   

 
Conclusion: Bolivia’s Stunted Democracy 
 
 
 Since political liberalization in the late 1970s and early 1980s, democratization in 

Bolivia has been slow, uneven, and largely incomplete.  The spread of formal political 

rights has been undermined by the weakness of social and civil rights, especially among 

the indigenous and poor.  Writing in the early 1980s, O’Donnell postulated that the 

complete discrediting of Bolivia’s military regime between 1978 and 1982 and the degree 
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to which it was largely irrelevant in setting the terms of the transition would set the stage 

for a greater likelihood of military authoritarian reversal.123  In the twenty-five years 

following Bolivia’s transition, though, the greater threat to the country’s political order 

has not come from the military, but from the popular classes.  Extreme inequalities and 

the thin nature of rights spurred people to circumvent formal political institutions and 

instead take their grievances directly to the streets. 

It is challenging, if not impossible, to speak of democracy when social and 

economic conditions are so unequal that political rights are diminished.  If voting is less 

meaningful because of the denial of other classes of rights—for example, a weak, biased, 

or ineffective justice system or elected officials’ inattention to certain development issues 

such as access to food, water, and education—it is reasonable to expect that people would 

seek alternative forms of participation.  An investigation that only looks at formal 

political institutions presents a myopic view of the ways that people select, articulate, and 

legitimize their preferences.  It furthermore ignores the very real impediments that 

prevent people from fully exercising the full complement of rights.  In the following 

empirical chapters, I examine the ways that opposition parties can gain entrance into a 

political system that is characterized by a myriad of formal and informal constraints.  

Ultimately, I argue that the actions that take place in the streets can contribute to a 

deeper, more meaningful democratic system characterized by a more robust 

understanding of citizenship.  

 During the height of Bolivia’s pacted rule, the popular sector was generally 

unable to remedy their plight through electoral means. This pattern, though, changed in 

the elections of the twenty-first century, as new organizations aimed at challenging the 
                                                 
123 O’Donnell, “Introduction to the Latin American Cases,” 9. 
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pacted democratic system and its neoliberal economic foundation garnered greater 

electoral support.  This observation begs the question: Why did this happen and how can 

we explain variation across the country?  I argue that acts of contentious politics provide 

a gateway into the formal political arena and can contribute to an understanding of the 

shifting electoral map that has taken place in the post-pact period. 

 First, contentious politics can be used to make claims on the state when formal 

and informal institutional pacts systematically prevent the articulation of certain 

viewpoints.  This can, in turn, promote better government performance and more 

inclusive regimes.  As Seligson et al. explain: 

Bolivia is a country in which public protests—for example, public 
demonstrations, strikes, marches, among others—are strategies used by many 
Bolivians who want to participate in the political process…These strategies could 
lead to negotiations with the government, as well as the growth of politics and the 
recognition of different social actors.124 

 
Such tactics have been a cornerstone of participation for the marginalized sectors of 

society during colonial, authoritarian, and democratic regimes.  Groups that otherwise 

lack access to the government, such as indigenous rural farmers or workers in the 

informal economy, have utilized contentious politics as a way of publicizing their 

grievances and demanding access to the state.  Presidents who were generally 

uninterested with the plight of such groups had to take notice when land travel in and out 

of major cities was interrupted due to blockades or access to government buildings was 

impossible due to hundreds of people flooding the streets.  Such demonstrations 

functioned not only as a method to force direct dialogue, but also to draw attention to the 

systematic exclusion of certain groups from other channels of access.   

                                                 
124 Seligson et al., 56. 
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 According to Robert Putnam, broader grassroots civic participation can strengthen 

democracy in countries where its institutions are weak.  Robust civil society participation 

forces governments to be more responsive to their citizens’ needs, which in turn promotes 

more representative and effective governments.125  In Bolivia, networks springing up 

around acts of organized resistance can function in a similar matter.  Groups of coca 

growers in the Chapare, discussed in chapter 4, and neighborhood associations in the city 

of El Alto, discussed in chapter 7, have been at the forefront of demanding greater 

representation and improved performance from the national government.  Social 

mobilization, which has been evident since colonial times, may have the effect of 

relieving tensions within society and preventing them from transforming into violent 

armed conflict.  Despite Bolivia’s chronic political instability, the country has not 

experienced genocide, civil wars, or insurgency movements.  Countries that share similar 

socio-demographic traits within Latin America—Guatemala, Peru, El Salvador, or 

Nicaragua—have not been as fortunate. 

Second, in a theme that is more fully developed in the remainder of this 

dissertation, contentious politics can pave the way for more formalized political 

participation.  It offers opportunities for political learning, as both spontaneous and well-

structured movement organizations provide its leaders and participants with skills that 

serve them well when participating in the formal democratic arena. Nancy Bermeo argues 

that during periods of crises, grievances, and environmental change, people engage in 

“political learning,” or “the process through which people modify their political beliefs 

                                                 
125 Robert Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994). 
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and tactics.”126  I maintain that acts of contentious politics, framed by the excluding 

nature of Bolivia’s transition, can spur political learning and shift both the way people 

conceptualize the political system and the tactics they employ to further their interests 

within it.  Contentious politics encourages people to abandon support of the existing 

regime and instead cast their ballots for new politicians and parties.  It can open 

previously closed political spaces and diffuse new beliefs about political participation.  

In addition to these changing perceptions, political learning can be more concrete.  

Would-be candidates can create new networks and expand on pre-existing ones.  They 

can acquire skills such as running a meeting, negotiating with the bureaucracy, or 

communicating with supporters.  All of these lessons are especially valuable to members 

of the poor and indigenous sectors, who have been largely excluded from the benefits of 

political liberalization over the last two decades.  Establishing name recognition and local 

credibility are key for these political neophytes, who often lack the funds to compete with 

the well-managed and professionalized campaigns of political insiders.   

 Contentious politics is both a means to an end, and an end in of itself.  The 

expression of informal dissent can create inroads toward formal political competition or it 

can simply function as a critique to the extant political system.  The following chapter 

examines the quantitative ties between expressions of contentious politics and the rise of 

anti-neoliberal parties and politicians in Bolivia.  The case studies in chapters 4 and 5 

trace the evolution of mobilization in two of Bolivia’s most highly mobilized departments 

and identify the features that account for a protest organization’s ability to successfully 

transform into a competitive political party.  Finally, in chapters 6 and 7, I examine the 

                                                 
126 Nancy Bermeo, “Democracy and the Lessons of Dictatorship,” Comparative Politics 24, no. 3 (April 
1992): 274. 
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grievances that arose over water in Cochabamba in 2000 and natural gas in La Paz in 

2003.  These uprisings spurred anti-systemic parties to develop a critique on the quality 

of democracy in Bolivia and utilize formal and informal modes of defiance to improve it. 
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Chapter 3 
 

From Contentious Politics to Anti-regime Parties: 
 

A Statistical Analysis 
 

This chapter examines the quantitative relation between acts of contentious 

politics and the election of anti-neoliberal politicians and parties.  I hypothesize that the 

two variables are positively related.  Intuitively, this hypothesis makes sense in regard to 

Bolivia.  First, unprecedented levels of social mobilization preceded the landslide 

election of MAS candidates in 2005.  Secondly, the strongest expressions of electoral 

support for these candidates emanated from the most restive regions of the country.  The 

MAS ticket was supported by two-thirds of Paceños (residents of La Paz) in 2005, a 

figure unmatched by any other department.  That same year, La Paz was home to 1,045 

marches and protests, or more than 40 percent of those staged throughout the entire 

country.  At the other end of the spectrum, MAS received just 16.5 percent of the vote in 

the lowland department of Beni.  With only thirty-eight marches and protests in Beni in 

2005, it was comparatively tranquil.127  

To test this hypothesis, data were gathered on both incidences of contentious 

politics and electoral returns across Bolivia’s nine departments for the six elections held 

between 1995 and 2005, for a total of fifty-four observations (nine departments x six 

elections).  This dataset includes polling results for municipal elections in 1995, 1999, 

and 2004,128 general elections in 1997, 2002, and 2005,129 and the corresponding annual 

                                                 
127 All electoral data presented in this chapter were collected at the Corte Nacional Electoral (CNE) in La 
Paz, Bolivia.  Unless cited otherwise, all statistics on social mobilization were obtained from the Comando 
General de la Policía Nacional, also located in La Paz. 
128 Until 1999 municipal elections were held every four years.  Following the 1999 elections, though, they 
were set to occur once every five years. 
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figures on social mobilization for the years 1995 to 2005.  The methods and tools used to 

analyze data and test my hypothesis include descriptive statistics, bivariate tests, and 

pooled cross-section time series regression analysis (PCSTS).  

The reasons for selecting this time period were both theoretical and practical.  

Practically, the study was limited by available data.  Although the results for the 1989, 

1991, and 1993 elections were recorded, regularly collected information on social 

mobilization was not.  In addition to the practical constraints, 1995 was also a logical 

starting point because in that year a new electoral law, the Law of Popular Participation 

(LPP), went into effect.  LPP created and empowered new municipal districts in the 

country and promoted the participation of community groups in local governance.  

Before LPP, local political power resided almost exclusively within each of the nine 

department’s capital cities.  In addition, LPP reformulated electoral laws so that the lower 

house of the national Congress would no longer be elected solely by proportional 

representation (PR).  Instead, half of the PR seats were to be allocated by a single-

member plurality vote in order to enhance the representative character of the national 

legislature.130 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
129 General elections are normally held at five-year intervals, although new elections were called for 2005 
because of the political crisis.  They next general election will be held in 2010, assuming the President is 
able to serve his entire term in office. 
130 Kathleen M. O’Neill and George Gray Molina, “Social Capital in a Multi-Ethnic Society,” (paper 
presented at Congress of the Latin American Studies Association, Chicago, Illinois, September 24-26, 
1998), 3; Christian Jetté, Democratic Decentralization and Poverty Reduction: The Bolivian Case (United 
Nations Development Programme, Oslo Governance Center, January 2005), 23, 
http://www.undp.org/oslocentre/docs05/Christian-final.pdf (accessed February 2008). 
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Dependent Variable: Electoral Support for Anti-Regime Candidates (ANTIREG) 
 

The dependent variable in this study measures a particular department’s electoral 

support for anti-regime candidates in the six elections that took place between 1995 and 

2005.  Slightly different techniques were used to analyze municipal and general elections 

and a dummy variable was inserted to control for these differences.    

Municipal elections select the councils and (indirectly) the mayors of Bolivia’s 

327 municipalities.  Councilors are elected using proportional representation from party 

lists, with the number of seats in any particular council varying by municipality.  The 

elected councilors will then select a mayor who is often the leader of the party list that 

wins the most seats, though occasionally a deal will be cut among coalition partners that 

allows someone from an alternative party to assume the post.  In order to analyze polling 

figures for municipal elections, I examined the percentage of the population in a given 

department that supported a specific party list.  

When Bolivians vote in general elections, they cast their ballots for the country’s 

executive and legislative branches of national government.  The selection of the 

President, Vice President, Senate, and Chamber of Deputies (the country’s lower house 

of Congress) is based on two votes.  The first vote is for a party list.  This list is used to 

determine the presidential ticket, all of Bolivia’s 27 Senators, and 62 of the 130 Deputies 

using a PR system.131  The second vote (which did not come into effect until LPP) is cast 

for a Deputy in one of Bolivia’s 68 single seat districts using a first-past-the-post or 

plurality vote.  In order to analyze polling figures for general elections, I examined the 

                                                 
131 Bolivia’s new constitution, ratified by voters in January 2009, transformed several of the country’s 
voting laws.  Besides the abolition of Article 90, discussed in chapter 2, the Senate gained nine seats, and 
seven of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies will be reserved for people of indigenous descent.   
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percentage of the population in a given department that supported a specific party list to 

name the President, Senators, and slightly less than half the Deputies.  All data were 

compiled using electoral return information gathered from the National Electoral Court 

(Corte Nacional Electoral or CNE), Bolivia’s top electoral authority, located in the 

country’s capital of La Paz. 

Each political party was then coded as either pro-regime or anti-regime.  Pro-

regime political parties support the pacted democratic system that emerged in the 1980s.  

This pacted democracy included the three political parties that shared power from 1982 

until 2003 (MNR, ADN, and MIR) and their allies.132 Although the individual traits of 

each particular party varied broadly, each pro-regime organization held a strong stake in 

maintaining the political and economic status quo and excluding parties that opposed 

their political, economic, and social principles.  Pro-regime parties supported the 

economic reforms that were implemented in the 1980s and 1990s including most 

importantly NPE. 

 Anti-regime parties and candidates, then, are critical of Bolivia’s pacted 

democracy.  They find Bolivia’s governments of the 1980s and 1990s to be corrupt, 

racist, oligarchical, unrepresentative, ideologically bankrupt, and held hostage to 

international financial institutions, multi-national corporations, and foreign countries.133 

The most notable anti-regime political party is MAS, although it also includes indigenous 

and katarista parties such as Indigenous Pachakuti Movement (Movimiento Indígena – 
                                                 
132 The political party Podemos, for example, which was MAS’s prime opponent in 2005, is a reincarnation 
of ADN.  It is led by Jorge Quiroga, who served as vice president and then president of Bolivia from 1997 
to 2002 under the banner of ADN. 
133 Stefanoni and Do Alto, 72; Moisés Gutiérrez Rojas, “Balance de la Participacion Indigena en una 
Gestion de Gobierno,” in Aruskipakipzañasataki: El Siglo XXI y el Futuro del Pueblo Aymara, ed. Waskar 
Ari Chachaki (La Paz, Bolivia: Editorial Amuyañataki, 2001), 78; Senator Lino Villca Delgado, interview 
by author, La Paz, Bolivia, November 28, 2006. 
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Pachakuti MIP), as well as other Marxist and socialist organizations. The value for the 

dependent variable represents the percentage of the electorate in each department that 

voted for an anti-regime candidate in either the municipal or general election for the 

given year. 

When coding political parties as pro- or anti-regime a new factor came into play 

in the 2004 and 2005 elections.  Beginning in the 2004 municipal elections, a new law 

permitted citizens’ groups (agrupación ciudadana) and indigenous peoples’ groups 

(pueblo indígena) to present their own candidates in elections and, in the words of the 

CNE, “break the political parties’ monopoly on matters of political representation in 

Bolivia.”134  Via this new law, individuals without political parties could serve as elected 

officials.135  In the 2004 municipal elections, 324 citizens’ groups and 69 indigenous 

peoples’ groups entered the electoral arena (in addition to the 16 registered political 

parties), winning councillorships and eventually capturing mayorships in 6 of the 

country’s 9 departments.  The most successful candidates running under the banner of 

these new formations were ones who sought to capture voters’ frustration with traditional 

political parties and the pacted democratic system.  This sentiment was expressed 

throughout Bolivia from politicians and members of the electorate, alike.  The prevailing 

mentality of “Fuera con todos” (Out with them all!) depicted how many Bolivians from 

all sectors of society felt about the corruption, lack of transparency, ineffectual 

governing, and poor policy-making that had come to characterize Bolivia’s political 

                                                 
134 Corte Nacional Electoral, “Sistema de partidos y organizaciones políticas,” 
http://www.cne.org.bo/org_politica/sistema_partidos.aspx (accessed July 21, 2008).   
135 Like political parties, the alternative groups must comply with the laws of the republic and pledge to 
uphold democracy.  In order for any new group to form—political party or otherwise—it must gather a 
number of signatures equal to 2 percent of total valid votes cast in the previous election.  Corte Nacional 
Electoral, “Sistema de partidos y organizaciones políticas,” 
http://www.cne.org.bo/org_politica/sistema_partidos.aspx (accessed July 21, 2008). 
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parties.  The complete disdain for them compelled politicians to disassociate themselves 

from their former labels.  For example, in the 2004 municipal elections, two former MIR 

politicians were re-elected to their posts in the cities of La Paz and El Alto, though this 

time with a new political affiliation.136  They believed that MIR, traditionally the party of 

the left, had strayed too far from its original aims and had become complicit, instead of 

critical of the neoliberal system.  Although most of these new organizations were anti-

systemic, a few were simply trying to reincarnate the extant political parties under a new 

name, and were therefore categorized as systemic.137   

 
Table 3.1. Percent support for anti-regime candidates, by department and election 
year 
Department 1995 1997 1999 2002 2004 2005 
Beni 5.1 3.04 4.28 4.27 9.59 16.71 
Chuquisaca 14.87 14.08 19.78 21.25 21.99 55.17 
Cochabamba 17.52 22.95 18.33 41.86 42.14 65.64 
La Paz 47.13 44.55 32.94 47.74 63.29 71.24 
Oruro 19.5 25.18 17.51 36.76 32.59 64.53 
Pando 3.67 3.74 2.57 4.01 5.05 21.01 
Potosí 17.27 19.43 28.61 33.6 19.28 60.82 
Santa Cruz 6.32 4.66 4.05 12.03 13.53 33.41 
Tarija 42.26 5.42 18.33 9.34 9.81 32.46 
Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
 
 
Table 3.2. Summary statistics for dependent variable 
Observations 54 
Mean 24.30 
Standard Deviation 18.95 
Minimum 2.57 
Maximum 71.24 

 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
136 Fred Fuentes, “Bolivia: MAS Emerges as Biggest Party,” Green Left Weekly, December 15, 2004, 
http://www.greenleft.org.au/2004/610/31172 (accessed July 21, 2008). 
137 See Appendix A for a complete classification of all parties. 
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Independent Variable: Social Mobilization (MOB) 
 

Data on social mobilization were gathered from the Comando General de la 

Policía Nacional (General Command of the National Police) located in La Paz, Bolivia.  

From the year 1995 onwards, data were collected on three classes of social mobilization: 

marches and protests; strikes and work-stoppages; and blockades and riots.  For the time 

period 1995-2005, there were a total of 16,817 protests and marches, 11,753 strikes and 

work stoppages, and 6,402 blockades and riots.  As the chart below indicates, their 

combined incidence varied greatly throughout the country over time. 

 
Table 3.3: Total social mobilizations per year, by department (1995-2005) 
 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Beni 6 136 10 14 0 6 6 10 8 20 188 
Chuquisaca 155 349 106 39 60 76 114 85 406 432 393 
Cochabamba 168 841 603 145 260 600 177 175 282 362 982 
La Paz 1728 1469 924 1060 943 1701 1739 1550 2709 2395 1781
Oruro 125 431 203 40 nd 101 25 39 106 215 449 
Pando 30 70 8 7 0 8 8 10 nd 21 16 
Potosí 302 287 319 49 24 44 157 84 217 236 361 
Santa Cruz 222 621 289 738 133 294 91 117 79 80 1192
Tarija 180 288 34 71 156 25 158 131 242 131 495 
Source: Comando General de la Policía Nacional, La Paz, Bolivia  
 
 

The variable used in the statistical analysis of this chapter is an index of 

mobilization.  The index is not the simple sum of all incidences of contentious politics as 

appears in the figure above, but rather a calculated index using the formula: (Total 

Protests and Marches) + (Total Number of Strikes and Work Stoppages) + 2 x (Total 

Number of Road Blockades and Riots).  The number of road blockades and riots was 

doubled to reflect their particularly potent nature.  A single blockade is likely to have a 

much stronger impact than the average march, protest, or strike given the limited nature 
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of Bolivia’s transportation infrastructure coupled with its difficult terrain (sinuous 

mountains in the highlands and frequent flooding in the lowlands). Supply chains can 

easily be choked off by the actions of a few individuals, and food, fuel, and other crucial 

supply shortages can quickly debilitate a city.  Checking the newspaper for road 

blockades before traveling is as common as checking the weather at their destination for 

most Bolivians.   

 
Table 3.4. Summary statistics for independent variable 
Observations        99 
Mean  420.707 
Standard Deviation  613.222 
Minimum      0 
Maximum    3,000 

 

Bivariate Analysis 
 
 
 The first test conducted was a simple correlation between the variables ANTIREG 

(support for anti-regime candidates) and MOB (index of social mobilization).  The 

correlation statistic of .71 indicated that there was a relatively strong and positive 

correlation between the two variables in the direction hypothesized.138  Next, using these 

variables, cross tabulations were calculated for each department.  The most notable 

finding was that high degrees of social mobilization and support for anti-regime 

candidates clustered together, as did the low levels.  Beni and Pando, for example, fell in 

the low/low end of the spectrum, while La Paz and Cochabamba fell in the high/high.  

Although there were some notable outliers—the year 2005, for example, often broke 

                                                 
138 The correlation was calculated using the index of mobilization, explained above, as well as the simple 
sum of mobilization.  The sum of mobilization yielded a correlation of .69, or of slightly less magnitude 
than using the index.  The results between the two calculations were very similar, and both illustrated a 
similar trend. 
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otherwise predictable department trends—the cross tabulations demonstrated an 

observable trend that support for anti-regime candidates occurred alongside acts of social 

mobilization.  This finding reinforced the relatively high correlation statistic of .71. 

 
Figure 3.1. Scatterplot of support for anti-regime candidates by social mobilization 
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 Although the correlation statistics and cross tabulations both demonstrated a 

strong and positive relation in the hypothesized direction, the bivariate tests did not 

control for other factors likely to affect electoral outcomes.  Furthermore, the findings 

assumed that each observation occurred independently of all others, an assumption that is 

highly problematic as an observation in a given department at time period “A” is likely to 

affect the value in time period “B.”  Restated, autocorrelation, or correlation between the 

observations over time, was likely to be a problem and cannot be corrected using 

bivariate tests.  In order to address these methodological issues, PCSTS was employed. 
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Pooled Cross-Section Time Series Analysis 
 

Methods 

 
 This chapter utilizes PCSTS to examine the relation between social mobilization 

and electoral outcomes across Bolivia from the year 1995 to 2005.  The name pooled 

cross-section time series analysis reflects the nature of my data: it consists of 

observations spanning nine different cross-sections (in this case departments) across six 

different election cycles for a total of fifty-four observations.  Although PCSTS has its 

shortcomings, which will be addressed, it has several important benefits over ordinary 

least squares (OLS) regression.  OLS is the preferred method of analysis when the 

observations are homogeneous and there is time-serial independence.139  Neither of these 

assumptions is plausible, though, when examining pooled data.  It cannot be assumed that 

each of the nine departments has a common intercept (i.e. there is homogeneity).  Rather, 

the slope coefficients of the independent variables are likely to be different in each 

department because of the inherent differences that occur from one department to the 

next.  Assuming they are the same, as OLS regression does, typically yields incorrect 

estimates because of between-unit variation.140  Restated, when analyzing nine 

departments at six points in time, there is bound to be heterogeneity that OLS techniques 

cannot address.  

 Fixed effects models (FEM) and random effects models (REM) are two 

estimation techniques used to correct for this defect.  Each technique simulates 

department-specific effects by giving each department its own intercept (or effect), 

                                                 
139 James A. Stimson, “Regression in Space and Time: A Statistical Essay,” American Journal of Political 
Science 29, no. 4 (November 1985): 933.  
140 Damodar N. Gujarati, Basic Econometrics, 4th ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 2003), 641. 
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thereby taking heterogeneity into account.  FEM is often referred to as the least squares 

dummy variable (LSDV) model because a dummy variable is inserted for each of the 

nine departments.  By adding the dummy variables, the slope coefficients are held 

constant, although the intercept varies across cross sections.  The varying intercepts allow 

for each department to be studied individually.141   

Unlike FEM, REM assumes that each of the nine departments has the same mean 

intercept, and the actual inter-departmental differences in the intercept are reflected in the 

error term.  REM is also called the error component model (ECM) because the error term 

consists of both the cross-section error and combined time series and cross-section 

error.142   If there are no omitted variables in a particular model, the estimates for FEM 

and REM will be identical.143 

 
Dependent Variable 
 
 
 As in the previous bivariate tests, the dependent variable is support for anti-

regime candidates.  This statistic was calculated using the above-mentioned techniques, 

using data from Bolivia’s Corte Nacional Electoral.  It includes results for the PR lists of 

the general national elections in 1997, 2002, and 2005 and municipal elections for 

councilors held in 1995, 1999, and 2004. 

                                                 
141 The scatterplot in Appendix A demonstrates how support for anti-regime candidates varies by 
department (i.e. the unit effects).  It includes systematic influences that affect all departments (for example, 
how 2005 was a specially-called election due to the ousting of the previous elected president and his 
successor), as well as particular ones (for example, the introduction of a land reform bill aimed at 
redistribution in the department of Santa Cruz).  The unique effects (the omitted variables specific to 
particular departments but constant over time, as well as the effects specific to particular election years but 
vary by department) are captured by the dummy variable, while the systematic influences will appear in the 
error term (the omitted variables unique to both the department and time period). 
142 Gujarati, 647-48; Sayrs, 33.  
143 Yair Mundlak, “On the Pooling of Time Series and Cross-Section Data,” Econometrica 46, no.1 (1978): 
69-85. 
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Independent Variables and Controls 
 
 
 The primary independent variable is social mobilization.  Social mobilization is 

measured as an index of mobilization created with data on strikes, protests, marches, 

blockades, and riots obtained from Bolivia’s Comando General de la Policía Nacional, as 

compiled in the bivariate tests.   

In addition, a number of control variables were added to the model.  These 

variables represent factors that would likely affect support for anti-regime candidates, as 

hypothesized by myself and others examining the phenomenon in Bolivia and elsewhere 

in Latin America.  These included variables controlling for economic conditions, election 

type, hydrocarbon production, coca production, and foreign direct investment.   

Given that a sour economy is likely to affect voter choices and make individuals 

more likely to support an anti-regime candidate, for each year and for every department, 

the GDP per capita at market prices, measured in U.S. dollars, was inserted into the 

model.  I hypothesized that income and support for anti-regime candidates was inversely 

related: when GDP per capita decreases, support for anti-regime candidates increases.  

This information was collected from the National Statistics Institute (Instituto Nacional 

de Estadística – INE) in La Paz, Bolivia.   

Dummy variables were used to signify whether the election was a general election 

or a municipal election.  I hypothesized that anti-regime candidates were more likely to 

be elected in municipal elections because of their local nature.  Voters would be more 

likely to support them because they felt as if they had a better chance of winning in their 

own municipality, as compared to other candidates who must compete at the national 

level. 
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Variables were introduced to control for the production of various natural 

resources in Bolivia.  The GDP per capita of crude petroleum and natural gas in 1990 

bolivianos (the local currency) was calculated using data obtained from INE.  I suspected 

that departments with large reserves were unlikely to support anti-regime candidates 

since their financial interests would be best served under the neoliberal economic policies 

of the pacted regimes of the 1980s and 1990s.  For example, the departments of Santa 

Cruz and Tarija (Bolivia’s two largest producers of natural gas) have argued for greater 

autonomy from the national government because they fear that Morales’s social programs 

that favor the indigenous residents of the altiplano will squander their gas resources and 

revenues.  

Next, the GDP per capita of coca measured in 1990 bolivianos was examined 

using data provided by INE.  In 1998, Bolivian President Banzer announced Plan 

Dignidad (Plan Dignity), which sought to eradicate illegal coca cultivation from the 

country.  The plan destroyed thousands of acres of coca, and the farmers that had 

previously depended on the crop for their livelihood were left destitute.144  Their poverty 

was a rallying point for Evo Morales and his allies in the 1997 elections onwards, who 

used slogans such as “Coca equals sovereignty”145 to demonstrate their support for less 

restrictive coca cultivation policies throughout Bolivia.  I therefore hypothesized an 

inverse relation between the two variables.  Support for anti-regime candidates would 

likely be the highest when coca production was at its lowest.  When cultivation was low, 

individuals whose livelihood was dependent on the crop would be more likely to support 

                                                 
144 Kenneth Lehman, “A Medicine of Death?” US Policy and Political Disarray in Bolivia, 1985-2006,” in 
Addicted to Failure, ed. Brian Loveman (Rowman and Littlefield, 2006). 
145 Stefanoni and Do Alto, 63. 
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pro-coca candidates.  In contrast, when cultivation was high, non-growers would likely 

support candidates who sought to curb growth of the plant, while cultivators. 

Finally, a variable measuring foreign direct investment (FDI) was inserted into the 

model.  FDI is the investment of foreign assets into another country’s domestic 

economy.146  It is closely intertwined with neoliberalism and the economic policies of the 

pacted regimes of the 1980s and 1990s that sought to attract foreign businesses, 

equipment, and capital.  In contrast, one of MAS’s main platforms was reversing 

neoliberalism by expelling foreign companies from the country and nationalizing key 

industries.  I hypothesized that departments with less FDI would be more likely to 

support anti-regime candidates.  Those departments that received large quantities of FDI, 

such as Santa Cruz (which is heavily tied to the businesses of North America and 

Europe), would be more likely to support the pro-business, pro-international investment 

candidates that support the political status quo.  Data on FDI was obtained from INE, 

whose sources included Banco Central de Bolivia (Bolivian Central Bank), Ministerio de 

Desarrollo Economico (Ministry of Economic Development), and Confederación de 

Empresarios Privados de Bolivia (Bolivian Confederation of Private Businesses).  It is 

measured in thousands of US dollars per capita. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
146 As the OECD defines FDI: “The category of international investment that reflects the objective of a 
resident entity in one economy to obtain a lasting interest in an enterprise resident in another economy.” 
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, “Foreign Direct Investment,” OECD Glossary 
of Statistical Terms, http://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=1028 (accessed August 6, 2008). 
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Pooled Cross-Section Time Series Estimation 
 
 
Table 3.5. Unstandardized coefficients for the fixed effects model 
Dependent Variable ELECTORAL SUPPORT FOR ANTI-REGIME CANDIDATES  
Standard errors shown in parentheses; 54 observations 
Stata 9.0 
Model 1a 2a 3a 4a 5a 6a 
Mobilization 
Index 

.025*** 
(.005) 

.022*** 
(.005) 

.020*** 
(.005) 

.017** 
(.006) 

.016** 
(.005) 

.016** 
(.005) 

GDP  -0.027* 
(.012) 

-0.026* 
(.012) 

-.045* 
(.018) 

-0.043* 
(.018) 

-0.041* 
(.018) 

General 
Election 

  6.309* 
(2.914) 

5.720 
(2.916) 

5.672* 
(2.793) 

5.912* 
(2.855) 

Gas 
Production 

   .012 
(.009) 

.012 
(.009) 

.010 
(.009) 

Coca 
Production 

    -0.191* 
(.088) 

-0.187* 
(.090) 

FDI      -6.303 
(11.743) 

Constant 13.641*** 
(2.737) 

40.531** 
(12.161) 

36.412** 
(11.825) 

54.424** 
(17.593) 

53.889** 
(16.889) 

53.052** 
(17.078) 

R sqr 
(within) 

.339 .409 .469 .492 .545 .548 

F Value 22.54*** 14.89*** 12.34*** 9.92*** 9.59*** 7.89*** 
* p≤0.05  **p≤0.01 ***p≤.001 
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Table 3.6. Unstandardized coefficients for the random effects model 
Dependent Variable ELECTORAL SUPPORT FOR ANTI-REGIME CANDIDATES  
Standard errors shown in parentheses; 54 observations 
Stata 9.0 
Model 1b 2b 3b 4b 5b 6b 
Mobilization 
Index 

.023*** 
(.004) 

.021*** 
(.004) 

.021*** 
(.004) 

.019*** 
(.004) 

.019*** 
(.004) 

.019*** 
(.004) 

GDP/ capita  -0.022* 
(.009) 

-0.021* 
(.009) 

-0.031* 
(.012) 

-0.030* 
(.012) 

-0.031* 
(.013) 

General 
Election 

  6.415* 
(2.853) 

6.046* 
(2.838) 

5.924* 
(2.751) 

6.139* 
(2.759) 

Gas 
Production 

   .007 
(.007) 

.007 
(.007) 

.007 
(.007) 

Coca 
Production 

    -0.153 
(.083) 

-0.154 
(.084) 

FDI      -7.088 
(10.936) 

Constant 14.217*** 
(3.672) 

35.888*** 
(9.617) 

32.272*** 
(9.546) 

40.647*** 
(12.177) 

41.138*** 
(12.286) 

42.210*** 
(12.875) 

R sqr 
(within) 

.339 .408 .467 .485 .536 .542 

Chi2 33.69*** 42.24*** 50.11*** 50.62*** 55.88*** 55.59*** 
* p≤0.05  **p≤0.01 ***p≤ .001 

 
 
Model Selection: Fixed vs. Random Effects 
  

The decision to use either a fixed or random effects model in PCSTS is based on 

both theoretical and statistical considerations.  A Hausman test evaluates whether the 

coefficients between the two models are statistically different from one another.  The null 

hypothesis of the test asserts that the data generated by REM is more efficient than that 

generated by FEM.  The test yielded a p value that was significant at the 97 percent 

threshold.  The Chi2 value of 14.09 and the p statistic of .029 led to the rejection of the 

null hypothesis.  The rejection of the null indicated that the fixed effect estimator was 

consistent, while the random effects model was not. 

Though the Hausman test indicated that FEM estimates are preferable, several 

points relating to the error term must be taken into consideration.  In REM, the intercept 
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is understood as the mean value of the fixed and between-unit estimates.  The error term, 

then, is the random deviation of any particular intercept from this mean value.147  In other 

words, in REM, it is assumed that the error term for each department is a random drawing 

from a much larger population.  This assumption, though, is problematic.  Bolivia’s nine 

departments do not represent a random sample of all cross-sections anymore than the 

fifty American states represent a random sampling of all states within the United States.  

The assumption that Bolivia’s nine departments (or the U.S.’s fifty states) are a random 

sample is not tenable.  Secondly, the key assumption of the REM, that the error terms are 

random variables following a normal distribution, is not plausible.  Rather, one of the key 

reasons that PCSTS was used in this study was to examine how the unobserved effect 

(i.e. cross-section error terms) correlated with the other independent variables.  The likely 

correlation between the dummy and explanatory variables (especially given the small 

number of cases in this sample) makes FEM the preferable technique because it is 

impossible to assume that the variables used to explain support for anti-regime candidates 

are not correlated with the specific departments.148  Finally, the REM is more likely to 

introduce bias when such a correlation exists.149  Though the bias characteristic of REM 

is sometimes outweighed by its efficiency, the Hausman test revealed that efficiency was 

not improved by using the REM. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
147 Gujarati, 48. 
148 J. M. Woodbridge, Econometric Analysis of Cross Section and Panel Data (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1999), 450; G.G. Judge, W.E. Griffiths, R.C. Hill, H. Lutkepohl, and T.C. Lee, The Theory and 
Practice of Econometrics, 2nd ed. (New York: John Wiley, 1985); Sayrs, 9. 
149 Hsiao, 72. 
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Interpreting the Model 
 
 
 The findings of the FEM supported my most fundamental hypothesis: that there is 

a statistically significant relationship between social mobilization and the election of anti-

regime candidates.  For every 1.0 unit increase in the index of mobilization, a 0.016 

percentage point increase in support for anti-regime candidates is predicted, holding all 

other variables constant.  In addition, GDP per capita, election type, and coca production 

were all statistically significant control variables.  As hypothesized, a 1 USD increase in 

total GDP decreased support for anti-regime candidates, as did a 1 boliviano increase 

(measured in 1990 bolivianos) in GDP per capita of coca grown.  The margins, though, 

were of different magnitudes (0.041 for all GDP per capita and 0.187 for coca GDP per 

capita), likely due to data that measures total GDP in U.S. dollars, whereas GDP for coca 

was measured in bolivianos.   

 One finding that ran counter to the initial hypotheses was the effect of municipal 

and general elections.  In general elections the predicted support for anti-regime 

candidates was 5.91 percentage points higher than for municipal elections.  The 

significance of general elections was likely due to the national attention that such events 

received.  Although voting is compulsory in Bolivia, in reality, turnout is much higher for 

presidential races.  In addition, Evo Morales’s presidential candidacy in 2002 and 2005 

likely drove up support for his party MAS, as well as for other anti-regime candidates and 

parties.  The extent to which Morales’s appearance on the presidential ticket was 

monumental cannot be overemphasized.  For the first time in history, tens of thousands of 

Bolivians believed that a candidate who resembled themselves could reach the highest 

office in the land.  
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 The GDP per capita of crude petroleum and natural gas did not have a statistically 

significant effect on support for anti-regime candidates. Also, FDI did not have a 

statistically significant effect, although the model demonstrated that as FDI increased, 

support for anti-regime candidates decreased, as predicted.  These variables were left in 

the model, though, because their presence was theoretically justified and they did exert 

influence on the other coefficients.  Although the coefficient of the variable MOB 

decreased as new variables were entered into the models, it still remained statistically 

significant at the 99 percent confidence interval.  Although MOB did not have the largest 

effect on ANTIREG in comparison to the other statistically significant variables (total 

GDP per capita, coca GDP per capita, and election type), it was the most statistically 

significant variable in all of the variable configurations.   

 The residuals also revealed interesting insights into my model.  Unlike the simple 

bivariate cross tabulations, the residuals of each case could be examined while taking a 

series of other factors into account.  Plotting the residuals by year demonstrates times 

when there was a lot of variance not predicted by the model. 

 
Figure 3.2. Residuals plotted by election year (1995-2005) 
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The first finding from this scatterplot is the spike in residuals in the year 2005.  In 

this year, the departments of Chuquisaca, Oruro, and Potosí all had much greater variance 

than was explained in the model.  These three outlier cases all suggest that some other 

variable not inserted into the model was exerting a strong effect.  This finding reinforces 

one of the earlier trends identified in the cross tabulations: the plot of residuals indicates 

that there is some effect of the year 2005 that is not explained in the model.  This 

unexplained variance is most likely an “Evo effect.”  In other words, the presence of 

Morales in the 2005 election as a heavily favored candidate with unprecedented support 

provided a sizable boost to support for anti-regime candidates and parties in this election.  

Morales garnered more than 50 percent of the vote in the departments of Chuquisaca, La 

Paz, Cochabamba, Oruro, and Potosí in 2005.  In a related finding, it is also noteworthy 

that outliers on the low end of the spectrum tend to occur in earlier time periods (Potosí 

1995, Potosí 1997, Tarija 1997).  This period may have been a “honeymoon phase” for 

the parties of the pacted democracy.  After decades of political instability, punctuated by 

authoritarian rule, people supported the parties of the pacted regime because they brought 

stability and regularity to the addled country.  Finally, it is notable that Tarija in 1995 has 

a very high residual value.  Unlike the year 2005, when three departments all had high 

residual values, in 1995, Tarija is the only department.  This spike in Tarija in 1995 was 

caused by an explosion of support for the Revolutionary Front of the Left (Frente 

Revolucionario de Izquierda – FRI) party.  FRI was a radical leftist party, founded in 

Tarija, that generated strong regional support in the 1995 election.  In the 1999 election 

its support waned from 36.81 percent to 14.31 percent.  Nowhere else in the country did 

it receive more than 2.38 percent of the vote in any election.   
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 The residual values depicted in Figure 3.3 represent the unique contributions of 

specific departments that are otherwise not captured in the model.  In some 

departments—Beni, Cochabamba, La Paz, Pando, and to a somewhat lesser extent Santa 

Cruz—the residuals all cluster close to zero.  However, in the other four departments they 

are spread much more widely.  The residuals ranged from extreme negative to extreme 

positive values. 

 
Figure 3.3. Residual values plotted by department  
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Key: Department 1=Beni; 2=Chuquisaca, 3=Cochabamba, 4=La Paz, 5=Oruro, 6=Pando, 7= Potosí, 
8=Santa Cruz, 9=Tarija 
 
  
 Finally, by using a FEM, the unique intercept for each of the nine departments can 

be calculated.  They are listed in Table 3.7.  In a FEM, each-cross section has a separate 

unit effect for the regression, and in this model, the unit effects are represented by the 

nine departments. 
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Table 3.7. Unstandardized coefficients of departments for constrained linear 
regression model 
Dependent Variable ELECTORAL SUPPORT FOR ANTI-REGIME CANDIDATES  
Standard errors shown in parenthesis; 54 observations 
Stata 9.0 
Beni -16.837 

(5.025) 
Chuquisaca -6.735 

(5.602) 
Cochabamba 16.063 

(5.140) 
La Paz 4.276 

(8.235) 
Oruro 16.838 

(5.190) 
Pando .260 

(6.916) 
Potosí -9.200 

(7.936) 
Santa Cruz -5.673 

(5.459) 
Tarija 1.007 

(7.704) 
 

The dependent variable, electoral support for anti-regime candidates, is a continuous 

variable.  Thus, negative values (Beni, Chuquisaca, Potosí, and Santa Cruz) all indicate 

low support for anti-regime candidates, while positive values (Cochabamba, La Paz, 

Oruro, Pando, and Tarija) indicate the opposite, while controlling for all of the other 

factors.  Thus, the unique contribution of each department is given in Table 3.7 in the 

form of the unstandardized coefficients.     

 
Interpreting individual cases 

 

Quantitative techniques are able to identify relations among variables in different 

cases.  Qualitative methods, though, explain why these relations exist and the factors that 

drive them.  The quantitative analysis of this study identified a positive and statistically 

 84



 

significant relationship between social mobilization and support for anti-systemic 

candidates by examining Bolivia’s nine departments over a ten-year period.  The 

qualitative chapters that follow delve into the complexities of this relation. In the case 

study chapters, the intervening causal processes between independent and dependent 

variables are examined using process tracing, with the goal of inductively identifying 

new variables and generating new hypotheses.150  

Although the statistical analysis utilized fifty-four different cases, the universe of 

cases for the individual case studies is narrowed to the nine departments.  As Table 3.7 

demonstrates, even when controlling for factors such as social mobilization, GDP, 

election type, and natural resources, each of the nine departments influences the 

dependent variable by exerting a unit effect, understood as the intercept.  In some 

departments—Beni, Cochabamba, Oruro, and Potosí—the effect of the particular 

department on electoral support for anti-regime candidates is strong, in Chuquisaca, La 

Paz, and Santa Cruz, it is moderate, while in Pando and Tarija, it is negligible.  Thus, one 

of the most important aims of the following chapters is to elaborate on the conditions that 

make each department unique, while at the same time explaining how they can be 

incorporated into a broader theory uniting contentious politics and electoral outcomes. 

In the following chapters I focus on Cochabamba and La Paz, two highly 

mobilized departments that show strong support for anti-systemic politicians. In the 

conclusion, the experiences of Cochabamba and La Paz are contrasted with those of Beni, 

a department where acts of contentious politics are sparse and support for anti-neoliberal 

                                                 
150 Alexander George and Andrew Bennett describe process tracing: “In process-tracing, the researcher 
examines histories, archival documents, interview transcripts, and other sources to see whether the causal 
process a theory hypothesizes or implies in a case is in fact evident in the sequence and values of the 
intervening variables in that case.” Alexander George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory 
Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005), 6. 
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parties is weak.  The chapters that follow examine how the presence of contentious 

politics in La Paz and Cochabamba contributes to the election of anti-neoliberal 

candidates in these departments.    
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Chapter 4 
 

Cochabamba: The Electoral Success of the Cocaleros 
 
 
My political learning began in peasant union activities.  We marched together, we bore 
the brunt of the repression together, we cried for the dead and injured of the Chapare and 
we also danced together and celebrated our triumphs.  It is something that I will never 
forget.151   

—Evo Morales, President of Bolivia 
 
 

Since colonial times, Cochabamba’s large peasant population has staged both 

overt and clandestine acts of contentious politics.  Even since voting rights were extended 

to the indigenous in the 1950s, claim making on the state via institutionalized and non-

institutionalized methods has persisted.  Road blockades, strikes, and protests staged by 

the cocaleros (unionized coca growers) became widespread once the United States began 

large scale coca eradication efforts in Bolivia in the 1980s, and the 2000 Water War was 

not only the first, but also one of the strongest attacks on neoliberalism in Latin America.  

As shown in chapter 3, as a department, Cochabamba is highly mobilized, and its citizens 

vote in favor of anti-neoliberal candidates.  Using a historically grounded approach, this 

chapter delves into the conditions that created this relationship and the mechanisms that 

perpetuate it.  

This chapter asks two interrelated questions: Why do Cochabambinos vote for 

anti-systemic candidates, and how is their collective support related to the formidable 

tradition of contentious politics in the department?  I argue that the informal and formal 

spheres have overlapped throughout Cochabambino history, and that acts of non-

institutionalized defiance have served as a catalyst for more formalized participation.  

                                                 
151 Evo Morales, interview by Pablo Stefanoni, June 2006. “The US, Bolivia and Venezuela,” Z Net, July 3, 
2006, http://www.zmag.org/znet/viewArticle/3634 (accessed August 2009). 
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This chapter examines two key movements in Cochabamba’s history: the land struggles 

of the peasants of Cochabamba’s valleys from the colonial period through agrarian 

reform in the mid-twentieth century and the rise of the cocalero movement in the Chapare 

in the 1980s and 1990s.  These two movements vary widely in terms of the formal 

political structure (colonialism to democracy) and the key players (landless Quechua-

speaking peasants to highly organized and media-savvy coca growers).  Examined 

collectively, though, they elucidate the ways that contentious politics can evolve into 

formal political participation.  They furthermore embed the statistical analysis presented 

in chapter 3 within a centuries-long tradition of department-wide defiance. 

This chapter proceeds in two parts.  The first section, which examines the plight 

of the peasants in Cochabamba’s valleys from the sixteenth century until the revolution in 

1952, explores some the earliest forms of defiance in the region.  These acts, I argue, 

were instrumental in galvanizing more formal engagement with the state, even though 

most peasants in Cochabamba’s valleys were not afforded the right to run for political 

office or vote for their leaders until 1953.  Rather, organized and sustained resistance 

among peasants promoted the creation of unions that were capable of directly negotiating 

with the state.  The unions became a key ally for the MNR political party during the 

revolution, which was responsible for representing and promoting workers’ rights.  

Though the unions provided a physical structure for peasants to interact with the state, 

they more importantly instilled a shared sense of revolutionary identity among their 

members.  This identity emphasized the importance of collective action and served as a 

basis for organized action in the future.  Even after the decline of Bolivian unions in the 

1980s and 1990s, class-based identity and group solidarity continued to play an important 
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role in mobilization in Cochabamba.  In other words, the ethos of union membership and 

participation continued, even after the structures were dismantled by the state. 

 The second section examines the evolution of the cocaleros’ social movement into 

a powerful political party.  It traces the transformation of the cocaleros from a group 

focused on challenging coca eradication policies through road blockades and coca “chew-

ins,” to the base of a political party that won unprecedented electoral support at the 

national level in the presidential elections of 2005.  Although this section focuses on the 

features of state and society that galvanized the cocalero movement, it also offers details 

about Evo Morales and his own transition from movement to party leader.  This section 

emphasizes the ways that expressions of contentious politics paved the way for electoral 

participation by providing practical lessons in coalition building, leadership development, 

and issue framing, as well as inspiring a distinctly politicized shared identity among its 

members.  It demonstrates how the transition from a defiant social movement to a 

political party is not automatic, but is dependent on the presence of a constellation of 

other factors.  

 
Peasant Struggles for Land (1500-1952) 
 

The Pre-colonial and Colonial Roots of Resistance in Cochabamba 
 
 

Throughout its history, the temperate valleys of Cochabamba provided an ideal 

climate to cultivate food for its surrounding environs.152  Several decades prior to the 

                                                 
152 Cochabamba’s valleys include the Lower or Central Valley (which includes the city of Cochabamba 
proper, as well as the well-irrigated flat basin that lies to its west), the drier Upper Valley to the south, and 
the Sacaba Valley to the east (the smallest of the three).  Harry Sanabria, The Coca Boom and Rural Social 
Change in Bolivia (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1993), 22; Jorge Dandler-Hanhart, “Local Group, 
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arrival of the Spanish in the early sixteenth century, the Quechua-speaking Incas had 

fully incorporated Cochabamba into their empire.  The Incas introduced new ethnic 

groups from the highlands into the fertile valleys in order to cultivate grains, making 

Cochabamba much more ethnically diverse than the indigenous communities of the 

highlands.  In the altiplano region of La Paz, the overwhelming majority of peasants were 

(and continue to be) of Aymara descent.  In Cochabamba, though, the Charka, Qhara 

Qhara, Karanka, Killaka, and the Uru indigenous groups all resided within the region.153  

When the Spanish arrived in Cochabamba in the early sixteenth century, they discovered 

an array of different ethno-linguistic groups inhabiting the area. 

The different indigenous populations lived in their own isolated enclaves, thereby 

complicating the Spaniards’ attempts at tribute collection, religious conversion, and labor 

organization, all necessary components of the colonial bureaucracy and the lucrative 

silver mining enterprise at nearby Potosí.  The Spaniards’ solution to mitigate the 

complexities of Cochabamba’s human geographical terrain was to institute encomiendas, 

which served as the dominant form of land organization in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries.  Under this system, land—as well as the people that inhabited it—was granted 

to an individual (the encomendero) by the colonial crown.  The inhabitants of the land 

were then compelled to pay the landlord tribute in the form of mineral wealth, labor, or 

agricultural produce.  In exchange, the residents received some food and community 

security.154  In the highlands of La Paz, the payment of tribute represented the colonizers’ 

                                                                                                                                                 
Community, and Nation: A Study of Changing Structure in Ucureña, Bolivia (1935-1952),” (masters thesis, 
University of Wisconsin, 1967), 36. 
153 Esteban Ticona, Gonzalo Rojas, and Xavier Albó, Votos y Wiphalas: Campesinos y Pueblos Originarios 
en Democracia (La Paz: CIPCA, 1995), 54-5. 
154 Brooke Larson, Cochabamba, 1550-1900: Colonialism and Agrarian Transformation in Bolivia 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998), 33-4, 299. 
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commitment to protect the indigenous populations that dwelled on their land and the 

indigenous inhabitants’ acceptance of this agreement.  In Cochabamba, though, the rural 

indigenous were deeply offended by taxation and the paternalistic concept of protection.  

They protested tribute as much they could, at times violently.155 

The encomienda system was implemented to take advantage of Cochabamba’s 

abundance of land, yet relative paucity of labor, a problem that seems wildly remote 

today considering that Cochabamba is now Bolivia’s most densely populated department 

and many farmers are forced to eke out a living on miniscule plots of land.  During the 

colonial period, though, Cochabamba’s vast and uninhabited fertile grounds provided an 

ideal location to grow food for nearby urban economic centers in the Peruvian and 

Bolivian altiplano and the booming mining city of Potosí.156  It was during this time that 

the department of Cochabamba earned the moniker of the “breadbasket” of Bolivia.  

Besides growing food to support the high demand that arose as a result of nearby mining 

enterprises, the indigenous were also mandated to serve a forced work period, known as a 

mita, in the perilous mines.  The mita service was universally despised by the indigenous. 

Conditions were so appalling for the indigenous miners that many died within six months 

of commencing work.  It is estimated that only three of every ten workers who entered 

the mountain returned alive, and that the mine was responsible for the deaths of some 

eight million native laborers.157 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Spanish attempted a new 

form of human resettlement in Cochabamba by replacing the encomiendas with 

                                                 
155 Ibid., 309.  
156 During the height of the silver boom in the 1650s, Potosí had more than 160,000 inhabitants: more than 
London, Madrid, or Paris, and ten times that of Boston. Eduardo Galeano, Open Veins of Latin America 
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1973), 31. 
157 Ibid., 43. 
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reducciones.  The reducciones were intended to limit the growing power of 

encomenderos, streamline tax collection, and galvanize religious conversion by clustering 

the geographically disperse indigenous populations into towns, most of which were then 

granted to a designee of the Spanish crown.158  Although many indigenous were 

relocated to urban or semi-urban areas, rural life did not disappear or become less 

important.  Rather, eighteenth century rural life revolved around the hacienda, a system 

where landless peasants worked for a landlord of European descent in return for basic 

subsistence.159  The basic logic of haciendas was that an abundance of cheap labor could 

compensate for the lack of modern technology.160  Even though there were stark 

divisions between the workers and owners of haciendas, the two groups’ proximity to one 

another created an environment of inter-ethnic and inter-racial mixing that was unique to 

the region.  

                                                

Though some indigenous in the department of Cochabamba remained isolated and 

highly resistant to outside influences, many developed amicable relations with whites and 

mestizos.  These feelings of a shared identity were cultivated by Cochabamba’s pre-

colonial tradition of multiculturalism, the growth of towns, and a more equitable 

dispersion of wealth, especially among the indigenous and mestizos.161  Exchange among 

different ethnic and racial groups in Cochabamba was forthcoming, encouraging all 

people to accept a shared mestizo identity rooted more in a sense of imagined community 

 
158 Robert H. Jackson, Regional Markets and Agrarian Transformation in Bolivia: Cochabamba, 1539-
1960 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1994), 25; Sanabria, The Coca Boom, 25-6; Larson, 
171. 
159 Daniel Heyduk, “The Hacienda System and Agrarian Reform in Highland Bolivia: A Re-Evaluation,” 
Ethnology 13.1 (January 1974): 71 
160 Edmundo Flores, Tratado de Economía Agricola (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1961), 275-76. 
161 Dwight B. Heath, “Toward Understanding Bolivia,” in Land Reform and Social Revolution in Bolivia 
(New York: Praeger, 1969), 21. 
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than a particular racial categorization.162  In contrast, rigid social hierarchies, 

geographical isolation, and high degrees of landlord absenteeism in departments such as 

Chuquisaca and Tarija limited such cross-cultural exchanges in these regions.  Haciendas 

in Chuquisaca and Tarija were self-reliant and had limited interactions with other 

haciendas either within the department or elsewhere in the country.163  A more 

generalized sense of shared identity was not cultivated, as hacienda workers remained 

focused on their own limited world and did not engage in social or economic transactions 

outside of it.  These differences accounted in part for the greater cross-class solidarity 

that arose among the people of Cochabamba in contrast to those of people in other 

regions.  These feelings of solidarity, I argue, led to more collective action and communal 

endeavors in Cochabamba than in other parts of the country.  Such traditions, I maintain, 

have had a lasting influence on mobilization patterns in the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries and help explain the inter-departmental variation noted in chapter 3.  

Despite assimilating tendencies in Cochabamba among its different racial and 

ethnic groups, the department was still rife with dissatisfaction with colonial rule.  

Opposition to colonialism, and particularly the payment of tribute and the mita, adopted a 

variety of forms.  In 1730, two hundred insurgents murdered the mayor of Cochabamba, 

then pillaged the town.  After this incident, colonial authorities regarded the so-called 

“mestizo-province” of Cochabamba as brimming with seditious Indians.164  Ironically, 

the greater threat to the landowning elite did not emerge from events such as the riot; 

rather it emanated from the development of a nascent underground civil society.  This 

                                                 
162 The concept of a non-primordial nationalism emanating from a shared sense of identity among its 
members (i.e., an “imagined community”) is attributed to Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (New York: Verso, 1991). 
163 Heyduk, 77. 
164 Larson, 114-15. 
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civil society grew primarily from the creation of interdependent economic relations.  

Rural workers leased patches of hacienda land in order to partake in petty trade and crafts 

in addition to their agricultural activities.  Popular markets, which developed outside of 

the boundaries of the formal colonial economy, sprung up around more urbanized 

population centers.  These markets satisfied a local indigenous demand for maize, chicha 

(an alcoholic beverage made from maize), and textiles; offered a venue for economic and 

social interactions between townspeople and hacienda dwellers; and forged an alternative 

cultural arena that was less constrained by colonial influences.   

Through these markets, peasants were transformed from hacienda workers to 

members of a burgeoning petty commercial class, capable of challenging the power of the 

landowners.165  They protected their economic interests and cultural space through 

increasingly sophisticated forms of protest aimed at the landowning elite.  As Harry 

Sanabria, an economic anthropologist who studies the Andean region explains: 

Hacienda owners were not all-powerful and omnipotent… their peasants not only 
had access to land but also exerted considerable control over the land they 
cultivated.  Underlying and bolstering this control over land were shared 
understandings, established norms of reciprocity, and mutual rights and 
obligations guaranteeing peasants… a means of livelihood and sense of economic 
security.  Hacienda owners who attempted to undermine these agreed upon norms 
faced the prospects of mass uprisings, court suits, and a serious threat to hacienda 
production.166 

 
The ability of Cochabambino peasants and merchants to forge a new collective 

consciousness through the creation of their own informal economy laid the foundation for 

the anti-colonial discourse and mobilization that would not only permeate late colonial 

and early republican Cochabamba, but also would continue to influence it into the 

twenty-first century. 
                                                 
165 Ibid., 295-96. 
166 Sanabria, The Coca Boom, 99.   
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The patterns of land organization that dominated colonial Cochabamba persisted 

after independence was won in 1825.  Nineteenth century Bolivian nationalists struggled, 

though, with the so-called “Indian problem,” or, as historian Robert Jackson candidly 

explains, “The need to control and, at the same time, integrate the Indian majority in to 

the political and social life of the country.”167  Among the most pressing issues for 

reformers was that of independent indigenous-occupied communal lands, which were 

viewed as an obstacle to the formation of a modern, unified state.  Though these lands, 

known as ayllus, were more common in the altiplano (they are discussed in detail in 

chapter 5), there were some in western Cochabamba.  In order to dismantle them, 

communal landholding in Cochabamba was prohibited and parcels of land were put on 

the market as early as 1878.168  Although ayllu lands were occasionally purchased by 

neighboring haciendas and integrated into their territory, they were more frequently sold 

to peasants and artisans, often in increments of no larger than a hectare each.  Between 

1886 and 1894, around 60 percent of these holdings were sold to petty agriculturalists 

who had acquired sufficient funds through employment in the mines and small-scale 

commerce to purchase a tract of land.169  

Further subdivision over time yielded a proliferation of minufundios, small, 

subsistence-oriented landholdings farmed by peasants and usually located adjacent to 

local and regional markets.170  Often, the minifundios came together to form piquerías: 

                                                 
167 Jackson, 70. 
168 The destruction of the ayllu as not only a form of land organization but also as a cultural concept was so 
complete in the department of Cochabamba that by the middle of the twentieth century, the term meant 
nothing more “related” or “relationship.”  Ticona, Rojas, and Albó, 55. 
169 Larson, 311; Jackson, 89. 
170 Prior to the 1952 revolution, Cochabamba’s valleys were one of only two places in the country where 
there was a sizable class of small-scale landholders.  The rest of the country, and especially the low-lying 
regions in the north and east, were dominated by latifundios: large-scale landholdings that underutilize 

 95



 

independent, freeholder peasant communities.  Though piqueros—small, independent 

farm operators—did not hold the same status as hacienda landlords, these small-scale 

owners did enjoy a higher economic and social status than other workers on haciendas.  

As anthropologist Jorge Dandler-Hanhart elaborates: 

They (piqueros) felt more secure as owners, since the members of their families 
and they themselves were free to travel and seek seasonal employment elsewhere, 
acquire a trade, attend school, and in general, take advantage of other 
opportunities which were rare or absent when they were merely usufruct holders.  
The implications of these changes were important, since these persons no longer 
strictly fitted as “Indians” in the traditional socio-cultural system.171   

 
Unlike the ayllus, which were founded on traditional indigenous norms and politically, 

economically, and culturally isolated from the Bolivian state, piquerías were founded on 

a less provincial mestizo identity.  Those who resided on them readily engaged in a 

variety of transactions with those outside of their immediate community.  The 

ascendancy of the piqueros, which crested around 1942, had several important 

implications for Cochabambino society.  First, the economic security achieved by them 

contributed to the decline of seditious activities, and Cochabamba was relatively free of 

large-scale peasant uprisings from the 1880s until the 1920s.  Secondly, it further 

entrenched the mestizo culture that had long been a part of the region by creating a class 

of people that straddled typical racial and economic markers.  By the beginning of the 

twentieth century, the piquerías, alongside the remaining haciendas, were Cochabamba’s 

two most important forms of land tenure.  Using data from the 1950 Agricultural and 

                                                                                                                                                 
available land and resources and earn a profit only by extracting peasant labor. Jackson, 139; Marcelo 
Peinado Sotomayor, Land Reform in Three Communities of Cochabamba, Bolivia (August 1971), 34. 
171 Dandler-Hanhart, 76. 

 96



 

Livestock Census, Table 4.1 summarizes three of the most common patterns of land 

tenure found throughout Bolivia at the time.172  

 
Table 4.1. Land use in Bolivia (1950) 
Department Total 

cultivated land 
(hectares) 

Percent of 
cultivated land 

operated as 
hacienda 

Percent of 
cultivated land 

operated by 
single owner 

Percent of land 
indigenous 
communal 

landholdings 
La Paz 188,127.47 51.05 3.76 42.17 
Potosí 137,683.13 24.59 17.42 48.06 
Cochabamba 125,702.65 59.67 23.56 4.92 
Chuquisaca 82,438.64 59.47 22.20 7.45 
Santa Cruz 58,242.40 39.75 41.48 2.09 
Tarija 25,866.93 2.22 47.27 1.06 
Oruro 22,826.31 45.21 2.64 47.28 
Beni 10,558.63 20.85 53.36 0 
Pando 2,811.93 0 61.27 0 
Total 654,258.09 44.35 18.85 26.00 
Source: Censo Agropecuario 1950.  Fundación Tierra, La Paz, Bolivia. 

 
Though Cochabamba, La Paz, and Potosí all had over 125,000 hectares of 

cultivated land, in Cochabamba indigenous communal landholdings constituted a very 

small percentage of this total area.  Rather, haciendas dependent on the labor of colonos, 

workers that received a small parcel of land for subsistence in exchange for their labor, 

and properties with a single owner/operator—such as the piquerías—constituted the 

overwhelming majority of Cochabamba’s cultivated land.  The ubiquity of haciendas and 

piquerías in Cochabamba coupled with the dearth of independent indigenous 

communities directly contributed to the rise of peasant unions and a strong sense of class-

based identity in the department.  Whereas people residing in independent indigenous 

communities referred to themselves as the indigenous, those living in haciendas and on 

                                                 
172 Keeping in mind that according to this same census, about 6 percent of the landholders owned about 92 
percent of the farmland. Peinado Sotomayor, 13. 
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piquerías saw themselves as members of a mestizo worker class that was primed for 

collective action.   

First, a class-based identity allowed Cochabambinos to more easily integrate 

themselves into the state.173  This integration was driven by a push-pull dynamic between 

the two.  Despite the legacy of inter-racial and inter-ethnic mixing that had long defined 

the department, people of European descent treated indigenous people as a threat to 

domestic security, an impediment to economic development, and a source of expendable 

labor.  Due to these harsh realities, many indigenous, including piqueros and hacienda 

workers that had independent access to regional markets, were encouraged to assimilate 

into the mainstream mestizo culture where they had greater access to the social, political, 

and economic capital of the state.  It promised the opportunity of increased mobility as 

one’s identification moved from indigenous (other) to mestizo (us).174   

At the same time, the state was also encouraging indigenous peasants to identify 

more strongly as mestizos.  Well aware of the potentially destabilizing force that the 

indigenous represented, the elites of the ruling Conservative Party attempted to 

incorporate the landless laborers into their own vision of the state.  Beginning in 1905, 

state-sponsored education was extended to the indigenous.  Although its ostensible goals 

were to improve literacy and standardize education across the country (in 1900 Bolivia 

was at least 73 percent rural and only 16 percent of the population over the age of seven 

                                                 
173 For analyses of this transformation among various indigenous groups both in Bolivia and throughout 
Latin America, see Mamani Condori, 47-65; George Gray Molina, “Ethnic Politics in Bolivia: ‘Harmony of 
Inequalities,’ 1900-2000” (paper presented at the Third Forum for Human Development, Paris, France, 
January 17-19, 2005), 7-9; Florencia E. Mallon, “Indian Communities, Political Cultures, and the State in 
Latin America, 1780-1990,” Journal of Latin American Studies 24 (1992); Deborah J. Yashar, “Indigenous 
Protest and Democracy in Latin America,” in Constructing Democratic Governance, ed. Jorge I. 
Dominguez and Abraham Lowenthal (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 1996); Melina Selverston, 
“The Politics of Identity Reconstruction: Indians and Democracy in Ecuador,” in The New Politics of 
Inequality in Latin America, ed. Douglas A. Chalmers et al., (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
174 Yashar, “Indigenous Protest and Democracy.” 
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had received some schooling175), it also sought to dispel the use of coca and the so-called 

superstitions of rural life.176  The state believed that through education, the indigenous 

could be transformed into loyal mestizo members of the Bolivian state. 

 Secondly, the adoption of class-based identities among the peasants of 

Cochabamba was motivated by economic and demographic shifts.  By the middle of the 

19th century the silver mines were exhausted and tin became the newly independent 

republic’s most important resource.  The rise of tin had far-reaching social and political 

implications.  In 1898, the seat of national government was moved from Sucre, just 150 

kilometers from Potosí, to La Paz, which was much closer to the tin mines in Oruro.  

Bolivia’s wealthy tin baron families, including the Patiño, Hochshild, and Aramayo 

clans, became the country’s de facto rulers.177  Peasants, motivated by the tin boom and 

rising prices worldwide in the first decades of the twentieth century, migrated away from 

Cochabamba to work in the mines in Oruro.  Once in the mines, they became removed 

from the traditions of rural life and more closely identified with the industrial 

proletariat.178  A sense of camaraderie with the miners grew among Cochabambinos, as 

the stories of their fearless mobilizations against the mining elite spread throughout the 

countryside.  As historian Brooke Larson explains: 

Directly or indirectly, through kin, neighbors, or landlords, peasants were drawn 
into the industrial orbit of the mines even if they never set eyes of the bleak 
encampments of Llallagua-Uncía or San José…  They also heard about bold 
protests of miners during the 1920s.  A sense of militancy, forged around an 
emerging class identity and solidarity, was in the air… Cochabamba peasants 

                                                 
175 Klein, Bolivia: The Evolution, 153. 
176 Roberto Choque Canqui, “El Pueblo Aymara y el Segundo Milenio,” in Aruskipakipzañasataki: El Siglo 
XXI y el Futuro del Pueblo Aymara, ed. Waskar Ari Chachaki (La Paz, Bolivia: Editorial Amuyañataki, 
2001), 29-30. 
177 In the late 1940s, minerals accounted for 98 percent of Bolivia’s export economy, and nearly three-
quarters of this total consisted of tin. Heath, “Toward Understanding Bolivia,” 17. 
178 Michael Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1980), 214. 
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themselves would soon begin to mobilize for social justice, preparing the ground 
for revolution and reform just a few years hence.179 

 
Direct or indirect exposure to the tin economy further transformed rural indigenous 

farmers into members of the proletariat class. 

The worldwide depression and a bust in the tin markets forced many of the newly 

indoctrinated miners to return to their homelands in Cochabamba in the 1930s.  They 

brought with them an invigorated sense of class identity and lessons learned in collective 

action.  Their ideological outlooks and organizational skills were quickly adopted in their 

home department, where peasant leagues were beginning to form, intent on airing the 

grievances of the unfairly compensated hacienda workers.180  For the indigenous 

populations, who had been victimized by structural inequalities for centuries, class 

solidarity was the natural outgrowth of their historical experience.  Imposed hierarchical 

social and economic arrangements, such as the encomienda and hacienda, served as the 

foundation for inter-class rivalry. As Marxism spread among the disenfranchised of the 

region, class solidarity appeared to be the most promising avenue for promoting 

meaningful change.  People of indigenous descent came to understand themselves as 

members of a particular economic class and as members of a modern state.  

 
The Rise of Peasant Unions 
 
 

The first peasant sindicatos sprang up in the haciendas of the Ucureña region of 

Cochabamba’s valleys (province of Jordán) in 1936.  Members of these unions did not 

identify as indigenous, but rather as campesinos, or worker peasants.  They were initially 

organized by the Party of the Revolutionary Left (Partido de la Izquierda Revolucionaria 
                                                 
179 Larson, 319. 
180 Jackson, 157. 
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– PIR) and managed by a Trotskyist leadership that was officially independent from the 

government.181  They did, however, receive support from the national government in La 

Paz.  In a decree dated January 22, 1936, President David Toro (1936-37) declared, 

“Municipal and religious entities or orders who own landed estates, fincas, or haciendas 

and whose administration is entrusted to a lessee or more than one lessee, should in all 

cases and with equal conditions, offer rental preference to colonos of the property who 

organize into a sindicato for agricultural purposes.”182 Organization into a sindicato, then, 

offered landless peasants concrete benefits.  As haciendas were dismantled in the 

twentieth century, workers who had organized into sindicatos were given preferential 

treatment to legally acquire the land they had previously tilled as colonos for the benefit 

of the owner.  These types of transactions were especially prominent in the valleys of 

Cochabamba, such as in the province of Jordán, where the Sisters of Santa Clara were the 

primary landholders.  In Jordán, the colonos organized into a sindicato, pooled their 

resources, and requested that the land be directly leased to them.183  By 1950, only about 

one-third of the cultivated land in Jordán was still held by an owner dependent on colono 

labor.  In contrast, in the province of Ayopaya, located in Cochabamba’s altiplano 

bordering La Paz, nearly two-thirds of cultivated land was operated by owners using 

colonos.184   

The government in the capital of La Paz, steeped in the nationalist and anti-

oligarchical sentiments that arose after Bolivia’s defeat in the Chaco War (1932-35), 

supported sindicalization, though in an instrumental manner.  In the Chaco War, Bolivia 

                                                 
181 Dandler-Hanhart, “Local Group, Community,” 5. 
182 Quoted in: Ibid., 57.  
183 Dwight B. Heath, “Bolivia’s Law of Agrarian Reform,” in Land Reform and Social Revolution in 
Bolivia (New York: Praeger, 1969), 41.  
184 Censo Agropecuario 1950.   
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lost 65,000 men and ceded 225,000 square kilometers of its southeastern territory.185 

Following the war, the former combatants joined in a proliferation of new popular and 

leftist parties including the Revolutionary Workers Party (Partido Obrero Revolucionario 

– POR), a trotskyist party; the MNR, and the PIR.  Together, these three parties of the left 

formed the Concordancia or Democratic Alliance, a coalition aimed at opposing the 

traditional conservative forces.  Among their demands were nationalization of key 

Bolivian industries—especially the tin mines—and defense of the labor movement.   

In 1936, a group of army officers associated with the Democratic Alliance 

forcefully seized control of government.  One of their first declarations was to confiscate 

all of the holdings, equipment, and materials of the privately owned Standard Oil 

Company of Bolivia (the corporation widely viewed as inciting the Chaco War) and turn 

them over to Yacimientos Petroliferos Fiscales de Bolivia (YPFB), a new a state-owned 

monopoly.  The acquisition represented the first time in the Americas that a major North 

American multi-national company was nationalized by the host state.  Over the next 

twenty years, though, half of Bolivia’s gross national product would come to be 

controlled by state corporations.186 

Prior to the Chaco War, Cochabamba never played a very large part in the 

indigenous and campesino struggles in the country, especially compared to the full-scale 

insurrections that were staged in the altiplano.  Following the Chaco War, though, they 

became more active participants, as members of the Democratic Alliance sought to 
                                                 
185 Bolivia is the only Latin American country that has ceded territory to all of its surrounding neighbors.  
At independence, Bolivia’s territory measured 2.3 square kilometers; it is now less than half that original 
figure.  Its losses include its coastline and the copper and nitrate-rich Atacama Desert region to Chile in the 
War of the Pacific (1879-1884); the (now) Brazilian state of Acre; the Puna de Atacama to Argentina in 
1883; 250,000 square kilometers in 1909 to Peru; and nearly 250,000 square kilometers in the Chaco War.  
Luis Maira, “Dilemas Internos y Espacios Internacionales en el Gobierno de Evo Morales,” Nueva 
Sociedad 209 (2007): 74 
186 Klein, Bolivia: The Evolution, 203-04. 
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organize them.187  A decree put forth by the Ministry of Work in 1936 created the first 

sindicatos campesinos (peasant unions) in the valleys of Cochabamba, and then in the 

altiplano.  The unions, which were headed by regime loyalists, were intended to prevent 

rebellions—such as those that occurred in 1921 at Jesús de Machaqa, 1927 at Chayanta, 

and 1947 in the altiplano and Cochabamba—by encouraging a form of limited 

participation in the state.  As sindicato documents from the time claim, it was “necessary 

to change the Indian world from rebellion to the modern ways of protest,” such as “union 

organization, hunger strikes and Marxist organization.”188   

The mission of the sindicatos was to challenge capitalism, improve worker 

conditions and salary, and ally with the most exploited sectors of society to assume 

political power.189  The parties of the Democratic Alliance provided an institutional 

channel for the expression of sindicatos’ leftist demands, as well as a structure for 

organizing and staging acts of political defiance.  The leaders of the Democratic Alliance, 

though, also used the sindicatos as a tool for nation-building in the ethnically fractured 

and historically divisive country.  The sindicatos inculcated their members with a new set 

of values that was more consistent with the modern Bolivian state.  Union leaders 

encouraged the indigenous to dispose of their “traditional” indigenous identity and 

instead adopt a “modern” worker one, an integral step in the Democratic Alliance’s plan 

of fomenting a national revolution.  As President Paz Estenssoro announced in a 1953 

celebration of land reform in front of thousands of indigenous people, “From now on you 

                                                 
187 Ticona, Rojas, and Albó, 55. 
188 “Manifesto de la Federacíon Agraria Departmentral La Paz, Octubre 1939,” (Fondo Prefectural, 1940), 
3-5.  
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will no longer be Indians, but rather peasants.”190  Mestizo elites such as Estenssoro 

wanted to minimize ethnic cleavages and create a unified worker state.  Such projects 

were not unique to Bolivia and could be seen throughout Latin America during the 

twentieth century.  For example, in 1931, Peruvian President Sancho Cerro proclaimed, 

“So long as we do not consider all of our people, Indian and non-Indian to be Peruvians, 

with the same rights and duties, there will never emerge the unity which is the 

indispensable element of the nation.”191  Underlying this statement was the belief that 

expressions of Indian identity were at odds with the creation of a modern political entity. 

The parties of the left saw the peasants as a crucial ally in limiting the power of 

the tin barons and other landed elites.  The national government was far from unified, 

though; between 1936 and 1952 ten different regimes assumed power, each with a vastly 

different ideological orientation.  Though the leadership of the sindicatos, and most 

notably that of José Rojas of the Ucureña region, was tied to the PIR, the MNR was 

attempting to make inroads with the peasants of Cochabamba’s valleys, realizing that 

their support would consolidate the party’s legitimacy at the national level.192  In order 

for the MNR to achieve its revolutionary aims, the peasants of Cochabamba’s valleys—a 

crucial member of any governing coalition because of their numbers and control over the 

country’s food supply—would have to accept a political identity grounded in worker 

solidarity and support for a unified, MNR-led state.  Though expressions of indigenous 

cultural identity such as the wearing of traditional clothing or the speaking of an 

                                                 
190 Quoted in Gerritt Huizer, The Revolutionary Potential of the Peasant in Latin America (Lexington, KY: 
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indigenous language were tolerated, defection from the MNR’s political and economic 

plans was not.  

Many of the initial sindicato leaders were former colonos who had been granted 

some authority on the haciendas.  For example, the leaders of the sindicatos that emerged 

from the former haciendas Toralapa and Kaspicancha in the Cochabamba valleys both 

possessed elevated social standing and held authoritative posts on the haciendas before 

they were converted.193  Such an enhanced stature was important, as the sindicatos would 

become responsible for carrying out complicated legal proceedings and negotiating with 

the bureaucracy of the state.  It was therefore required that the sindicato leaders held 

some authority within their community, as it granted them greater legitimacy during 

negotiations and provided them with the practical problem-solving skills that were 

necessary when dealing with both their constituencies and the state.   

The sindicatos filled the power vacuum that accompanied the demise of the 

haciendas.  Absent other communal forms of representation, the sindicatos were the only 

space that campesinos could employ to voice their demands.  The hierarchical structures 

and patterns of authority that the peasants had grown accustomed to on the haciendas 

translated easily into the new forms of sindicalization.  During the time leading up to the 

1952 revolution, Cochabamba’s sindicatos functioned as a training ground for campesino 

leadership and a catalyst for political reform.  In many parts of Cochabamba, the 

sindicatos became the only form of community organization, and their members 

demanded and received political, economic, and social recognition that was unknown to 

people of indigenous descent elsewhere in the country.  According to Dwight Heath: 
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On balance, it appears that the economic cost of syndicates to the members, in 
terms of monthly dues plus occasional special assessments, is often not much 
greater than the economic benefits they derive from them.  The socio-
psychological value of syndicate membership seems appreciable for the point of 
view of the campesinos, and usually far outweigh the costs…  It may even be that 
such syndicate leaders are serving an effective apprenticeship for political action 
on a broader scale, where there are few other opportunities for training.  Except in 
rare instances of virtual anarchy, which have remained strictly localized, the 
syndicates have been important means of distributing land, enlisting and 
sustaining political commitment of the part of campesinos, and bringing them into 
more meaningful relations with the party and the nation.194      
 

The leaders of the sindicatos, then, not only played influential roles in endorsing 

particular parties among their union members—for example, Rojas, an ardent PIR-ista, 

limited the spread of the MNR as much he could in Ucureña—but they also rose to 

become the next generation of political leaders at the national level.  In July 1956, Rojas 

was elected to the Senate, and, for the first time in Bolivian history, the body was forced 

to accommodate a speaker of an indigenous language.  In the same election, Ñuflo 

Chávez Ortiz, a man closely tied to the campesino movement, was elected vice 

president.195  

The fact that Rojas was a Quechua speaker pointed to the incomplete and 

inconsistent nature of the cultural assimilation of peasants, despite their willingness to 

participate in a nation-building endeavor forged through a shared sense of Bolivian 

national identity.  According to the 1950 Bolivian census, 75 percent of Cochabambinos 

self-identified as indigenous, more than any other department in Bolivia besides Potosí 

(which claimed 77 percent) and higher than the national average of 63 percent.196  In 
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1950, 78 percent of Cochabambinos were Quechua speakers.197  Indigeneity was an 

enduring feature of self-identification, and despite peasants’ willingness to join unions 

and modern political movements, elements of their indigenous identity had not been 

completely abandoned.  

 
Revolution and the State of 1952 
 
 

Bolivia’s 1952 revolution was galvanized by the MNR, which successfully united 

a broad-based coalition of unionized Quechua peasants from the Cochabamba region, 

mineworkers, and members of the urban middle class.198  The MNR then opened the 

armories to the public, and miners staged a massive march on La Paz.  The capital city 

suffered from devastating destruction and more than six hundred people perished.199  

Victor Paz Estenssoro, leader of the MNR, was named president of the country.  The 

MNR along with the Bolivian Workers Central (Central Obrera Boliviana—COB) co-

governed the country.  The COB provided organized workers with an outlet to express 

their demands—albeit within the framework of the ruling party—in effect ensuring that 

the workers would not revolt against the MNR regime.  In exchange for this allegiance, 

COB held three important ministries: Mining, Work, and Campesino Affairs.200 

Before and after the revolution, peasants in Cochabamba’s valleys—most of 

whom were unable to vote until universal enfranchisement was granted by the MNR in 

1953—found themselves participating in politics in a variety of other ways.  The 
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200 Stefanoni and Do Alto, 59; Lupe Cajías, “Desarticulación del movimiento obrero boliviano,” Agencia 
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increasingly bold and powerful sindicatos staged road blockades, labor strikes, and land 

grabs throughout the late 1940s and 1950s.201  Protest in Cochabamba revolved almost 

wholly around the sindicatos’ claims for land.  Given the diminishing availability of 

cultivable land, leaders such as Rojas forcibly removed the owners of the remaining 

haciendas.  In contrast, on the estates of Potosí and Chuquisaca, campesinos were more 

patient.  As late as August 1952, campesinos in these departments were negotiating the 

sale of all lands that the government was likely to expropriate for the 1945 tax-assessed 

values, rather than simply seizing them.202  In 1952, the Ucureña union, headed by Rojas, 

mobilized six thousand campesinos.  The band threatened to arm themselves from the 

town of Cliza and then expel the remaining landowners by any means necessary.  

However, a competing union that successfully united more than twelve thousand 

campesinos for a rally in Cochabamba city’s stadium stymied their movement.203  In a 

pattern that has endured to the contemporary era, the ability to mobilize supporters in the 

streets was an effective means of political action and a proxy for formal institutional 

participation when such participation was legally impossible or came with prohibitively 

high costs. 

Though the sindicatos of Cochabamba did not assume an active role in the April 

1952 revolution (they did not march on La Paz like the miners), had they not supported 

the underlying aims of it, it is unlikely that the MNR would have gone through with its 

radical plan.  The miners of Potosí and Oruro, along with the peasants of Cochabamba, 

were the most organized segments of mid-twentieth century Bolivian society.  Though 

the miners were more radicalized and controlled Bolivia’s mineral economy (the 
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country’s most important export), the peasants were the most numerous and increasingly 

adopted the tactics of their counterparts in the mines.  Given the expansion of the 

Bolivian electorate that accompanied the revolution, in order to stay in power, parties 

depended on winning votes in electoral competition and not just staving off revolts that 

threatened to depose them.  Thus, counting on sindicato members as party loyalists was a 

crucial objective of the MNR regime even before it assumed power.  Universal 

enfranchisement and the forthcoming land reform were not simply moral positions on the 

MNR’s political agenda, but measures used to shore up support for the MNR and their 

revolution. 

Following the Bolivian revolution and the expansion of the national electorate, 

Cochabamba’s peasants became strong and vocal advocates for the redistribution of land.  

Throughout the twentieth century, land in Cochabamba’s mountains and valleys was 

subdivided into smaller and smaller plots, while the semi-tropical land in the lowlands 

remained untouched in large, unproductive estates.  It was fitting, then, that on August 2, 

1953, agrarian reform was signed into law in the village of Ucureña, the birthplace of 

Bolivian agricultural sindicatos two decades before.  The reform, aimed at increasing 

productivity, lessening crowding, and improving the plight of thousands of landless 

peasants, expropriated the remaining haciendas in Bolivia’s altiplano and valleys, though 

it barely touched properties in the low-lying departments of Santa Cruz, Tarija, Beni, and 

Pando.  Cochabamba benefited more than any other department of the country in terms of 

the percentage of the land reformed.  

 

 

 109



 

Table 4.2. The effects of agrarian reform in Bolivia 
Department  Total area 

(hectares) 
Hectares 

affected by 
reform 

Total percentage 
of land reformed 

Beni 21,356,400 909,060 4.26 
Chuquisaca 5,152,400 1,064,129 20.65 
Cochabamba 5,563,100 1,209,350 21.74 
La Paz 13,398,500 1,563,723 11.67 
Oruro 5,358,800 454,985 8.49 
Pando 6,382,700 5,034 0.08 
Potosí 11,821,800 1,154,113 9.76 
Santa Cruz 37,062,100 1,194,027 3.22 
Tarija 3,762,300 351,862 9.35 
Total Area 109858300 7906283 7.20 

Source: Dwight B. Heath, “Conclusions and Implications for Action,” in Land Reform and Social 
Revolution in Bolivia (New York: Praeger, 1969), 373. 
 
 
Agrarian reform transformed Cochabamba’s sindicatos into what Xavier Albó has called 

“peasant super-states.”  In these areas, peasant union leaders filled many of the roles 

typically occupied by the state.  They were particularly prominent in the Valle Alto in 

Cochabamba, along with the Quechua-speaking valleys of north Potosí and, as is 

discussed in chapter 5, the Aymara region near Lake Titicaca.204  These peasant super-

states, along with those that would later form elsewhere in the country, would become the 

locus of twenty-first century mobilization.  

In Cochabamba, consummate agrarian reform was difficult to enact due to its 

relatively small area, high population density, and the decades-old tradition of sub-

dividing plots.  According to the 1950 census, Cochabamba was the most densely 

populated department in all of Bolivia with 8.82 people per square kilometer (the national 

average was 2.75).  Furthermore, the provinces in its valleys were among the most 

densely populated agricultural areas in the country.  In Jordán, for example, there were 

                                                 
204 Xavier Albó, “The ‘Long Memory’ of Ethnicity in Bolivia and Some Temporary Oscillations,” in 
Unresolved Tensions: Bolivia Past and Present, ed. John Crabtree and Laurence Whitehead (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008), 19. 
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76.91 inhabitants per square kilometer, making it the most densely populated province in 

the country that was not a departmental seat.205  Quite simply, there was not enough land 

to go around.  In an attempt to appease the greatest amount of people, the minimum size 

of holdings distributed by the state was decreased, thereby encouraging the proliferation 

of minifundios.206   

Further exacerbating the demands on land in the region were peasant relocation 

programs.  Following the revolution, the MNR government, with the support of the 

United States, enacted colonization projects.  These reforms entailed the relocation of 

altiplano peasants to the eastern reaches of Cochabamba, and particularly to the Chapare 

region, where previously unfarmed lands were rapidly brought under cultivation by 

Quechua peasants in the 1950s and 1960s.207  The objectives were two-fold.  First, the 

relocation of peasants to the valleys was intended to increase much-needed food 

production for the domestic market.  Bolivia, at the time, was importing food that it could 

be producing itself.  Second, by moving peasant populations, the state believed that areas 

of densely populated highland and valley peasant activity could be pacified.208  Once in 

the tropics of the Chapare, the government reasoned that these Quechua-speaking 

peasants would become much more susceptible to pressures to assimilate than their 

highland counterparts, many of whom continued to live in isolated ayllus, untouched by 

the institutions of the state and hostile to external influences.  Though Cochabamba was 

by no means passive, it was relatively tranquil compared to the altiplano.  Most 

                                                 
205 Bolivia: Dirección General de Estadística y Censos, Censo Demográfico 1950, 7-10. 
206 Richard W. Patch, “Bolivia, U.S. Assistance,” 128. 
207 Heath, “Conclusions and Implications,” 394; Sanabria, The Coca Boom, 28. 
208 Eckstein, 45; Harry Sanabria, “The State and the Ongoing Struggle Over Coca in Bolivia,” in 
Dangerous Harvest: Drug Plants and the Transformation of Indigenous Landscapes, ed. Michael 
Steinberg, Joseph Hobbs, and Kent Mathewson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 154. 
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restlessness in the department arose from sindicato mobilization, which could be more 

closely monitored by the state.  Members of the sindicatos were much more likely to 

accept the unifying nation building projects of the national government, as the region’s 

historical legacy of intermixing between different ethnic and racial groups made them 

less likely to make radical separatist claims.  

In the years immediately following the revolution, the most important function of 

the sindicatos was to guarantee the application of agrarian reform law through legal 

mechanisms.  In order to acquire land, the sindicato had to petition a lower court, and the 

expenses associated with the petition were paid through the members’ dues or the 

working of shared land.209  Once agrarian reform in Cochabamba was complete, the 

sindicatos of the valleys turned their energies inwards to community infrastructure 

projects such as the building of schools and roads and the maintenance of other public 

works.  Although their direct interaction with the state lessened considerably, their 

organizational structure, the political acumen of their leaders, and the shared sense of 

identity that they engendered all became enduring features of Cochabamba’s socio-

cultural legacy.  This legacy played a strong and influential role in the cocaleros’ 

movement and the 2000 Water War, as well as the department’s many other expressions 

of informal and formal political defiance. 

 
The Military-Campesino Pact 
 
 

Inspired by the PRI in Mexico, the MNR governed through single-party control.  

Rather than promote unity, though, MNR rule inspired intense factionalism.  In 1964 a 

broad coalition of civilian and military personnel removed the elected MNR president 
                                                 
209 Peinado Sotomayor, 46-7. 
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from office, setting into motion eighteen years of military rule.  Unlike most other 

countries in Latin America (and especially unlike neighboring Chile), Bolivia’s period of 

military rule was highly unstable and seemingly capricious with seventeen different 

regimes holding power in nearly as many years. As Herbert Klein comments: 

From 1969 until 1982, one military regime after another would emerge, with their 
politics stretching all the way from extreme left through reformist to reactionary 
right. Government policies depended completely on the personalities and ideas of 
the individual officers who seized power and in no way reflected a coherent 
position of the army itself.  Whereas in most major states of South America in this 
period the army was presenting a corporate personality and common policy 
toward the civilian world, in Bolivia this did not occur.210 

 
Bolivia’s military regimes were challenged to pursue the conflicting objectives of 

promoting capitalist economic growth, redistributing wealth, and reigning in the popular 

sector.  Although most were not particularly welcoming to the working left, they did 

recognize the importance of campesino support and sought to gain the allegiance of this 

sector through further, more comprehensive agrarian reform.  In effect, the military 

regimes attempted to forge the same bonds with rural peasants that the MNR had 

cultivated in the past, though this time through the Military-Campesino Pact (MCP).  

Much as the MNR had done in the past, the military regime of General René Barrientos 

co-opted the peasants into para-state unions organized under the umbrella of the National 

Confederation of Bolivian Peasant Workers (Confederación Nacional de Trabajadores 

Campesinos de Bolivia – CNTCB).  Though the MNR was no longer in power, the 

relationship between the peasants and the government endured.  Until the rupturing of 

this pact in 1974, the military gained direct control of the agricultural unions via the 

CNTCB at their highest levels, much as the MNR had accomplished in the past. 
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 Military rule reached a high-water mark with the reign of General Hugo Banzer 

(1971-78).  During his rule, he launched an aggressive modernization agenda that 

privileged agro-industrial capitalists (who were primarily of European descent and 

resided in the lowland regions of the country) over those who cultivated traditional foods 

(who were primarily of indigenous descent and resided in the altiplano and valleys).  

Though Banzer’s agricultural development plans had little to do with rural peasants, he 

continued to formally support the MCP in order to strengthen his control over their 

unions.211  Like many of his contemporaries across Latin America, Banzer was most 

concerned with containing Bolivia’s “enemy within,” and believed that seditious groups 

of unionized peasants and other workers posed the most serious threat to the survival of 

the Bolivian nation and state.212  Rather than pursue a policy of outright repression, 

Banzer instead selected one of limited incorporation and strategic alliance through the 

MCP. 

The peasants, though, were growing restive.  Although they witnessed the 

accumulation of wealth in the cities, they were not receiving any of its benefits.  No 

longer content with land holdings, they pressed the government for credit and price 

supports.  Economic mismanagement by the military regimes had caused prices to soar, 

and peasants found themselves unable to afford basic foodstuffs.213  The tension between 

the military and peasants reached a breaking point in 1974.  Peasants protesting 

government-set food prices had formed road blockades in the major arteries that joined 

Cochabamba with Santa Cruz and the Chapare.  They demanded to meet with Banzer 

                                                 
211 Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, “Campesinado andino y colonialism interno (sobre las posibilidades y limites 
de la democratización como fenómeno nacionalitario en Boliva), in X Reunión Anual de Etnología, ed. 
MUSEF (MUSEF: La Paz, 1996), 296-97. 
212 Maira, 68. 
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personally for direct negotiations.  When the military arrived, the peasants initially 

believed that the president had come to speak with them.  Instead, a bloody conflict 

ensued, leading to the deaths of eighty to one hundred campesinos in an event that is 

often referred to by the indigenous as the Massacre at Tolata.214  The bloodshed resulted 

in the rupture of the MCP, soon followed by the outlawing of labor organizations and the 

exile of their leaders.215  These measures severely compromised the legitimacy of the 

dictatorship and, combined with international pressure for reform, ignited political 

liberalization. 

 
The Cocalero Movement in the Chapare and the Rise of Evo Morales 
 
 
The Coca Boom in the Chapare 
 
 

The department of Cochabamba experienced another considerable demographic 

shift in the 1980s when economic crisis coupled with increased North American demand 

for cocaine brought thousands of peasants to the Chapare, a region about the size of New 

Jersey, to cultivate coca.  Though migration to this tropical rainforest region began 

several decades before, it dramatically increased in the 1980s, as a new influx of settlers 

arrived.  The émigrés were spurred by an extreme draught in the altiplano departments of 

Oruro, Potosí, and southern La Paz in 1983 and 1984 (which brought, among others, the 

young Evo Morales and his family from the Lake Poopó province of Oruro), as well as 

                                                 
214 This figure of 80 to 100 deaths is the one reported by the Commission of Justice and Peace.  The official 
government reported 13 dead, while Aymara activist and scholar Mamani Condori reported over four 
hundred deaths. Rivera Cusicanqui, “Campesinado andino,” 297; Mamani Condori, 34. 
215 Gamarra and Malloy, 403-5; Ticona Alejo, Organización y Liderazgo Aymara, 57. 
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the dismantling of the state’s mining cooperative in 1985 and the firing of more than 75 

percent of its workforce.216  

Between 1967 and 1987, the population of the Chapare increased nearly ten-fold 

to 200,000 inhabitants.217  The peasants and former miners that settled in the Chapare 

hoped that in the tropics they could escape poverty and improve their lot.  Hyperinflation 

had left members of Bolivia’s working class with little purchasing power, and coca was 

one of the country’s few profitable crops.  For example, in February 1985, 100 pounds of 

coca leaves were worth more than 60 times the equivalent weight in potatoes.218  While 

the price of coca increased 11 percent annually between the years 1960 and 1985, the 

price of potatoes, the principal food and cash crop of the altiplano, steadily declined.219   

Although coca cultivation lured people searching for high profits, growers faced 

substantial hurdles.  The United States, seeking to curb cocaine usage in North America 

by decreasing the supply in the southern hemisphere, embarked on an anti-coca crusade 

in Bolivia.  Bolivia’s pro-West democratic government and the absence of paramilitaries 

(unlike Colombia) made the country an ideal setting for U.S. action.  In 1983, the elected 

civilian government of Bolivia pledged to support eradication and interdiction efforts 

within its borders in exchange for economic assistance and antinarcotics support from the 

United States, and by 1987 an agreement was signed between the United States and 

Bolivia pegging anti-coca efforts to continued aid.  Throughout the 1990s, while 

Bolivia’s government focused on the implementation of its economic programs and 

                                                 
216 Stefanoni and Do Alto, 46. 
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management of its own political crises, U.S. agencies—including most notably the Drug 

Enforcement Agency—ran roughshod through the Chapare.  All the while, coca 

cultivation in the region surged.  In 1937, the Yungas region of La Paz, which 

traditionally grew coca for legal consumption, accounted for 97 percent of Bolivia’s coca 

fields.  Fifty years later, 51,798 hectares of illegal coca were cultivated in the Chapare, 

representing 85 percent of the country’s total yield.220  

 As cultivation in the Chapare increased and U.S. efforts to stymie it intensified, 

the first coca growers’ unions were organized.221  The unions were injected with a high 

degree of militancy due to the recent importation of fired miners to the region.  The 

former miners, already adamantly anti-North American because of U.S. entanglement in 

the mineral economy, were primed for protest.  They were accustomed to staging bold 

acts of political defiance and brought with them a sophisticated organizational capacity.  

The miners had logistical experience in recruiting movement participants, holding 

meetings, drafting memos, and promoting group solidarity.  They also had political 

experience.  Miners knew which demands were worth pursuing and the most effective 

tactics to achieve them.  Having negotiated with the government in the past, they also had 

the skill to navigate the complex bureaucracy that was foreign to many of the rural 

migrants.  The very fact that the miners posed the greatest threat to the weak national 

government in La Paz was the reason that the government had chosen to close the state 

mines and relocate the workers. 

                                                 
220 Painter, 3. 
221 More generalized sindicatos modeled after the peasant unions of Cochabamba’s valleys began to 
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Ascent of Bolivia’s Peasant Coca Leaf Producers,” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs 33, 
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 The centrality of communal life and shared endeavors among the coca growers, 

coupled with the persistent threat posed by eradication efforts, cultivated a unique 

collective identity and worldview among them.  They ardently believed in the 

responsibilities of the community in setting the boundaries for acceptable behavior, the 

rights of the community to earn a living wage, the freedom of the community to practice 

traditional Andean customs and integrate them into their everyday life, and the power of 

the community to engage in acts of contentious politics when their rights, responsibilities, 

and liberties are infringed upon by the state.222  This set of beliefs has served as the 

cornerstone of the cocaleros’ ideology since the organization’s founding.  The cocaleros 

have protected it by allying with other groups; pressuring the state via acts of protest and 

non-institutionalized defiance; edging their way into the electoral politics; and developing 

a narrative of cultural resistance against the bureaucracy of the state.  

 
Early Cocalero Participation in the Political Arena 
 
 
 As the 1989 elections neared, the cocaleros considered developing formal 

alliances with political parties.  By 1985, they had eclipsed the Aymara katarista 

movement in La Paz (discussed in chapter 5) as the most influential social movement in 

the country and were actively seeking more formalized methods of participation.  Their 

most important political issue was the overturning of Law 1008 (approved July 1988), 

which called for the outlawing of all new coca cultivation in the Chapare, stronger coca 

eradication policies for existing crops, and the eventual goal of zero-coca in the region.  

Most of the cocaleros chose to join alliances with a coalition of parties known as the 

                                                 
222 For greater insight into the workings of the cocalero community and insight into the sociología de los 
cocaleros (sociology of the cocaleros) see the documentary Cocalero, DVD, Directed by Alejandro 
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United Left (Izquierda Unida – IU), while a few others allied with MIR, as MIR stood a 

good chance of winning the 1989 election and had better coca policies than ADN or 

MNR.223  IU won 42 percent of the votes in the Chapare region, while MIR garnered an 

additional 25 percent.  These lopsided victories demonstrated the potent electoral force 

that the cocaleros would become in the Chapare region and beyond.  IU went on to win 

14 percent of the total vote for the entire department of Cochabamba in the 1989 general 

elections, up from just 0.57 percent in 1985.  

 In addition to the formal political parties, the cocaleros began reaching out to 

other labor and peasant-interest groups and civil society organizations to form ideological 

alliances and strategize political action.  As early as 1983, they coordinated a series of 

paralyzing road blockades across the altiplano with sindicatos in La Paz, Oruro, and 

Potosí, as well as the Unitary Sindical Confederation of Peasant Workers of Bolivia 

(Confederación Sindical Unica de Trabajadores Campesinos de Bolivia – CSUTCB), the 

highest confederation of unionized peasants in the country.  The cocaleros’ activism 

granted them representation within the CSUTCB that was disproportionate to the 

comparatively small region they represented.  Between 1986 and 1987, the number of 

cocalero delegates at the CSUTCB national congress increased more than fourfold to 

eighty representatives.224  The unity of the cocaleros stood in stark contrast to the elected 

governments of the 1980s and previous organized labor movements.  The UDP coalition 

(1982-85) was widely seen as a failure due to the disastrous economic situation in the 

country and its early departure from office.  The COB, which had co-governed with 

MNR during the revolution and contributed to the demise of military rule, was attenuated 
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by neoliberal reforms.  A final blow came to the COB in 1987 when the mining leader 

Juan Lechín, the head of the organization for more than three decades, was forced to step 

down.  He was blamed by the COB for the failure of the UDP government, which opened 

the door for neoliberalism.225  As the COB lost influence in the Bolivian political system, 

new social actors began to take its place.  Among these new actors were small, less 

centralized campesino and indigenous organizations.  As neoliberal reforms became more 

deeply entrenched, the cocaleros took advantage of popular dissatisfaction with the 

political status quo and seized on the opportunity to present themselves as the 

representatives of the country’s most marginalized populations. 

On October 12, 1992 the cocaleros participated in Bolivia’s first (and only) 

Assembly of First Nations, an event that coincided with the quincentennial celebrations 

of Columbus Day across the Americas.  Building on the theme of indigenous peoples’ 

five hundred years of resistance against colonial powers, the meeting cast the current 

political system in Bolivia as a form of neocolonialism in which people of European 

descent marginalized those of indigenous heritage.  The assembly united members of 

different indigenous and ethnic groups and attempted to forge a common identity and 

strategy among them.  The cocaleros introduced the idea of the hoja sagrada (sacred coca 

leaf) as a symbol of national dignity against unwanted foreign intervention.226  Though 

coca cultivation was limited to a few parts of the country (the Yungas in La Paz, the 

Chapare, and a small tract of land in Santa Cruz), the tradition of chewing coca leaves 

was common to all highland indigenous people, and coca tea was widely consumed by 

indigenous and non-indigenous people throughout the country, who viewed it as a 
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symbol of Bolivia’s unique cultural heritage. The newfound alliance among these groups 

contributed to unified hunger strikes across the country in 1989 and the March for Life, 

Coca, and Sovereignty in 1994.   

Coca was also used to stage more subtle forms of protest, such as coca chew-ins. 

Such events were aimed at highlighting the cocaleros’ cultural claims and downplaying 

the more aggressive, radicalized aspect of their movement.  Through events such as these 

they were able to draw more moderate supporters into their movement by appealing to 

coca as a symbol of national pride.  Labor and indigenous groups throughout the country 

were drawn to the multi-faceted narrative that the cocaleros had developed to frame their 

movement.  The cocaleros presented coca eradication as a threat to national sovereignty, 

economic livelihood, the environment, and especially Andean culture. As Morales 

countered against coca eradication efforts in the Chapare, “But to speak of ‘zero coca’ is 

to speak of zero Quechuas, Aymaras, and Guaranis.  This would be an apocalypse.”227  

Although Morales emphasized indigenous people, in a country where nearly everyone 

can claim some indigenous heritage, an assault on coca was framed as an assault on 

Bolivian culture writ large.  The coca leaf became a rallying point for different Bolivian 

civil society and labor groups.  The parties of the left became particularly adamant 

supporters of the narrative of the coca leaf, as it allowed them to curry favor with the 

influential cocalero CSUTCB delegates, a prized and powerful constituency in the 

national political arena.228     

Despite the unifying aspects of the Assembly of First Nations, fractures were 

beginning to develop among its membership.  Among the most controversial of issues 
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was the use a “political instrument” within the indigenous people’s social movement.229  

To proponents, a political instrument could allow for the direct representation of Bolivian 

peasant and indigenous organizations in government.  This grassroots organization would 

be more authentic than that provided by the established political parties.230  The idea was 

put forth and supported by the CSUTCB, which argued that formal participation within 

the electoral system could be used to improve the plight of the indigenous.  The cocaleros 

were in favor of the political instrument, as they had already come to view themselves as 

the political arm of the peasant unions in Cochabamba and elsewhere in the country.  As 

Morales claimed at the assembly, “After our marches, the social protests, piles of 

promises and accords were signed.  But they were never fulfilled.  Our compañeros asked 

us, ‘When will these accords be realized?’  ‘When we are a political power,’ we 

responded.”231  The cocaleros, who had effectively been staging protests in the Chapare 

for years, believed that the time was ripe for participation in the formal political system.  

The country’s three main political parties—MNR, MIR, and ADN—were not meeting the 

demands of the country’s worker and indigenous activists, and alternative political 

parties—such as the IU—were unable to garner the national level support necessary to 

wield influence.  

The kataristas, representing members of the Aymara community in La Paz, held 

the opposite viewpoint.  Their own foray into politics during their nadir in the 1980s was 

disappointing.  They argued that the indigenous movement was fundamentally 
                                                 
229 A political instrument is a formal institutional mechanism used to make demands on the state.  The most 
common political instrument used by social movement organizations is a political party.  Although use of a 
political instrument does not mean that a group will abandon its informal tactics, it does mean that they will 
supplement them with alternative tools.  Detractors of the use of a political instrument argue that 
participating in the formal political arena bestows it with legitimacy that they believe it lacks. 
230 Herve Do Alto, “What Will the Victory of Morales Mean?” International Viewpoint 4, no. 373 
(December 2005). 
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incompatible with the formal political system.  Even if the cocaleros could win a number 

of elected posts, they would simply be playing into, and even further legitimizing, an 

excluding system.232  Simply stated, cooperation with the formal political establishment 

would lead to a lack of movement autonomy and further marginalization.  These two 

opposing viewpoints fractured indigenous groups and interests and stifled the creation of 

a united indigenous bloc. 

 Not satisfied with being bystanders to the electoral process, the cocaleros 

participated in the 1993 election by joining the coalition party Axis of Patriotic 

Convergence (Eje de Convergencia Patriótico – ECP), composed of dissident members of 

MIR and PCB, as well as the ELN, a Che-inspired party.  Though the ECP did not fare 

particularly well in the election—they won just 0.67 percent of the vote in the department 

of Cochabamba and no more than 2 percent in any other department—it served as an 

important source of political learning for the cocaleros.  The cocaleros became more 

deeply suspicious of alliances, even with other members of the left.  For example, in the 

1993 elections, ECP won a PR seat in the lower house of Congress in the department of 

La Paz.  The cocaleros anticipated the seat to be filled by Segundino Montevilla, a coca 

grower from the Yungas region of La Paz.  Instead, the seat was filled by an alternative 

candidate who was an advisor to the ECP party.  The cocaleros later learned that the 

names on the list had been switched without their knowledge or consent.  They viewed 

this as the formal political establishment’s attempt to undermine their political 

ambitions.233   
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Other parties of the left also performed poorly.  Many of those in the Chapare 

who chose to not support the ECP voted instead for the MBL. The MBL, which had 

received 7.5 percent of the Cochabambino vote in the 1993 general elections, was viewed 

by people in the Chapare as the party of the left that was willing to take on the Bolivian 

national government and the United States.  Instead, MBL leaders such as Valentín 

Gutiérrez readily negotiated with the Bolivian government without consulting the base 

community when it was politically expedient and personally advantageous to do so.234  

He was deemed a traitor by many of the cocaleros, who sought to withdraw their support 

from MBL and instead form a new, grassroots party that would first and foremost serve 

the interests of the region’s coca growers.  As their experiences with the ECP and MBL 

demonstrated, in a pattern traceable back to the advent of the universal vote four decades 

before, political parties catered to the indigenous to win elections, and then abandoned 

them for their own agendas once they reached office.  

 In 1993 and 1994, Bolivia’s national government once again ratcheted up pressure 

on the cocaleros, as the country had failed to meet the standards put forth by the United 

States for crop eradication.  In September 1993, members of the Mobile Rural Patrol Unit 

(Unidad Móvil de Parullare Rural – UMOPAR) and the DEA staged an operation at the 

main coca market in the Chapare town of Villa de 14 de Septiembre.  Three people, 

accused of being terrorists, were detained.  Similar raids followed in the markets of 

Ivirgarzama and Sinahota.235   Even as the government sought to clamp down on coca 

growing, it did little to promote alternative development schemes, thereby providing no 
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incentive for growers to abandon coca cultivation.  According to Andrés Zurita, a 

cocalero leader: 

We were ordered to participate (in alternative development schemes), but the 
government has closed the door on us…  For example, one who cultivates 
plantains has to wait one year to harvest the fruit, the pineapple takes two years, 
and milk from the cattle in this same amount of time, meanwhile, the money 
needs to be paid monthly.  I ask myself, ‘With what money are you going to pay 
the campesino but with the coca?’ …Of this entire situation, the compañeros from 
the base have paid attention, if they lost the little coca they have left, they say, we 
would be uneducated and would die of hunger because we would not have what 
we need to feed our families and the bank would seize our land, for this, the coca 
is life and we defend it with our lives.236 

 
Both the cocaleros and the government adopted a radicalized stance on coca policy, and 

conflict between the two grew inevitable. 

  Despite pleas on the part of the cocaleros, the Bolivian government bowed to 

international pressure and officially stated that coca in the Chapare was only used for the 

production of cocaine.  Following this proclamation, there were a series of clashes in the 

Chapare between UMOPAR eradication workers and the peasants.  The tropics were 

plagued by violence from February 15 to March 10, 1994.  On February 16, for example, 

UMOPAR forces arrived in the Senda Bayer community located in Chipiriri.  UMOPAR 

was acting under the directive of the Secretary of National Social Defense who had 

declared a “total war” on coca production, without taking into account the human toll that 

such a declaration exacted on the population.  The campesinos refused to leave their 

homes and watched as their coca crops were destroyed without compensation.237  As 

raids such as these spread throughout the Chapare and often turned violent, the cocaleros 

began to formally organize in defense of their livelihood.  On February 25, in the 

province of Carrasco, more than 10,000 cocaleros, armed with machetes, marched in 
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protest of the Bolivian government, UMOPAR, and Administration of Conversion of 

Coca (Dirección de Reconversión de La Coca – DIRECO).238  Later, they torched a 

DIRECO headquarters building.  From April 28 to May 7, in an attempt to fortify the 

hunger strikes and marches that were occurring throughout Bolivia, the COB blockaded 

roads in the Chapare.  Guido Tarqui, a former miner and a leader in the cocalero 

movement, the Sindical Confederation of Bolivian Colonists (Confederación Sindical de 

Colonizadores de Bolivia – CSCB), and the COB, described the blockade: 

The road blockade started in Ivirgarzama and Villa Verde at one thirty in the 
afternoon the 28th of April, with 120 compañeros.  Later, the other colonies were 
joining, spurred by the high number of buses and trucks that were stopped in the 
roads.  The residents came to the main road from the more distant places.  Each 
blockade was separated by approximately 1,000 meters and in each there were 
between 100 and 2,500 campesinos that stayed there, including during the nights 
and in pouring rain.239   

 
The blockades were intended to prevent drug eradication workers and Bolivian Special 

Forces from operating in the region. 

In addition to staging physical acts of defiance, the cocaleros also developed a 

symbolic rhetoric to frame their struggle.  Tapping into long-held beliefs on indigenous 

rights, traditions, and marginalization, they communicated a unified, culturally relevant 

message.  For example, after the Bolivian government accused the coca growers in the 

Chapare of being narco-traffickers, cocalero leader Zurita countered, “We are producers 

of coca, campesinos, Aymaras, Quechuas, and Guaranís who have resisted more than 

five-hundred years of imperial invasion, oppression, and aggression.”240  This statement, 

which effectively summarized the message that was being spread both within the Chapare 

and throughout Bolivia, highlighted two important aspects of the cocaleros’ struggle: its 
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affinity with indigenous movements both in Bolivia and elsewhere in the world and the 

similarities between the twentieth century anti-neoliberal movement and struggles against 

colonialism centuries before. 

First, they identified themselves as indigenous peoples.  Though many coca 

growers had assimilated into mestizo society, the emphasis on indigeneity lent broader 

support to their movement.  It built upon the narrative of five hundred years of 

indigenous resistance that the cocaleros and other indigenous groups had expressed at the 

1992 Assembly of First Nations.  Though many Bolivians did not readily identify with 

the rights of coca growers, a renewed national interest in Bolivia’s unique indigenous 

heritage was taking place.  Bolivian President Sánchez de Lozada had selected Victor 

Hugo Cardenás, a leader of the Aymara katarista movement, as his running mate in 1993. 

While in office, the two furthered a series of pro-indigenous reforms.  These reforms 

included a constitutional amendment declaring Bolivia a multiethnic and plurinational 

nation and official recognition of indigenous ethnic diversity via communal land titling, 

bilingual education, and acceptance of certain forms of traditional customary resource 

rights and uses.  The recognition of indigenous rights in Bolivia coincided with a broader 

international movement.  In 1992 Guatemalan activist Rigoberta Menchú was awarded 

the Nobel Peace Prize for her work on indigenous rights, and 1993 was declared the 

United Nations Year of the Indigenous.  

 Second, the cocaleros framed their struggle against the Bolivian state as an 

extension of the anti-colonial resistance that had been taking place in the country for 

centuries.  Whether at the sixteenth century mines at Potosí or the twentieth century coca 

fields in the Chapare, policy over Bolivian natural resources was being dictated by 
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outside forces, and the burden had fallen to the indigenous to defend themselves.  To the 

cocaleros, the United States’ interdiction and eradication efforts in Bolivia were nothing 

more than a reinvented form of colonialism.   This message was quickly assimilated by 

Morales.  For example, he stated, “The fight against drug-trafficking is a vicious cycle 

because, in the end, there is not fight against drug-trafficking, it is just a pretext for the 

U.S. government; drugs are just an excuse for the U.S. to increase their power and control 

over other countries.”241  Rather than focus exclusively on issues related to coca 

cultivation—ones that affected very few people in the country—the cocaleros 

emphasized their right to challenge policies that were being implemented by foreign 

countries that disadvantaged Bolivia’s indigenous citizens.  

 
From Social Movement to Political Party 
 
 

Throughout the early 1990s, tensions mounted between the government and coca 

growers in the Chapare.  Although the cocaleros developed allies throughout Bolivia and 

staged protests in cities outside the Chapare, their movement was still largely confined to 

their own region.  Building on the themes of indigenous rights and anti-colonialism, the 

cocaleros decided that the time was right to enter the national political dialogue.  After 

the government arrested several prominent union leaders in September 1994, the 

cocaleros staged a large march on La Paz demanding an end to eradication programs, a 

termination to the militarization of anti-coca efforts, and greater funding for alternative 

development programs.242  They also supplemented their protests on the streets of La Paz 

and Cochabamba with formal political participation in an integrated political strategy 
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known as “de la protesta hacia la propuesta” (from protest to proposal).  Although this 

strategy would not eliminate protests from the cocaleros’ repertoire of contention, it 

sought to legislatively engage the state by electing representatives of the cocalero 

movement into government.  

The year 1995 was a crucial one for the cocaleros’ movement.  In the 1993 

general elections, popular support for the left was in the single digits for the first time 

since Bolivia’s return to democracy.243  The political left had receded considerably as the 

pacted parties received a greater share of the votes.  During the CSUTCB’s VII Congress, 

held in 1995, the organization asserted its desire to form its own party and challenge the 

right.  The resolution drafted at the meeting proclaimed: 

Until now the traditional parties only have spoken in our name in the Parliament 
and the mayors’ offices, but they haven’t done anything to resolve our problems.  
The moment has arrived in which we represent ourselves, the moment has arrived 
in which the original peoples, the working class, and the exploited of the cities 
begin to forge our own destiny with our own hands, with our own ideas and our 
own representatives.244 

 
On March 27, 1995, the CSUTCB, along with three other indigenous organizations—the 

Indigenous Confederation of Eastern Bolivia (Confederación Indígena del Oriente 

Boliviano – CIDOB), the National Confederation of Bolivian Colonizers (Confederación 

Nacional de Colonizadores de Bolivia – CNCB), and the National Federation of 

Campesino Women Bartolina Sisa (Federación Nacional de Mujeres Campesinas 

Bartolina Sisa – NMC-BS)—united in Santa Cruz to convene a meeting titled Land, 

Territory, and Political Instrument. The four groups, which included the cocaleros under 

the umbrella of the CSUTCB, formed a new political party known as the Assembly for 

the Sovereignty of the People (Asamblea por la Soberanía de los Pueblos – ASP).  After 
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the disappointments of the 1993 elections, the group sought to differentiate itself from the 

broader workers’ movement and instead emphasize indigenous values.  Alejo Véliz, a 

campesino from the central valley of Cochabamba, was named its leader.  Throughout his 

political career Véliz straddled the formal and informal political arenas as the 1997 

presidential candidate for ASP, leader of the CSUTCB, ASP parliamentarian, participant 

in Cochabamba’s Water War, and announced candidate for the 2009 presidential 

elections.245    

 ASP, as the political instrument of Bolivia’s indigenous social movements, 

quickly gained momentum.  As Velíz enthusiastically proclaimed of the organization, it is 

“the legitimate son of the people, of their organizations.”246  It benefited from the passage 

of the Law of Popular Participation (LPP), which went into effect in 1995.  LPP assisted 

ASP and other small parties by creating new municipalities in parts of the country once 

untouched by the institutions of national government.  Specifically, it allowed ASP, 

whose base of support emanated from rural sindicatos in Cochabamba, to participate in 

these new local governments.  In the 1995 municipal elections, ASP, in coalition with IU, 

won ten mayorships and forty-nine municipal council seats in the Chapare.  As local coca 

growers’ unions united to form federations, they gained legitimacy and garnered greater 

political strength.  Since 1995, nearly all Chapare council members, mayors, and 

parliamentarians have been tied to the coca growers’ unions.247  

Two years later, in the 1997 general elections, the creation of new, single-seat 

districts throughout the country under LPP assisted Evo Morales, then the leader of the 
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cocalero movement in the Chapare; Román Loayza, the Executive Secretary of 

CSUTCB; and two additional IU politicians win parliamentary seats.  Morales was 

elected with the support of 70 percent of his community’s vote in the provinces of 

Chapare and Carrasco de Cochabamba, the highest of any parliamentarian directly 

elected in 1997.  The dedicated following and political networks that he had developed as 

a social movement leader all directly translated into votes on election day.  For example, 

Morales and other IU politicians used the unions to educate voters on how to cast their 

ballots during the election.  These lessons included proper registration, identification of 

the IU candidates on the ballot, and the proper marking of their preferences.  The political 

party staged mock elections to guarantee that all voters were familiarized with the 

process of voting for IU. 

In many ways, the practices institutionalized by the IU mimicked those of the 

MNR during the 1950s and 1960s.  In both cases, unions were used as a mechanism to 

bolster party loyalty and guarantee victories among the party-endorsed candidate, who 

often received in excess of two-thirds of the community’s vote.  Despite these 

similarities, though, there were important differences.  MNR candidates were typically 

handpicked from the national-level leadership; often they were neither campesino nor 

indigenous.  Rather, their most important qualification was complete loyalty to the 

government and willingness to not deviate from the official position under any 

circumstances.  This type of agreement characterized the entrance of men such as the 

aforementioned Ñuflo Chávez Ortiz, an MNR loyalist, elected parliamentarian, and First 

Secretary for the Confederation of Campesinos from the MNR.  In contrast to these 

leaders who were selected “from above,” Morales drew his support from grassroots 
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mobilization and thereby came “from below.”248    These grassroots candidates often rose 

through the union ranks and cut their political teeth through popularly elected positions in 

the union such as Secretary of Proceedings or the Secretary of Sports.249 

In 1983, soon after moving to the Chapare with his family from Oruro, the 

twenty-four year old Morales was elected Secretary of Sports in his local union, the 

Federación del Trópico, one of the Chapare’s six federations of coca growers.  In 1985, 

he was named its General Secretary, the highest position in the organization.  He then 

went on to become the Executive Secretary of the Confederation of the Region in 1988 

and the president of the Coordinating Committee of the Six Federations of the Region of 

the Chapare in 1996, a position that he continues to hold thirteen years later, even while 

serving as president of the country.  Though a talented athlete and a charismatic 

individual, Morales’s formal education ended in middle school, and he never envisioned 

himself serving as an elected politician.  Like many other poor, rural Bolivians, he 

thought politicians were fraudulent and corrupt.  As he said, “In my country, politicians 

are seen as thieves.  Never in my life did I want to be a leader, much less president.”250   

Following Bolivia’s period of re-democratization, politicians generally fell into 

two categories: those who had been involved in politics for decades such as Hernán Siles 

and Victor Paz Estenssoro (both MNR loyalists who had served as president in the 1950s 

and 1960s and re-emerged in the 1980s and 1990s), and a new generation of leaders such 

as Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada, an American-educated businessman.  Both types of 
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politicians had an interest in maintaining the status quo and favored a technocratic 

approach to government.  Such an approach was highly dependent on the skills of 

scientists and economists, often trained in the United States or Europe.  Clearly, Morales 

did not fit into this mold, and the barriers to his political participation would be high. 

Through acts of contentious politics on the part of the cocaleros, Morales depicted 

himself as the sole politician willing to stand up to the United States, world financial 

institutions, and the pacted political parties that had dominated Bolivia for the previous 

decade and a half.  Even after Morales was elected to the Congress in 1997, he and his 

followers did not abandon their informal tactics, especially as their livelihood was 

threatened by the state through the policies of former dictator-turned-elected president 

Hugo Banzer (1997-2001). Eradication in the Chapare became heavily militarized during 

Banzer’s rule, as hundreds of police and military officers descended upon the region and 

committed human rights abuses against the coca growers.  Common stories told by 

supporters that have become a part of the cocaleros’ narrative (yet impossible to 

corroborate) include the shooting of cocaleros from military aircraft, the setting of them 

on fire, and random beatings.   

The cocaleros, led by Evo Morales, deployed a variety of tactics to protest the 

policies of the state.  In September 2000, the cocaleros demanded that each farmer be 

permitted to grow one cato (1,600 square meters) of coca and that the government 

abandon its plan to build three military bases in the middle of the Chapare.  The protests 

that accompanied these demands crippled overland transportation throughout the 

department of Cochabamba for 26 days.251  The boldest forms of resistance, though, 

came in January 2002, in the form of protest against Presidential Decree 26415, which 
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closed the remaining legal coca market in the Chapare.  The cocaleros and agents of the 

state violently clashed, as Morales claimed that the cocaleros had the right to defend 

themselves against aggression.  In the culmination of the conflict, three police officers 

were killed.  Soon thereafter, Morales, accused of masterminding the plan, was expelled 

from Congress by the votes of 104 of his fellow parliamentarians, representing an 

alliance of five political parties.  The vote to censure him, though, backfired as Morales 

became an icon of indigenous resistance against U.S. political, economic, and cultural 

aggression and Bolivia’s willingness to be manipulated by foreign interests.   

Morales’s status as the icon of Bolivian resistance against a U.S.-leaning national 

government was solidified during the 2002 general election, in which Morales was 

running for president.  Morales received a considerable campaign boost when U.S. 

Ambassador Manuel Rocha vehemently spoke out against a potential Morales victory and 

warned that aid from the United States and access to U.S. markets would be threatened if 

Bolivians elected a pro-coca president.252  Morales publicly thanked Ambassador Rocha 

for the comment, acknowledging him as his “best campaign chief.”253  Following this 

exchange, Morales established himself as what Aymara historian Waskar Ari Chachaki 

calls an “activist individual.”  These activists are “people who specialize in producing 

discourse for a specific audience, and who subvert the established rules.”254  Morales 

clearly fit the bill as he took cues from the base community to construct a convincing 

political narrative of revolutionary reform. 
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Morales’s experience as the leader of a defiant social movement gave him and his 

party credibility at the polls.  Unlike politicians before him, all claiming change but doing 

little to alter the status quo, Morales’s credentials as a serious reformer were never 

questioned.  He had, after all, been expelled by the Bolivian Congress and singled out by 

the U.S. Ambassador to Bolivia.  His vice presidential running mate spent time in jail for 

seditious activities, and Manuel Morales, a MAS candidate for the position of prefect of 

La Paz had also been incarcerated for challenging de Lozada’s capitalization plans.  As 

Fernando Molina writes, Morales had the image of “a leader with all the attributes of a 

rebel, but none of the defects.”255   

MAS came up short of winning the presidency in 2002, though it successfully 

established itself as the largest opposition party in the Bolivian government, capturing 27 

of 130 seats in Congress’s lower chamber and 8 of 27 in the Senate.  It then widened 

these margins in 2005 and won leadership of the executive branch. (The details of this 

election are discussed in chapter 7.)  The cocalero movement was crucial in molding 

Morales as a candidate and convincing Bolivians across the country that the time was 

ready for change.  

 
Lessons in Pragmatic Leadership 
 
 

Morales’s approach to campaigning and governance was developed during his 

time in the unions.  As he conceded upon winning the presidency, “I see myself more as a 

union leader than president of the republic.”256  His experience in the unions helped him 

learn how to run a complex organization and how to develop strategic alliances.  Due to 
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the relative isolation of the Chapare and the neglect the region received from the national 

government, the cocaleros were left to develop their own institutions and procedures for 

accomplishing tasks.  As former Bolivian Vice President Victor Hugo Cardenás noted, 

Cochabamba’s sindicatos essentially functioned as a type of mini-state, complete with 

“their territory, their citizens, their own legal norms, their internal stratification, their 

system of authorities, their internal organization of material and human resources, their 

corporate relation with other communities and with the outside world.”257  As leader of 

the cocaleros, Morales was responsible for setting and enforcing the community norms 

and laws. 

Though sindicatos in Cochabamba have historically been strong and their leaders 

powerful, the sheer size of the cocaleros’ union —in the 1980s there were an estimated 

80,000 full-time growers, while 500,000 people received income from coca-related 

activities258—and their status as the country’s most important oppositional social 

movement bestowed upon Morales a unique set of responsibilities.  Despite the intrusion 

of eradication forces, the Chapare was in many ways abandoned by the state.  The 

cocaleros, therefore, stepped in to fulfill many of its basic functions.  The cocaleros were 

responsible for building and maintaining the infrastructure (as late as 1989, the Chapare 

lacked reliable sources of potable water and electricity259), establishing property 

boundaries and seizing land if necessary (in 1983, during the sole act of agrarian reform 

during the 1970s or 1980s, the growers seized land that the government had granted to 

                                                 
257 Quoted in Ticona, Rojas, and Albó, 54. 
258 Kevin Healy, “Coca, the State, and the Peasantry in Bolivia,” Journal of Interamerican Studies and 
World Affairs 30 (1988): 106, 108. 
259 Painter, 8. 

 136



 

affluent individuals and commercial groups and redistributed it to local growers260), 

setting prices and taxing goods (local farmers sell their coca to town markets at prices set 

by the union; anyone buying or selling outside of this market is expelled from the 

sindicato261), and developing rules for quotidian life.  In addition, the union collects dues 

from its members (between $1.00 and $3.00 monthly262) and organizes communal labor.  

The cocaleros then pool the collective money and use it to defray the expenses associated 

with sending their representatives to meetings and hearings and organizing protests 

against the government.  All members are compelled to attend all meetings and 

participate in communal protests, less a fine be levied against them by union officials, 

usually in the amount equivalent to one month’s dues.263   

The skills that Morales obtained while running the union benefited him when he 

ran for political office, and union members provided Morales with a ready-made network 

of volunteers.  These unpaid workers played an integral part in Morales’s campaigns, as 

his party’s relatively weak electoral performance prior to 2002 meant that he received a 

very small share of state funding for campaign activities.264  Besides garnering 

supporters, Morales’s time in the unions reinforced the importance of presenting 

constituents with a concrete platform.  Though Morales excelled at delivering symbol-

laden speeches, as a social movement and union leader he learned that success was 

measured by reaching various benchmarks on a set plan.  As Senator Antonio Peredo, a 

MAS politician and Morales’s 2002 running mate told me, the turning point for MAS 
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was the year 2000 when vague critiques on neoliberalism, which had been around since 

the mid-1980s, became concrete in social movements such as the Water War and the 

Aymara resistance in the altiplano the same year.265  These movements had concrete 

objectives and offered their followers a clear metric for evaluating the success of the 

leader. 

 Not only did Morales’s time with the sindicatos provide him with opportunities 

for leadership training, it also afforded his followers the chance to follow and evaluate his 

progress.  The drastic changes that Morales brought to the Chapare were some of the 

most important points on his political résumé.  The ability to effectively carry out his role 

as union leader in the Chapare inspired his followers both in the Chapare and elsewhere 

in the country.  As Juan, a resident of El Alto who participated in many of the protests 

that took place in the department of La Paz in the first years of the twenty-first century 

claimed:  

Evo has been the conscience of the people and Evo has been, as we know, a 
sindicato leader since the beginning.  From the beginning, he has started the fight 
in different marches, in different mobilizations.  He always has been.  So, there is 
confidence that if Evo is going to be in government, he will listen to the oppressed 
that do not have voice.266  

 
While leading unionized coca growers in the department of Cochabamba to both build a 

community and contest the discriminatory policies of the state, Evo established a 

national-level reputation.  This reputation made him appear capable to assume leadership 

of the entire state. 
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While serving as the union leader, Morales gained insight into the unique form of 

democracy that was most likely to be successful in Bolivia.  Though unions adopted 

many democratic principles, they were imbued with indigenous values. For example, 

although leaders were selected by a public vote, consensual decision-making informed 

the process.  Competition and conflict were viewed as constructive, rather than 

destructive.  Once leaders were elected to posts, they often held them for very long 

periods of time or served multiple, alternating terms in office.267  The sindicato 

experience demonstrated that grassroots leadership and governance based on community 

norms would be the most effective form of rule in the country, even if they produced 

strongmen leaders. 

 Besides gaining experience in the management of a large organization, Morales 

also acquired important lessons on alliance building.  While staging acts of contentious 

politics in the Chapare, the cocaleros realized that their demands would never receive 

national attention unless they transcended the interests of rural, indigenous farmers.  

Instead, they would need to draw other influential sympathizers into their movement 

including middle class professionals (teachers, bank workers, etc.) and intellectual elites.  

Since the late 1980s, Morales developed relations with left-wing Bolivian academics who 

were also deeply concerned with the direction that neoliberal politicians were taking the 

country.  For example, José Mirtenbaum, an American-educated sociologist in Santa 

Cruz and an advisor to the Bolivian labor movement, had known Morales since 1987 and 

was a founder of the MAS political party.  Mirtenbaum noted that although Morales was 
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not well-read, he had strong political instincts and an intuitive understanding of Bolivian 

society.268 

 The MAS vice presidential candidates in both 2002 and 2005 similarly reflected 

Morales’s desire to draw urban elites into his movement.  In 2002, he selected Antonio 

Peredo, a prominent journalist, as his running rate.  Both Morales and Peredo realized 

that they were unlikely to win, so both also ran as candidates in parliament.269  In 2005, 

he selected Álvaro García Linera, a prominent sociologist and public commentator, as his 

running mater.  Besides being an intellectual, García Linera was also a former comrade of 

Felipe Quispe in the Túpac Katari Guerilla Army (Ejército Guerrillero Túpac Katari – 

EGKT), one of Latin America’s few indigenous-led guerilla organizations.  Like Quispe, 

García Linera  also spent time in jail in the early 1990s for seditious activities.270  Unlike 

Quispe, though, García Linera had a light complexion and was educated abroad.  

Together, García Linera and Morales formed a government of “corbata y poncho” 

(necktie and poncho), a nod to Morales’s modest indigenous upbringing and García 

Linera’s middle-class, mestizo origins.  They attempted to regroup the left, which 

suffered from extreme fractionalization since the failure of the UDP government.  García 

Linera assumed responsibility for assembling a team of economists and sociologists to 

advise the government, thereby giving the government the technocratic expertise that it 

required to govern and creating what Morales referred to as the “alliance between the 

peasants and the intellectuals.”271    

 
 

                                                 
268 Mirtenbaum, interview.  
269 Peredo, interview.  
270 Forrest Hylton, “The Landslide in Bolivia,” New Left Review 37 (2006): 70.  
271 Quoted in Herve Do Alto, “What Will.” 
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Message Framing 
 
 
 Though Morales’s experience as a union leader and social mobilizer provided him 

with many opportunities to learn about the pragmatic sides of campaigning and 

governing, some of the richest lessons that he acquired arose while cultivating a political 

narrative.  Even the most ardent opponents of Morales concede that he is an expert at 

using symbols and crafting effective messages.272  Most importantly, through a 

sophisticated narrative, Morales learned to recast the interests of his narrow constituency 

to the broader Bolivian population.  In doing so, Morales presented himself as much more 

representative of the Bolivian population than radical Aymara leader Felipe Quispe.  

Even people who claimed that Morales is little more than a public-relations expert 

recognize the many benefits that this status confers.273  Though the cocaleros had been 

using the coca leaf and the presence of DEA agents in the Chapare to symbolically 

support their movement for years, around the turn of the century they revised their 

message so as to generate broader appeal. 

Throughout Bolivia, many marginalized groups—indigenous and otherwise—

have sought to redress their grievances against the state through informal and formal 

political channels.  The success of MAS in both arenas, though, can be attributed to the 

effective ways that cocalero leaders recast a regional issue (right to coca cultivation) in a 

manner that was relevant to the national population (resistance against the policies of the 

United States and the Bolivian regimes’ acquiescence to them).  The Quechua expression, 

“Causachun coca, wañuchun yankquis,” (Long-live coca, out with the Yankees) began in 

the Chapare in the 1980s, yet was recast throughout the 1990s using the language of 
                                                 
272 Eudoro Galindo, interview by author, Cochabamba, Bolivia, November 22, 2006. 
273 Helena Arguirakis, interview by author, Santa Cruz, Bolivia, November 8, 2006. 
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dignity and self-determination.  In the 1999 municipal elections, MAS introduced the 

phrases “Coca igual sobernia” (Coca equals sovereignty) and “Coca igual identidad” 

(Coca equals identity.)  These slogans had a much broader appeal to all Bolivians and 

stood in stark contrast to the message of “Coca equals cocaine” coming from the U.S. 

Embassy and DEA.274  The framing of the issue as one of Bolivian identity and 

sovereignty lent it broader appeal to Bolivians who had nothing to do with the cultivation 

of coca, yet served coca tea in their homes and places of work.  It furthermore became 

interwoven within a centuries-long discourse of Bolivian resistance. 

One of Morales’s largest strategic victories as a social movement organizer was 

his recasting of the coca debate as one of Bolivian sovereignty.  Though the chewing of 

coca leaves is typically reserved for workers of indigenous descent—miners, rural 

farmers, market vendors, etc.—and student and intellectual sympathizers of indigenous 

causes (“los pobres y los hippies,” as one upper middle class resident of La Paz explained 

to me), the consumption of coca tea is much more socially acceptable.  While only the 

poor and hippies chew the leaves, which are sold in open-air markets throughout the 

country, Bolivians from all socio-economic groups drink the tea.  Residents of the 

altiplano believe that the tea counters some of the negative effects of the altitude.  

Throughout the country the beverage is sold at places like Café Alexander (a national 

chain of coffee shops found in major Bolivian cities) and served in people’s homes at 

breakfast or in the evening.  When Evo Morales arrived in New York City in 2006 to 

speak at the United Nations, he brought coca leaves with him.  As he pulled out the 

leaves, which he had concealed in a book while passing through U.S. Customs, he 

                                                 
274 Stefanoni and Do Alto, 93-4. 
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claimed, “This leaf represents Andean culture, nature, and the hope of our people.”275  

Several years later, on March 19, 2009, Morales published an Op Ed in the New York 

Times arguing for the decriminalization of coca.  He asked: 

Why is Bolivia so concerned with the coca leaf? Because it is an important 
symbol of the history and identity of the indigenous cultures of the Andes… 
Today, millions of people chew coca in Bolivia, Colombia, Peru and northern 
Argentina and Chile. The coca leaf continues to have ritual, religious and cultural 
significance that transcends indigenous cultures and encompasses the mestizo 
population.276   

 
The use of the coca leaf was a symbol of political defiance against foreign influence.  

This message became the basis of the cocaleros’ political movement and transformed 

their party from the regional to national arena. 

 
Conclusion  
 
 
Between 1985 and 2005, Bolivia—and Cochabamba in particular—experienced tectonic 

changes in its voting patterns as support for anti-systemic parties exploded.  For example, 

in the 1985 general elections, Cochabambinos were ardent supporters of the pacted 

democratic system.  Only 3.12 percent of voters cast their ballots for anti-systemic 

parties, the least of any of the departments of Bolivia’s highland western bloc 

(Cochabamba, Chuquisaca, La Paz, Potosí, and Oruro).  Support for the pacted parties, 

and particularly the MNR, could be traced back for decades.  Cochabambinos 

experienced substantial gains in the 1950s and 1960s as a result of the MNR revolution.  

Landless peasants obtained plots of land, and unions provided representation to 

individuals previously ignored by the state.  Though the period of MNR rule promulgated 

                                                 
275 “Bolivia: The U.N. Verdict,” The Pulitzer Center on Crisis Reporting, March 23, 2008, 
http://pulitzercenter.typepad.com/untold_stories/bolivia/index.html  
276 Evo Morales Ayma, “Let Me Chew My Coca Leaves,” The New York Times, March 13, 2009. 
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clientelistic relations between party leaders and the base, unionized campesinos in 

Cochabamba felt strongly connected to the MNR and the objectives of the revolution.  

The relation between the campesinos and political parties was much deeper in 

Cochabamba than in other parts of the country.277 

 
Table 4.3. Departmental support for anti-systemic candidates (1985)  
Department Percent support  
La Paz       6.04 
Potosí       4.84 
Chuquisaca       3.85 
Oruro       3.70 
Cochabamba       3.12 

Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 

 
Despite the strong relation between party and base, loyalty to the pacted parties, and 

especially the MNR, eroded in the late twentieth century.  Over the course of 20 years, 

from the time of the general election in 1985 to the general election in 2005, support for 

the MNR declined by more than 90 percent in Cochabamba, more than any other 

department. 

 
Table 4.4. Decline in support for MNR by department (1985-2005) 
Department Percent support 

for MNR in 
1985 

Percent support 
for MNR in 

2005 

Percent  
change 

Beni 38.71 30.12 - 22 
Santa Cruz 42.77 11.58 - 73 
Tarija 52.81 14.02 - 73 
Pando 45.96 10.01 - 78 
Chuquisaca 25.39 4.31 - 83 
Potosí 33.06 5.68 - 83 
La Paz 19.57 2.55 - 86 
Oruro 28.86 3.91 - 86 
Cochabamba 31.00 2.47 - 92 

Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 

                                                 
277 Ticona, Rojas, and Albó, 57. 
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The lack of support for the MNR, though, was in many ways representative of 

dissatisfaction with the entire party system.  Thus, losses by MNR were not to the benefit 

of the other pacted political parties.  Rather, losses benefited emerging anti-systemic 

parties, and especially those emanating under Evo Morales in the Chapare. 

 
Table 4.5. Support for anti-systemic parties in the western bloc (1985, 2005) 
 
Department 

Percent support for anti-
systemic parties  

 
Percent change 

 1985 2005  
La Paz 6.04 71.24 + 1079 
Potosí 4.84 60.82 + 1157 
Chuquisaca 3.85 55.17 + 1333 
Oruro 3.70 64.53 + 1644 
Cochabamba 3.12 65.64 + 2004 

Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
 

Using a historically embedded approach, this chapter argued that the high 

incidence of contentious politics in the department of Cochabamba promoted the election 

of anti-neoliberal candidates.  In particular, it focused on two effects of contentious 

politics: the ways that participation in movements provided practical training for future 

political leaders and how movements created and spread a culturally relevant political 

message.  Although this chapter emphasized contemporary examples of the relation 

between non-institutionalized acts of defiance and voting patterns (i.e. 1995-2005), such 

patterns have long been entrenched in Cochabambino society.  Though mobilizers from 

colonial times did not have the option of participating in open electoral competition, 

contentious politics functioned as an alternative venue for making demands on the state 

and stimulating change. The long trend of defiance characteristic of Cochabambino 

society has historically been couched in class-based claims that transcend particularized 

identities.  These class-based identities flourished during the sindicalization of 
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Cochabamba’s valleys in the middle of the twentieth century and the tropics in its final 

decades. 

The history of Cochabamba tells the story of a department rich in contentious 

politics.  This pattern dates back to colonial times, although it became particularly 

pronounced during the period of unionization in the middle of the twentieth century.  

These unions served as the organizational basis for winning support for the 1952 

revolution.  Although Cochabambinos did not directly participate in the battle in La Paz, 

their support conferred legitimacy to the new governing regime.  In the late twentieth 

century, the state substantially weakened the traditional bases for making claims (i.e. 

miners’ unions, the COB, etc.) and new organizations such as cocalero unions took their 

place.  These new groups served as a bridge between informal and formal political 

participation and defiance.  As argued in this chapter, they provided leadership and 

political learning opportunities for future electoral candidates.  Yet, perhaps even more 

importantly, they offered a generalized critique of the neoliberal system that transcended 

particularized grievances.  This critique caused people to re-evaluate their relation with 

the state and affected their voting behavior when they went to polls.  Through the 

mobilizations, MAS and other anti-systemic parties drew new actors into their coalition.   
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Chapter 5 
 

La Paz:  The Limited Success of the Kataristas 
 

 
 Like the department of Cochabamba, La Paz has played a formative role in 

shaping Bolivia’s political, economic, and cultural institutions.  Since 1898, the city of La 

Paz, nestled high in Bolivia’s altiplano region, has been the seat of government and the 

home of the country’s executive and legislative branches.  Both Cochabamba and La Paz 

contain large indigenous populations (in La Paz, though, this population is predominantly 

Aymara, whereas in Cochabamba it is Quechua), and both possess a centuries-long 

tradition of struggle for indigenous rights and equality through institutionalized and non-

institutionalized forms of defiance.  These struggles culminated in the twenty-first 

century with the protests that removed Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada from office in 

October of 2003 and the election of President Evo Morales in 2005. 

 This chapter first provides a historic narrative of the department of La Paz, with 

an emphasis on the insurrections and rebellions that have been a part of it since colonial 

times.  It then examines how non-institutionalized acts of defiance in the latter part of the 

twentieth century and the opening years of the twenty-first have built upon this tradition 

of resistance.  In particular, it focuses on the Aymara katarista movement in La Paz and 

contrasts it to the cocaleros’ movement in Cochabamba.  Though both movements staged 

many acts of contentious politics, the kataristas were much less successful in creating an 

electorally viable political movement.  The varying outcomes between the two, despite 

the prominent role that contentious politics played in both, serve to refine the theory on 

the rise of anti-systemic political parties presented in chapter 3.  The disappointing 

performance of the katarista parties in La Paz can be attributed to their inability to form a 
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single, unifying narrative that transcended their own particularized concerns and the 

absence of unions to provide organizational resources and leadership experience. 

The objectives of this chapter are two-fold.  First, it seeks to advance the thesis 

that acts of contentious politics are strong predictors for future electoral victories of anti-

systemic candidates, especially in departments that have a long historical trajectory of 

defiance.  Since colonial times, residents of La Paz not afforded the right of formal 

political participation—or those who have had this right abridged—have participated in 

informal acts of protest.  This trend has continued into the twenty-first century.  When 

examining the department of La Paz on the aggregate level, social mobilization is highly 

correlated with the election of anti-regime candidates in the department.  Secondly, 

though, this chapter adds nuance to the relation between contentious politics and the 

election of anti-systemic candidates by positing that the transition from highly 

contentious social movement to political party is not automatic.  As is the case with the 

kataristas, a group’s ability to stage disruptive and highly coordinated acts of contentious 

politics is not a sufficient condition to guarantee electoral victories.  Rather, other 

intervening variables must be present. 

 
Peasant Struggles for Land 
 
 
Pre-colonial and Early Colonial Period 
 
 
 To its native inhabitants, the department of La Paz is part of greater Kollasuya, a 

cross-national tract of land populated for centuries by ethnic Aymaras. Tiahuanacu, 

located just outside the contemporary city of La Paz, was the capital of this south-central 

Andean empire.  In 1410, Aymara language and culture first came under assault when the 
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Quechua-speaking Incas invaded Kollasuya, ultimately conquering it by the end of the 

fifteenth century.  According to some Aymara ethno-historians, Bolivia’s Quechuas are 

not proper Quechuas, but rather Aymaras that were forcefully assimilated into Quechua 

culture by conquest.278  Though Aymara culture was nearly extinguished elsewhere in 

Bolivia and the Andean region, it remained resilient in the harsh landscape of La Paz’s 

altiplano. 

In the early sixteenth century, Spanish colonialists arrived to the central Andes.  

During the battle for land, some Aymara groups initially considered the Spanish to be 

allies, as they assisted them in defeating their Incan conquerors.  Eventually in 1559, 

though, following much bloodshed, the entire region was brought under Spanish rule.  

Despite their initial hopes that the Spanish would liberate them from the Quechuas, the 

Aymara found themselves in a comparatively worse situation under the Spanish.  As was 

the case in Cochabamba, the mita or forced labor obligation was despised.279 

 Though the department of La Paz had neither the mineral wealth of Potosí nor the 

agricultural bounty of Cochabamba, it was valuable to the Spanish as both a source of 

indigenous labor and a niche producer of regional crops such as potatoes and quinoa, 

both of which thrived in the well-irrigated land that lay at the shores of Lake Titicaca.  

During the colonial period, the land south of Lake Titicaca was the most densely 

populated and richest agricultural region in the southern Andes.  This zone, comprising 

139,000 square kilometers (or 8 percent of Bolivia’s total territory), was home to 230,000 

indigenous peasants, representing half the population of the new Spanish possession.280   

                                                 
278 Choque Canqui, 26. 
279 Ibid., 28-9. 
280 Herbert S. Klein, Haciendas and Ayllus: Rural Society in the Bolivian Andes in the Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Centuries (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993), 3. 
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 Despite the presence of fertile land and a large indigenous population to work it, 

as late as the eighteenth century, the hacienda was still a minority institution in the 

department of La Paz.  Rather, around 60 percent of the indigenous population continued 

to live in the nearly five hundred independent indigenous communities within the 

department that had persisted despite Spanish rule.  These communities, called ayllus, 

were the original forms of land and social organization of the Aymara people.  They were 

communities of people with a shared ethnic identity and history and were marked by 

communal land and work obligations.  In contrast to colonial and post-colonial forms of 

political organization, power was ultimately held in the hands of the base community.  

Decisions were arrived at via consensus and leadership posts were assigned on a rotating 

basis.281 

The ayllus’ resistance to Spanish influence was largely due to their isolation and 

the undesirability of their land.  Thus, there was an inverse relation between the quality of 

soil and the presence of Spanish-governed haciendas.  For example, the district of 

Pacajes, marked by barren, altiplano terrain and far from sources of water, was not 

inhabited by the Spanish.  Untouched by colonial influence, it became the hub of a 

community of ayllus.  In contrast, in the district of Chulumani (known today as the 

Yungas) there was a more equitable distribution of Aymaras and Spanish and many more 

haciendas.  The land here was gently sloped and conducive to the cultivation of a greater 

variety of crops including, most importantly, coca.282  Similarly, although the district of 

                                                 
281 Mamani Condori, “Memoria y Politica Aymara,” 62-3; Forrest Hylton and Sinclair Thomson, 
Revolutionary Horizons: Past and Present in Bolivian Politics (New York: Verso, 2007), 38. 
282 Coca was a crucial crop during the colonial period, as it was closely tied to the mineral economies in 
Oruro and Potosí.  As much as one-third of the coca grown in Chulumani traveled to these mining 
destinations, where it was used by indigenous laborers to combat altitude illness and ease hunger pangs.  
Klein, Haciendas and Ayllus, 85. 
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Omasuyos was used to grow traditional foodstuffs—not coca—its location on the shores 

of Lake Titicaca also made it an attractive destination for Spanish penetration and the 

establishment of haciendas and commercialized agriculture.283   

 
Table 5.1. Haciendas in La Paz (1786-1797) 
Districts Census 

year 
Number of 
haciendas 

Total Indian population 

Omasuyos 1786 169 43,075 
Chulumani/ Sud Yungas 1786 336 31,004 
Aroma/ Sicasica 1792 206 41,542 
Larecaja 1786 270 39,946 
Pacajes 1796 90 44,777 
La Paz 1786/92 28 7,025 
Total  1,099 207,369 
Source: Klein, Haciendas and Ayllus, 18. 
 
 
As Table 5.1 demonstrates, with the exception of the urbanized district of La Paz, the 

number of haciendas and indigenous population in a given district was inversely related.  

More haciendas meant more desirable land and therefore fewer indigenous (e.g. 

Chulumani); few haciendas meant less desirable land and therefore a greater number of 

indigenous settlers (e.g. Pacajes). 

These early patterns of social organization and land distribution set into motion 

enduring patterns of inter-ethnic relations and land usage.  Indigenous who chose to stay 

on relatively fertile lands, such as those residing in the districts of Chulumani and 

Omasuyos, were forced to live under the imposed hacienda system.  In contrast, those 

who opted to live in ayllus were relegated to the worst land and harshest environmental 

conditions, though they were unmolested by Spanish influence.  The harsh conditions of 

the ayllus forced many indigenous to migrate to the haciendas over the course of the 

                                                 
283 Ibid., 137. 
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nineteenth century.284  Although the indigenous on the haciendas were basically landless 

peasants, their daily exchanges with the Spanish and colonial institutions made them 

more accepting of the system.  In contrast, those that remained on the desolate ayllus 

harbored deep resentment to any foreign presence. 

 
Rebellion and Independence 
 
 
 Throughout the eighteenth century, the department of La Paz became increasingly 

restive, and eventually a revolt erupted in 1781.  Rebellions had been brewing throughout 

Bolivia since the 1740s, as the indigenous became increasingly dissatisfied with the 

conditions of colonial rule, and in particular the payment of tribute and the obligation of 

forced labor in the mines.  Inspired by the revolts led by Tomás Katari in Potosí and 

Túpac Amaru in Cuzco, Peru, Julián Apaza, then an unknown Aymara commoner in La 

Paz, renamed himself Túpac Katari and raised an army of 40,000 indigenous insurgents.  

Along with his wife Bartolina Sisa, Katari laid siege to the capital of La Paz from the 

neighboring city of El Alto, thereby blocking the route into and out of the city.285  Like 

other indigenous insurgents throughout the Andean region, Katari and Sisa protested the 

authority of the colonial district chiefs appointed by the Spanish king to oversee the 

affairs of the region.  For a total of five months—March to June and August to October—

Katari, Sisa, and their conspirators prevented Spanish colonial forces from entering the 

city.  However, absent allies within city limits, the insurgents were unable to completely 

capture La Paz, and in late 1781, colonial counterinsurgency forces from Buenos Aires 

were sent in to defeat Katari’s militia.  Katari was drawn and quartered, and colonial 

                                                 
284 Ibid., 14. 
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through which one must pass to enter or leave the city.   
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forces regained control of La Paz until the establishment of the independent republic of 

Bolivia in 1825.286 

 When Bolivia achieved its independence, the victors were not the indigenous 

majority, but rather American-born Spaniards who had successfully defeated their 

European-born counterparts.  The foreign Spanish governors, who ruled like feudal chiefs 

overseeing their fiefdoms, were driven from the country and Bolivia was liberated from 

external control.  Although in some ways these Creole elites achieved in 1825 what the 

indigenous were unable to accomplish nearly half a century before, the indigenous 

experienced few of the benefits of Bolivian independence.  Under republican rule, two-

thirds of the population was still denied civil rights, and despite the fact that the payment 

of tribute was universally despised, Creole elites were forced to reinstitute it as a way of 

raising capital for the state soon after Bolivian independence was won.   

At the time of independence the city of La Paz was the largest in the country with 

40,000 residents, half of whom were of Aymara descent.287  Though the indigenous of La 

Paz continued to stage revolts in the republican period, much as they did in the colonial, 

they tended to rise and fall quickly.  The rebellions were generally focused around a 

particular grievance, rather than a more generalized critique of republican rule.  Because 

of their limited scope, they gained little support outside of their own communities.288  

The absence of communication among indigenous communities, coupled with the lack of 

a unified critique, limited the ability of the revolts to gain momentum and pose a credible 

challenge to the extant system.  

                                                 
286 Hylton and Thomson, 20. 
287 Ibid., 49. 
288 Dwight B. Heath, “New Patrons for Old: Changing Patron-Client Relationships in the Bolivian 
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Early Twentieth Century La Paz 
 
 
 By 1920, the influence of independent indigenous communities in La Paz was 

waning.  The hacendados were accumulating power in terms of the size of their labor 

force, the value of their estates, and the area of the land they managed.  The mounting 

tensions between the haciendas and the ayllus fueled the 1952 revolution.  According to 

Herbert Klein: 

All of this agitation, conflict, and organizational activity among even the landless 
Indians created a climate among Bolivian peasants, especially in the department 
of La Paz, that made them a major revolutionary force.  It is probably no 
exaggeration to say that this constant land tension is the single most important 
factor explaining the impressive mobilization of the Indian peasants after the 
National Revolution of 1952.289 
 

Though the pressure for land was a driving force for the revolution in La Paz, it was also 

fueled by a more subtle, ethnic critique that slowly became articulated throughout the 

twentieth century. 

In La Paz, as was the case elsewhere in the country, the nationalist government 

was seeking to replace Aymara Indians with modern Bolivians.  Such a project was 

challenging to say the least; in the beginning of the twentieth century few indigenous 

people even referred to the country in which they lived as Bolivia, instead preferring the 

term Republic of Kollasuya.290  La Paz’s class of modernizing elites sought to encourage 

unification by minimizing signs of indigenous culture.  Besides national policies such as 

state-sponsored education, laws distinct to the department of La Paz were enacted.  For 

example, when streetcars were installed in the city of La Paz in 1909, the indigenous 
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were not permitted to ride them.291  Discrimination was so rampant that prior to the 

celebration of the country’s bicentennial, President Bautista Saavedra signed an executive 

decree forbidding the indigenous to walk in the main plaza.  Saavedra worried that the 

presence of Indians during the celebrations would compromise the many modernizing 

improvements that he had introduced to the city and country.292 

 One of the most visible consequences of the explicit and implicit assault on 

indigenous culture by the Bolivian state was the rise of a cholo class, centered in the La 

Paz neighborhood of San Pedro.  The term cholo comes from the Aymara word ch’ulu, 

meaning hybrid.  Essentially, cholos were educated and literate people of indigenous 

descent that blended elements of indigenous and European cultures.  The men wore 

Western style clothing, while the women wore their traditional clothing, though made of 

imported fabrics.  Cholos tended to be members of the working and lower-middle 

classes.293  Like the campesinos in Cochabamba, cholos believed that their situation 

would be improved if they adopted more elements of mestizo life.   

 Though the department of La Paz experienced a rise in class-based identification 

during the time leading up to the revolution, sindicatos did not become influential until 

after the MNR assumed power.  In Cochabamba, unionization had been organized by the 

POR in the 1930s.  In La Paz, though, unionization did not begin to take shape until the 

formation of the Ministry of Rural Affairs (Ministerio de Asuntos Campesinos – MAC), 

which was created by decree following the MNR revolution.  The MAC sent out labor 

organizers—known disparagingly by many as “agitators from La Paz”—throughout the 

department’s rural agricultural zones.  Spokesman for the MAC sought to recruit and 
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organize indigenous farmers, who were now known as campesinos.  The MAC, which 

had close ties with the ruling MNR regime, was determined to establish sindicatos 

throughout the countryside of La Paz as a method of shoring up support for their political 

party, as well as modernizing the country.  Within one year of the revolution, the majority 

of La Paz’s haciendas formed sindicatos in order to demand land reform.  Though the 

unions were relatively constrained, especially in comparison to those of Cochabamba, 

some groups violently forced the landholders from the land.  For example, the 

landholdings of former two-term President Ismael Montes, which were located along the 

fertile shores of Lake Titicaca, were quickly expropriated.294 

Sindicalization throughout the department of La Paz was further spurred by 

exchanges between La Paz’s farmers and miners in Oruro.  Many miners in Oruro had 

emigrated from rural parts of La Paz or worked part-time in the mines to supplement their 

incomes.295  The miners maintained close ties with their friends and relatives in the 

fields, and, similar to what happened in Cochabamba, the campesinos were inspired by 

organization and acts of defiance staged by the miners.  Miners organized by the COB 

spread their ideology to rural parts of the country.  They also demonstrated the obvious 

benefits of being unionized.  The mining sindicatos wielded influence disproportionate to 

their size both within the COB and the MNR government.296  Miners and campesinos 

                                                 
294 Heath, “Bolivia’s Law,” 46-7. 
295 Hans C. Buechler, “Industrial and Labor Organization Activities,” in Land Reform and Social 
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alike recognized that unionized workers could much more advantageously bargain with 

the regional landowners.297   

As in the department of Cochabamba, in La Paz, the sindicatos were able to gain 

the most organizational strength in the densely packed areas where haciendas had been 

established.  In the department of La Paz, two areas that were most deeply penetrated by 

sindicalization were the Yungas and Jach’aqhachi regions.  Besides the long-standing 

presence of haciendas in these areas, they were also closely tied to the Bolivian national 

economy through the cultivation of coca and the production of artisanal goods, 

respectively.  In the Yungas, representatives from the MAC (themselves committed 

MNR-istas) organized the farmers into groups that closely resembled miners’ unions.  

The Yungas were a natural choice for the MAC to focus its efforts.  Haciendas around the 

Yungas were not as large as those in less mountainous areas, and landlords generally 

resided on the properties.  The small size of the haciendas combined with regular contact 

between landlords and workers created a culture of interracial amicability that was mostly 

absent elsewhere in La Paz.  The comparatively tranquil relation between people of 

different racial and economic groups greatly decreased the outbreak of seditious 

activities.298  Similarly, in Jach’aqhachi, which resembled Ucureña in Cochabamba 

because of its dense population and close ties to the central Bolivian economy, 

indigenous artisans quickly began to call themselves obreros (workers) rather than 
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indígena (indigenous).299  They believed that identification with the worker state would 

benefit them.300  

The patterns of sindicalization in La Paz roughly followed those of Cochabamba. 

Prior to reform, the colonos in the altiplano and central hills were forced to work a fixed 

number of days in their landlords’ fields in exchange for a subsistence plot.301  

Immediately following the revolution, though, workers or colonos of the haciendas 

formed sindicatos, under the guidance of MNR party officials.  The most important 

function of sindicatos at the time was the transfer of land ownership from the hacienda 

owner to the colonos.  Agrarian reform legislation, most importantly Title VII of 

Supreme Decree 03463 (August 2, 1952), lent assistance to indigenous agricultural 

workers who were trapped in semi-feudal arrangements.  It expropriated eleven hundred 

haciendas in the altiplano (totaling nearly one million hectares of land) and made the 

workers the rightful owners of the productive lands they tilled.  This reorganization 

benefited more than one quarter million households or nearly half of all rural families.302 

As land was gradually transferred to sindicato ownership, the unions began to 

assume new responsibilities.  The workers’ loyalty to the MNR state, which, after all, had 

transformed them from landless peasants to unionized owners, was tapped by regional 

party elites.  Though transportation between La Paz and the Yungas was difficult and 

conditions often treacherous, the sindicatos of the Yungas were always on call to serve 

                                                 
299 Xavier Albó, Achacachi: Medio siglo de lucha campesina (La Paz: CIPCA, 1979), 16-38. 
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the interests of the MNR state.  Of course, such service was not completely free, but 

came at a price.  As Dwight Heath explains: 

When, however there was a real or supposed threat to MNR incumbency they (the 
sindicato members from the Yungas) would crowd into trucks when summoned 
and would race to La Paz, where their militant shouts of “Viva!” reinforced by 
their weapons and sheer numbers, often intimidated the opposition.  On such 
occasions, the leader would be reimbursed for the rental of the truck and given a 
standard sum [usually Bs. 12,000 or about U.S. $1.00 per man], about half of 
which would be passed on to the individual campesino demonstrator as per 
diem.303  

 
Throughout the 1950s and the 1960s the role of sindicatos in the Yungas was 

fundamentally transformed.  Though they were initially formed to facilitate land reform, 

they soon came to take on more overtly political functions.  The hierarchical structures of 

the sindicatos and their class-based identity—both emanating in part from the workers’ 

experience on the haciendas—primed them for top-down managed political action 

organized by the revolutionary MNR state. 

 As occurred in the department of Cochabamba, in the department of La Paz, 

union elites became likely candidates for positions within the formal MNR apparatus, and 

some served as elected officials.  Their experience in the unions prepared them for these 

greater responsibilities, an opportunity that they would not otherwise have, given the low 

levels of education in rural Bolivia at the time and the general isolation of such rural 

areas from the institutions of the state.  For example, it would not be uncommon for the 

Secretary General of a local union to become head of the corresponding MNR cell.  From 

there, he would develop contacts within the party and within key ministries.  He also 

acquired many of the skills that were requisite for local politicians: overseeing public 

works projects; accepting visitors and other dignitaries from outside the district; 
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developing a coalition of voters that supported the official candidate at the polls on 

election day; and acting as a mediator between his constituents and the institutions of the 

state.304   

In addition to these pragmatic skills, union leaders also assumed responsibility for 

assimilating its members into the state.  Encouraging the indigenous to dispose of their 

traditional identity in favor of a modern Bolivian one took many different forms.  Some 

practices, such as reports from the sindicato in Sutulaya (La Paz) that union leaders 

forced indigenous men to cut their braided hair in order to “civilize” them,305 did little 

more than breed resentment.  In other cases, though, sindicatos truly sought to improve 

the political, economic, and social marginalization of the indigenous by making them 

citizens of the Bolivian state with the full complement of rights and responsibilities that 

such citizenship carries.  As Heath surmises: 

It is noteworthy, for example, that political socialization is by no means limited to 
the few dynamic secretaries-general who are effective lobbyists for their own 
interests and those of their constituents.  Awareness of and concern for the active 
role of citizenship has pervaded the sindicates, reshaping the outlook and lives of 
many members as well as leaders. At periodic sindicate meetings, occasional 
special open forums, political rallies, and other occasions, campesinos are now 
outspoken and articulate in a way that could not have been predicted on the basis 
of the earlier stereotype of the Aymara.306 

 
Undoubtedly, the sindicatos managed by the MNR entrenched clientelism among their 

members.307 From 1952 until 1966, rural indigenous workers nearly unanimously voted 
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for the MNR’s official candidates, who always had pink ballots.308  Their loyalty was 

rewarded with either a small stipend for mobilizing or food rations.309   

At the same time, though, the unions successfully integrated people who had 

systematically been excluded from any benefit of the colonial or republican state.  For 

example, when the universal vote was achieved following the Bolivian Revolution, an 

entire new generation of indigenous peoples could both vote and seek political office.  

The unions provided opportunities for this new pool of candidates to gain the experience 

necessary to contest and hold political office.  For nearly thirty years (from the period 

after the Revolution in the 1950s until the rise of neoliberalism in the early 1980s), the 

COB was the primary source of political representation and expression for the indigenous 

and popular sectors, and sindicalismo was the dominant form of rural organization.310 

 
The Katarista Movement: Limited Success in the Electoral Arena 
 
 

Though Bolivia’s indigenous peoples received some benefits under the policies of 

the MNR state, they did pay a price.  The policies of the sindicatos and the MNR 

contributed to a tacit policy of ethnocide as traditional community bonds and forms of 

social organization disintegrated in favor of those institutionalized by the worker state for 

its own benefit.  As Aymara historian Waskar Ari Chachaki acknowledged, in the nation-

state discourse of Bolivian elites, the visions of indigenous communities were 
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excluded.311  The discontents of the revolution manifested themselves in the creation of 

study groups in La Paz that critically examined the plight of the indigenous within the 

framework of the Bolivian state.  The first organization, formed in the late 1960s, was 

named 15 de Noviembre, the date commemorating the death of Túpac Katari in 1781.  

One of their popular slogans—“We are not the 1952 campesinos any more”—invoked 

their dissatisfaction with the revolution.312  The second group, the Workshop of Oral 

Andean History (Taller de Historia Oral Andina – THOA), was established on November 

13, 1983.  The date of its founding marked the death of the Aymara leader and activist 

Santos Marka T’ula, who was prominent in the 1920s and 1930s.313   

Many members of both organizations were among the first generation of Aymara 

students to attend San Andrés University in La Paz.314  Their analysis of indigenous 

politics in Bolivia stemmed from their belief that despite centuries of colonialism and 

repression, an independent indigenous historical memory had persisted.  Such thinking 

had a unique place in Aymara culture and informed the group’s worldview.  To the 

Aymara people, the past is inextricably tied to the present and future.  Amta, the Aymara 

word for memory, also means idea or new plan. And packakuti, a word that appears in 

the name of indigenous political parties throughout the Andes, means rebirth or return to 

the natural order.  Aymaras, Quechuas, and other Andean highland peoples understand 
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time cyclically: there is no future or present without the past.315  Basing their analysis on 

the concepts of memory and rebirth, these groups attempted to understand the past, 

present, and future of the Aymara people within the context of a state that for generations 

had sought to impose its own vision on the indigenous through the colonial bureaucracy 

or more recently, through education, the military, and unions. 

The dialogue that emerged from these groups served as the intellectual basis for 

the much larger katarista movement that began in the early 1970s.  Katarismo, named in 

honor of Túpac Katari, began as a cultural movement, intent on rehabilitating an 

oppressed indigenous identity.  Yet even as the country was under military rule, the 

katarista movement explored its options for formal political participation.  In 1974, the 

katarista Genaro Flores circulated a document entitled the Manifesto of Tiahuanacu, 

which outlined the organizations’ core commitments and beliefs.  It declared: 

If the peasants have voted for them (the MNR and other leftist parties), it was 
because they had no other electoral choices.  We had no party we could call our 
own… For a balance of interests and representation to exist, the peasants must 
have their own party that will reflect their social, cultural and economic interests.  
This is the only way we can truly and positively take part in the political process, 
and the only way to facilitate an authentic and integral rural development.316 

 
The proclamation criticized the way that the parties of the revolution had marginalized 

the indigenous under the guise of progressive reform and asserted that only through the 

creation of their own indigenous parties could they be equal partners in the political 

affairs of the state.   
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As Bolivia began to politically liberalize at the close of the 1970s, the kataristas 

began to devise a strategy for formal political participation.  Although they believed that 

the peasant union structures were primarily tools of mestizo manipulation, they concurred 

that they could be used in the short term to further their own distinctly indigenous 

agenda. On June 25 and 26, 1979, more than 2,000 delegates representing various unions, 

indigenous workers, and independent organizations convened in La Paz to form a new 

union organization, the CSUTCB.  The CSUTCB replaced the CNTCB, which had 

ceased to exist after the demise of the Military-Campesino Pact and the military 

regimes.317  Similar to the CNTCB, the CSUTCB was a mechanism for integrating 

campesinos into the state.  Unlike the CNTCB, though, the CSUTCB emphasized the 

importance of ethnic autonomy. 

Genaro Flores Santos, an Aymara man from the department of La Paz, was 

elected the first Secretary General of the CSUTCB, a position that he held until 1987.  

Flores had been a local leader of the CNTCB in the district of Aroma in La Paz in the 

early 1970s and became more influential in the organization up until the rupturing of the 

MCP.  During the time of Banzer’s military rule, Flores left the country for Chile, where 

he lived in exile with other sympathizers of Bolivia’s indigenous movement and plotted 

the formation of a revitalized katarista movement.  Flores believed that unions could be 

utilized in the short term in order to achieve longer-term indigenous objectives such as 

self-government and a return to the ayllus.  Though Flores was convinced that the 

katarista movement must unite with the workers, he did not abandon the role of 
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indigenous identity in his struggle.318  The ethnic critique posed by the kataristas and the 

CSUTCB filled the ideological vacuum that had come to characterize Bolivian politics 

after the discrediting of Marxism, populism, and nationalism during this politically 

charged time.319 

Given the dramatic transformations driven by political liberalization, the 

CSUTCB prepared to assert itself as an independent and influential actor.  Despite a 

shared disdain for authoritarianism, there were fractures between the COB and CSUTCB.  

In 1979, against the recommendations of the COB, the CSUTCB organized blockades of 

the roads in the altiplano.320  The blockades were not staged to redress a particular 

economic grievance (e.g. higher salaries or the completion of a public works project), but 

were intended to draw attention to the plight of indigenous communities in Bolivia and 

challenge the devaluation of indigenous peoples by the state.  This cultural critique was 

markedly different than those typically expressed by the unions, which minimized ethnic 

concerns in favor of the class-based grievances shared by all workers. The blockade of 

1979 was momentous for a variety of reasons.  It asserted the indigenous peoples’ 

independence from the broader workers’ movement, it brought their cultural agenda to 

center stage, it embraced the ideas of grassroots and communal participation, it 

demonstrated how the relatively simple act of blockading a road would become an 

enduring mechanism of protest for Bolivia’s indigenous population, it forged new 

alliances between the indigenous and other unionized groups such as teachers, coca 

growers, and transportation workers, and finally, at a time when the country was 
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transitioning into open electoral competition, it represented how an act of contentious 

politics could bring a heightened sense of awareness to the elections that were to come.  

Although Flores emphasized the importance of using the sindicatos and allying 

with other workers, the CSUTCB most often saw its own ethnic agenda marginalized in 

the face of competing concerns.  The CSUTCB was just a small cog in the much larger 

and more powerful COB.  The CSUTCB was almost wholly dependent on the COB for 

its survival, as it had very few of its own resources.  With the exception of the 1979 

blockades, the CSUTCB generally had to yield to the desires of the COB, and it had a 

very limited ability to act independently.  In addition, CSUTCB members encountered 

the very discriminatory practices within the COB that they were trying to challenge in 

Bolivian society.  For example, Flores recounted the mestizo workers in the COB asking 

the indigenous within the organization to perform menial tasks such as buying cigarettes 

or drinks for them during meetings.321  Members of the CSUTCB faced the same abuses 

by the mestizo workers within the COB that they were protesting. 

The tensions between the COB and CSUTCB were not unique to the Bolivian left.  

During the country’s first election in two decades, the various indigenous groups split 

their support between the MNR and the UDP.322  Flores and the kataristas aspired not 

only to participate in the informal political sphere, but also to enter elections.  Flores, 

himself, was twice a candidate for president of the country in the 1980s.  Despite that 

Flores was able to get on the ballot, the lack of centralization and organization in the 

katarista movement, combined with the marginalization of the CSUTCB within the 

broader workers’ movement, led to lackluster performances by himself and other 
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katarista candidates for office.  Over the course of the 1980s, ten different katarista 

parties formed and competed for votes; none were able to develop a considerable amount 

of political traction.323  The two most prominent parties—the Indian Movement Túpac 

Katari (Movimiento Indio Túpac Katari – MITKA) and Revolutionary Movement Túpac 

Katari (Movimiento Revolucionario Túpac Katari – MRTK)—often found themselves 

competing against one another for the same constituencies.  Though both believed at least 

in theory in the idea of the political instrument, MRTK, led by Genaro Flores and Victor 

Hugo Cárdenas, was closely tied to the CSUTCB, the COB, and pro-labor political 

parties including the UDP coalition and later MNR.  Although the MRTK was a 

marginalized partner and had little influence in the UDP coalition of 1982 to 1985, they 

bore some of the brunt for the government’s failure when it was forced to call early 

elections amid economic crisis.  In contrast, MITKA was more tied to an ideology of 

rebellion, as exemplified by Túpac Katari’s struggles against the colonial power two 

centuries before and was led by Constantino Lima and Luciano Tapia.  MITKA explicitly 

rejected q’ara (western, white) workers’ parties.324 

Despite Bolivia’s large indigenous population, the kataristas constantly battled for 

votes both among themselves and the other political parties of the left.  Although the 

kataristas’ platform should have been attractive to many voters, and especially among 

Aymaras in La Paz, many voters chose instead to support the political parties that they 

had been habituated to voting for since the revolution and provided them with 

clientelistic goods and services, as discussed in chapter 2.    
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At the same time, the major political parties realized the considerable influence 

that the indigenous could exercise during elections and sought to attract them to their 

organizations.  For example, the populist party Conscience of the Fatherland (Conciencia 

de Patria – CONDEPA) integrated indigenous symbolism into its campaign platform.  In 

1989, CONDEPA used the wiphala (a rainbow-colored flag that represents the 

indigenous people of the Andean highlands) as part of its party’s symbol.  Similarly, that 

same year the Civic Solidarity Union (Unión Cívica de Solidaridad – UCS), which 

generally voted along with Bolivia’s pacted political parties, had its leader address 

crowds in Quechua in order to show the party’s solidarity with the indigenous people.325   

Although actions such as these brought heightened awareness to the indigenous 

cause, they were generally despised by the CSUTCB, which viewed them as self-serving.  

The election of Cárdenas as vice president on the MNR ticket drew the ire of indigenous 

groups in general, and the CSUTCB in particular.  In the CSUTCB’s VI Congress 

(January 1994) a resolution was approved calling Cárdenas a llunk’u (traitor in 

Aymara).326  To the CSUTCB, the neoliberal political parties of the 1980s and the 1990s 

manipulated indigenous identity for their own gain.  Once elected, these parties did little 

to genuinely help the indigenous.  The CSUTCB, in turn, reformulated a popular Incan 

saying in order to express their frustration with Cárdenas.  When political opponents 

attempted to capture the indigenous vote by using elements of indigenous identity, the 

CSUTCB would warn, “Ama suwa, ama llulla, mam qhilla, ama llunk’u” (Don’t be a 

thief, liar, lazy, or a traitor.)327  Whereas the people of the Andean highlands had for 

centuries lived by a moral code that disparaged theft, lying, and laziness, betraying the 
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indigenous cause by allying with the enemy, as Cárdenas did, was viewed as a similarly 

unconscionable act.  

 
Aymara Politics in the Twenty-First Century 
 
 

Electorally, indigenous parties in the highlands fared poorly in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, especially in comparison to the momentum that Evo Morales and the 

cocaleros were gathering in Cochabamba by 1995.  The highland movement had an 

opportunity to reinvent itself, though, in 1998 when Felipe Quispe Huanca, popularly 

known as El Mallku (the Aymara term denoting leadership and literally meaning “The 

Condor”) was released from prison.  Quispe had been incarcerated in 1992 because of his 

participation in the Túpac Katari Guerrilla Army (Ejército Guerrillero Túpac Katari – 

EGTK), an organization of indigenous insurgents that he formed in 1986 as a result of his 

consternation with Bolivia’s democratically elected regimes.328  Since 1986, Quispe 

openly criticized the direction in which the CSUTCB was headed.  He believed that 

indigenous concerns were being completely marginalized by the sindicatos, and that the 

CSUTCB and the various indigenous parties were ignoring the key demand of the 

indigenous movement: self-determination of the indigenous peoples.329 

Soon after his release from prison, Quispe was named the Secretary General of 

the CSUTCB.  During his time in prison he was insulated from the infighting that had 

come to plague the organization, and especially between Flores and Cárdenas, the 

organization’s two most influential and infamous leaders.  His selection, then, was 

viewed by many as an opportunity for the CSUTCB to have a much-needed fresh start.  
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His return was also welcomed by many in the altiplano as a return to the group’s Aymara 

roots, which had been considerably weakened due to the disproportionate influence of the 

Quechua-speaking cocaleros in the Chapare. 

Quispe’s designation as the leader of the CSUTCB was not welcomed by all.  In 

particular, rivalries quickly developed between the altiplano Aymara factions and the 

Chapare cocalero groups.  Quispe, in particular, was suspicious of the objectives of Evo 

Morales, doubted his faithfulness to the indigenous cause, and opposed the designation of 

MAS as the political arm of the CSUTCB.330  In order to challenge Morales and MAS 

and develop a more culturally appropriate political instrument to represent the CSUTCB, 

Quispe formed a new political party, the Pachakuti Indigenous Movement (Movimiento 

Indígena Pachakuti – MIP) in November 2000.  More than 10,000 Aymara Indians 

attended the formal announcement of the party, symbolically staged at the site of Túpac 

Katari’s execution.  Unlike the grassroots party that was developing in the Chapare, MIP 

was highly personalized.331 

Though Quispe was best known as an insurgent, he had never denied the 

appropriateness of a political instrument to satisfy indigenous demands.  In the late 

1970s, Quispe had co-founded the MITKA party, and in 1980 this party earned a seat in 

the Chamber of Deputies, which Quispe filled when democracy was restored in the 

country in 1982.  In the words of Van Cott, by the year 2000 Quispe “had come full 

circle: from political party leader, to armed guerrilla, to social movement leader, and back 

to party leader.”332  In the time leading up to the 2002 election, Quispe alternatively 
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adopted these various personas.  Even while campaigning, he did not cease his calls for 

social mobilization throughout the altiplano and did not abandon his militant rhetoric.   

Quispe argued that MIP most faithfully represented the indigenous cause, even as 

unity within the cause decreased.  Quispe publicly feuded with Quechua leaders such as 

Aléjo Veliz, from the department of Cochabamba, who criticized Quispe’s tendency to 

act unilaterally.333  Quispe responded by dubbing Véliz a traitor and a coward.  When 

Véliz failed to join Quispe’s roadblocks in the altiplano, Quispe responded with harsh 

words: “I am ready to run the risk.  Alone, going underground, I would like to go into the 

mountains and take up arms.  You know I did that in 1990, as a result of which I went to 

jail, and the judgment is there.  I am not a coward like that Judas Alejo Véliz.”334  

Quispe’s divisive nature and predisposition to act independently further exacerbated 

tensions within the CSUTCB.  The organization split into two primary factions: one 

headed by Quispe that supported the political party MIP and the other headed by Román 

Loayza and the political party MAS.335  Both Quispe and Loayza were able to gather 

large enough constituencies, though, to be elected to Congress in 2002.  Quispe was 

elected as a deputy in the national legislature’s lower house for the department of La Paz, 

and Loayza as a Senator in the legislature’s upper.  Never quite comfortable in 

government, Quispe resigned in May 2004 during the presidency of Carlos Mesa.  He 

vowed to continue the struggle of Bolivia’s indigenous peoples elsewhere.336 
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Despite the infighting within the CSUTCB—which at its worst left one 

campesino dead when rival factions of the organization violently confronted each other at 

the organization’s IX Congress in Oruro in January 2001337—it was able to harness the 

discontent that was unleashed during the Water War in the city of Cochabamba in 2000 

and successfully staged coordinated movements in its stronghold in the altiplano.  

Modeling the tactics of previous Aymara activists, such as Túpac Katari’s siege of La Paz 

in 1781 and the wave of road blockades in 1979, the CSUTCB organized the blocking of 

all roads around the city of La Paz in 2000, 2001, and 2002.338  These mobilizations were 

staged both independently and in concert with other groups.  For example, in April 2000, 

the CSUTCB raised blockades in the altiplano to coincide with the Water War.  All roads 

in and out of the capital city of La Paz were shut down for one week, while other 

protestors waged marches, strikes, and demonstrations in Cochabamba.  As was the case 

with other unionized organizations throughout Bolivia, those who did not fulfill their 

responsibility to the CSUTCB were sanctioned.339    

President Banzer was faced with the decision of forcefully dismantling the 

protestors or capitulating to their demands.  Following an intervention by the Catholic 

Church, the government pursued an open dialogue with the protestors.  Although this 

decision carried with it greater moral authority, it did compromise the stature of the 

regime and its institutions.  As Laurence Whitehead commented on the outcome, 

“Whatever its official line, the government could no longer exercise its full authority.”340  

                                                 
337 García Linera, Chavez León, and Costas Monje, 124. 
338 Raquel Gutiérrez y Álvaro García, “El Ciclo Estatal Neoliberal y Sus Crisis,” in Democratizaciones 
Plebeyas, ed. Raquel Gutiérrez, Álvaro García, Raúl Prada, and Luis Tapia (La Paz: Muela del Diablo, 
2002), 21. 
339 García Linera, Chavez León, and Costas Monje, 166-68. 
340 Whitehead, “Bolivia and the Viability of Democracy,” 12. 
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Having forced the government’s hand, the protests were resurrected six months later in 

late 2000.  All major roads in the country were blocked, and the mobilizers made more 

demands on the state. 

The movements that occurred across the country in the year 2000 demonstrated 

the growing dissatisfaction with the country’s formal political institutions.  The poor and 

marginalized believed that they were incapable of addressing national problems and were 

simply instruments to stifle popular demands.  Contentious politics, though, was a much 

more transparent and results-driven process.  The political learning acquired during this 

experience was, in the words of Whitehead, “That any who held back from following this 

logic (of contentious politics) would lose out to those who acted first.”341  The lessons 

that the CSUTCB acquired in 2000 began to spread through other marginalized groups, 

especially as their demands overlapped.  Though the CSUTCB’s grievances were largely 

ethnic, they were also compatible with those of the protestors on the streets in 

Cochabamba during the Water War.  Though the protests surrounding the Water War 

carried with them no distinct ethnic content, themes such as colonialism and resource 

exploitation, both of which resonated strongly with indigenous populations, played a 

prominent role. 

During the Water War, the CSUTCB integrated its grievances into broader 

patterns of discontent that afflicted people of indigenous and mestizo descent throughout 

the country.  Despite the organization’s willingness to join these mobilizations, it did not 

abandon its unilateral tactics designed to protest the plight of Bolivia’s indigenous 

peoples.  In 2001, local town assemblies and blockade committees, all loosely affiliated 

with the CSUTCB, blocked roads in the provinces of Los Andes, Omasuyos, Manco 
                                                 
341 Ibid., 13. 
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Kapac, and Larecaja, all in the department of La Paz.  Travel from La Paz to the Peruvian 

border to the west, the hilly coca-producing region to the northeast, and cities such as 

Oruro, Cochabamba, Sucre, Potosí, and Santa Cruz to the southeast came to a halt. 

Unlike past CSUTCB movements, this series of blockades carried with it distinctly 

indigenous demands including territorial sovereignty and indigenous self-governance.342   

Although the blockades were poorly planned and appeared somewhat randomly 

around the time of the Andean New Year (the southern hemisphere’s winter solstice on 

June 21), Quispe and the CSUTCB did take credit for the considerable disruptions that 

they caused.  On July 1, 2001, the Bolivian press reported that more than 227,000 

individuals were affected by the blockades.  Furthermore, despite the clumsy and 

disorganized nature of the blockades, the state’s disproportionate use of force and the 

subsequent deaths of three protestors strengthened the campesinos’ position and brought 

more attention to their grievances.  Before these protests, Quispe was not particularly 

well known by leaders outside of his own constituency.  However, after these blockades 

he became the de facto spokesman for the indigenous people of the altiplano, despite the 

marginal role that either he or the national leadership of the CSUTCB played in 

organizing the protests.  With national elections coming in 2002, the blockades of 2001 

brought Aymara demands to the forefront of the political stage and served as a type of 

coming out for Quispe.  Rural unrest, coordinated loosely by the CSUTCB, continued to 

penetrate the altiplano in the time leading up to elections, culminating with several 

thousand indigenous staging a march on La Paz the week before election day.  Their 

demands included an assembly to rewrite the Constitution, popular referendums, and the 

                                                 
342 García Linera, Chavez León, and Costas Monje, 126. 
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ability to vote for candidates representing social organizations in place of political 

parties.343  

 Ironically, the relation between the CSUTCB and MIP in some ways paralleled 

that of the COB and MNR in the 1950s and 1960s.  In both instances, there were a series 

of formal and informal linkages between a civil society organization (CSUTCB/ COB) 

and the corresponding political party (MIP/ MNR).  The COB and CSUTCB acted as the 

protest wings of their movements, while the MNR and MIP more closely adhered to the 

institutionalized political processes and rules.  There was strong cross-pollination 

between the protest wing and the formal electoral wing.  Union leaders in the COB would 

often sign on as MNR political bosses, and Quispe was both head of the CSUTCB and 

MIP’s candidate for president in 2002 and 2005.   

Despite the parallels between CSUTCB/MIP and COB/MNR, there were 

important differences.  Unlike the assertive, top-down leadership style espoused by the 

COB, the CSUTCB was much more closely connected with its base.  In theory, if not 

always in practice, the CSUTCB was guided by indigenous values such as consensual 

decision-making and traditional authority, values that put the organization fundamentally 

at odds with the formal institutions of Bolivian democracy (e.g. plurality votes, rational 

authority of elected leaders). The absence of strict hierarchies, though, combined with 

internal power struggles, made it incredibly difficult for the CSUTCB to ever speak with 

a unified voice.  Instead, the movement was driven by the personalities of particular 

leaders, who in turn had their own constituencies. 

                                                 
343 Matthew M. Singer and Kevin M. Morrison, “The 2002 Presidential and Parliamentary Elections in 
Bolivia,” Electoral Studies 23 (2004): 173. 
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 Despite the ad hoc nature of the mobilizations staged by the CSUTCB, they did 

shore up some electoral support for Quispe and MIP in subsequent elections.  Despite the 

disappointing performance of katarista parties in the past—especially when running for 

the executive—Quispe performed surprisingly well in the 2002 elections.  He garnered 

5.9 percent of the national popular vote and 36 percent in the rural Aymara zone in the 

department of La Paz.344  Although he fared better than any katarista party in the past, his 

performance still paled in comparison to that of Evo Morales, who captured nearly 21 

percent of the popular vote and a majority in his home district.   

 Superficially, there are many similarities between Morales/ MAS and Quispe/ 

MIP.  Both organizations were built on the intellectual foundation of the katarista 

movement of the 1970s and were closely tied to the activities of the CSUTCB.  They won 

support through grassroots mobilization, especially among the politically disenfranchised 

and rural poor.  Finally, both tapped into widespread dissatisfaction of the existing 

political parties and the neoliberal systems they promoted.  Despite these shared features, 

and the ability of both to effectively stage acts of contentious politics, MAS was much 

more successful a political movement in Cochabamba (and indeed in the whole country), 

than MIP in La Paz. 

 In chapter 4, I argued that although acts of contentious politics were a predictor of 

support for anti-systemic candidates, the mere presence of one did not necessarily 

guarantee the latter.  Rather, the relation between the two was more nuanced, and 

dependent on specific intervening variables.  In the Cochabamba region, the cocaleros 

benefited at the polls due to two particular aspects of their experience in contentious 

politics: it provided them with pragmatic leadership training and it allowed them to 
                                                 
344 Gutiérrez and García Linera, 22. 
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construct a generalized message that appealed to a wide base of supporters.  The 

experience of the kataristas in La Paz, then, provides an opportunity to further evaluate 

the role that these causal mechanisms play.  Though the kataristas under the banner of the 

CSUTCB staged powerful and disruptive protests, similar in many ways to those staged 

by the cocaleros, their electoral performance was comparatively weak.  Further 

complicating the story is the fact that the CSUTCB is the largest indigenous organization 

in Bolivia and is represented in each of the country’s nine departments, though it has 

traditionally been the strongest in La Paz, Chuquisaca, Cochabamba, and to a lesser 

extent, Potosí.345  In the 2005 elections, MIP or other katarista parties did not win a single 

seat in either house of Congress.  MIP’s performance was especially disappointing in La 

Paz considering that the department represented the movement’s hub, and in La Paz, 29 

lower house seats (14 from PR lists, and 15 in single-seat districts), more than any other 

department, were contested. 

 
Table 5.2. Party affiliations: Chamber of Deputies (2005) 
 MAS MNR PODEMOS UN 
Beni 1 3 5 0 
Chuquisaca 7 0 3 1 
Cochabamba 13 0 5 1 
La Paz 22 0 5 2 
Oruro 7 0 2 0 
Pando 1 0 3 1 
Potosí 10 0 4 0 
Santa Cruz 8 3 11 3 
Tarija 3 1 5 0 

Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
 
 
 The final section of this chapter, then, examines both the strengths and 

weaknesses of the katarista movement in La Paz, especially vis-à-vis its ability to 
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translate acts of contentious politics into formal political representation.  In particular, it 

contrasts the successes and failures of the katarista movement in La Paz with the cocalero 

movement in Cochabamba.  Ultimately, I argue that the comparative success of the 

cocaleros in electoral politics—despite both groups’ achievements in the streets—can be 

attributed to stronger leadership among the cocaleros (a legacy of their unionism) and 

their ability to frame their struggle in more generalizeable terms that appeal to a broader 

spectrum of Bolivians.  

 
Leadership and Organizational Training via Unionization 
 
 
 Unlike mobilizers in Cochabamba, those in rural areas of La Paz did not have a 

legacy of strong union networks.  Although the CSUTCB was a union and had close 

relations to other organizations such as the COB, many of its members identified much 

more strongly with ayllus than sindicatos.346  Ayllus favored consensual decision-

making, selected leaders on rotating assignments based on seniority, shared property, and 

engaged in communal labor.  Though such institutions were most consistent with 

traditional indigenous values, the absence of union structures and procedures presented 

challenges when the kataristas attempted to compete in electoral competition.  In 

particular, there were no mechanisms for resolving in-fighting and no structures for 

coordinating disparate communities throughout the altiplano. 

                                                

 Since the time of the Bolivian revolution, unions have been closely tied to the 

state.  The COB essentially co-governed along with the MNR in the 1950s and 1960s, 

 
346 As Luis Tapia explains, the CSUTCB blended sindicalismo with communitarian values.  Luis Tapia, 
“Movimiento Sociales, Moviemiento Societal, y Los No Lugares de la Política,” in Democratizaciones 
Plebeyas, ed. Raquel Gutiérrez, Álvaro García, Raúl Prada, and Luis Tapia (La Paz: Muela del Diablo, 
2002), 69. 
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and union leaders—many of whom only knew the isolated worlds of the farms or 

mines—had to quickly learn how the government worked.  In the valleys of Cochabamba 

and former haciendas of La Paz, unions were the primary interlocutors between peasants 

and the state, as the unions were responsible for carrying out the bureaucratic procedures 

for new land deeds.  The unions provided their members with the requisite tools to deal 

with the bureaucracy of the state.  Through the unions, individuals also became educated 

on how the political system functioned, including lessons on electoral rules, the function 

of political parties, and the roles and responsibilities of different elected officials.  

As previously discussed, sindicalization was not universal throughout the 

department of La Paz, but rather, was concentrated in areas where the haciendas were 

first established centuries before.  In contrast, in regions that remained as ayllus, there 

was comparatively less union activity. Indigenous communities residing in ayllus in the 

eighteenth century were the most likely to continue to adopt their indigenous self-

identification and not assimilate into mestizo society.  Haciendas, on the other hand, 

promoted the acceptance of a mixed-race, mestizo identity, and this identity was spread 

through the unions.  Thus, in provinces such Chulumani, where the cultivation of coca 

thrived and unions were organized to grow and sell it, indigenous identity was 

considerably weaker by the twenty-first century.  In contrast, in provinces such as Pacajes 

and Omasuyas, where there were historically fewer haciendas and more ayllus, 

indigenous identity thrived.347 

 
 

                                                 
347 Certainly it is not by coincidence that in 2006 Vice President García Linera, clad in a red poncho 
symbolic of indigenous dress, chose the province of Omasuyos to address Aymaras and encourage them to 
take up in arms if necessary in order to defend President Morales. “García pide armarse y Omasuyos decide 
enviar gente a Santa Cruz,” La Razon, September 21, 2006. 
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Table 5.3. The legacy of haciendas on indigenous identity 
 
Province 

Number of Haciendas 
(Census Year) 

Percent Self-
Identify as 

Indigenous (2001) 
Pacajes 90 (1796) 100 
Omasuyos 169 (1786) 96.35 
Sicasica/ Aroma 206 (1792) 95.12 
Larecaja 270 (1786) 82.85 
Chulumani/ Sud Yungas 336 (1786) 81.71 
Source: Klein, Haciendas and Ayllus, 18; Instituto Nacional Estadística, La Paz, Bolivia 
 
 
In the department of La Paz, the uneven dispersion of haciendas and the resilience of 

ayllus impeded union formation.  The absence of unions further isolated indigenous 

farmers from the Bolivian state and placed them at an organizational disadvantage when 

preparing for formal political participation.   

Mid-twentieth century, few rural dwellers had any concept of a state, as their 

experience was limited to their family and their community.  Indigenous peoples residing 

in ayllus in La Paz and other distant locales in the altiplano were similarly isolated from 

the state, although for much longer.  Many were illiterate, lacked identification, did not 

vote or pay taxes, never studied civics, and never saw any signs of public law 

enforcement.  Until LPP was enacted in 1995, the only national presence that half of the 

country had ever seen was the occasional rural school.348  As reported in the 2001 

national census, indigenous living in rural areas of La Paz (ayllus and sindicatos) lacked 

the basic skills necessary to exercise citizenship.  Forty-four percent were functionally 

illiterate.349  More than a quarter of school-aged children were dropouts. The average 

                                                 
348 Gutiérrez and García Linera, 17. 
349 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization—UNESCO—defines functional 
illiteracy as the inability of a person to “engage in all those activities in which literacy is required for 
effective function of his or her group and community and also for enabling him or her to continue to use 
reading, writing and calculation for his or her own and the community’s development.” UNESCO Institute 
for Statistics, “Functional Literacy,” http://www.uis.unesco.org/ev.php?ID=5014_201&ID2=DO_TOPIC 
(accessed May 2009). 
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indigenous person aged 19 or older living in the rural areas of the department of La Paz 

had only 4.56 years of formal education.  Though indigenous people living on territory 

governed by the sindicatos and the ayllus faced considerable hardships, many of the 

challenges of quotidian life were further complicated on the ayllus.  

Unions brought considerable advantages to their communities, as union leaders 

were able to act as liaisons with the state and provide their members with greater access 

to education, healthcare, and infrastructure projects.  The union structures also proved to 

be crucial when staging acts of contentious politics.  The absence of unions in the 

katarista party—and the CSUTCB’s fusion of unionization with communitarian values 

derived from the ayllus—constrained their ability to impact the formal political system.  

Although the kataristas staged large and disruptive acts of non-institutionalized defiance, 

it did not translate into a strong political movement.  

Acts of contentious politics are most likely to bolster an anti-systemic group’s 

ability to garner votes when the group is tied to a union structure.  First, unions offer 

access to the material goods necessary to stage institutionalized or non-institutionalized 

acts of defiance.  Especially in rural areas, where access to telephones and electricity is 

scarce, regional union headquarters can serve as a base to hold meetings, develop 

communications, and receive representatives of the state.  Secondly, and perhaps more 

importantly, unions establish clear rules and procedures for making decisions and 

handling conflicts.  The consensual approach, favored by ayllus, is often ineffective and 

is not capable of resolving problems that arise in such organizations. As Kohl and 

Farthing explain: 

As opposed to the vertically integrated, disciplined COB, the new coalitions’ 
politics are based on sectoral, often geographically distinct coalitions.  These 
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often rely on a territorially-based organizing strategy rather than the workplace-
based orientation of the COB…. The hole left by the COB, however, is still 
keenly felt.  The cohesiveness and internal discipline it demonstrated was most 
effective during the almost continuous succession of military dictatorships 
between 1964 and 1982, when it could define its enemy far more clearly than in 
the neoliberal, nominally democratic period after 1985.350 

 
Sindicatos were much more effective at establishing leadership hierarchies and 

communicating a clear message to its constituents. 

The katarista movement, which was more rooted in ayllus, lacked the benefits 

provided by the unions. While sindicatos were intended to facilitate interactions with the 

state, ayllus appealed for greater autonomy.  The purpose of the ayllu was not to cultivate 

relations with the bureaucracy or educate its members about the requirements of modern 

citizenship; rather, it was to forge a community based on traditional indigenous values.  

Although such communities were able to stage potent acts of contentious politics, they 

did not necessarily lead to greater formal participation. 

 Next, hierarchical unions offered clear guidelines on resolving internal tension. 

From its inception, the CSUTCB suffered from a deficit of strong leadership.  The group 

was plagued by internal competition among its leaders as it attempted to forge an 

identity.  Despite the pro-indigenous identification that the group adopted upon its 

founding, the indigenous members of the organization found themselves quickly 

subordinated to the mestizo workers under the umbrella of the COB.  The marginalization 

of the indigenous within the COB, combined with the absence of top-down leadership, 

led to the fracturing of the CSUTCB since 2001 into two parallel movements.  In the 

2002 and 2005 elections, the faction led by Quispe in the aliplano supported MIP.  

                                                 
350 Kohl and Farthing, 176. 
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However, Román Loayza collected votes for Morales and MAS in the central valleys in 

Cochabamba, Potosí, and Sucre, in addition to gathering some support in Santa Cruz.351   

Loayza experienced much more success in mobilizing his supporters to vote for MAS 

because he was able to draw upon existing union networks throughout the country, 

whereas Quispe was barely able to convince his base to come to the polls.352 

 Similar divides due a lack of strong leadership have plagued the katarista 

movement since its inception.  Since the kataristas first began competing in electoral 

competition in the late 1970s and early 1980s, two groups emerged within the movement: 

reformists and radicals.  Reformists, such as Cardenás, integrated themselves into the 

pacted political party system and attempted to invoke change from within.  Radicals, on 

the other hand, joined guerrilla armies where they could either work in concert with other 

formal organizations or independently.  The radicals believed that they would always be 

marginalized within the political system, and therefore relegated themselves to its fringe.  

These internal divisions, combined with the absence of strong leadership at the 

uppermost levels of organizations such as the CSUTCB, led to the factionalizing of the 

katarista movement.  

 
Cultural Framing and Identity 
 
 
 The kataristas’ demands for greater recognition of indigenous culture and rights 

ostensibly appealed to a sizable portion of the Bolivian electorate.  In the 2001 census, 

more than 1.5 million people identified themselves as Aymara speakers, with more than 

three quarters of them concentrated in the department of La Paz.  In the rural areas of La 

                                                 
351 García Linera, Chavez León, and Costas Monje, 214 
352 Luis Tapia, “Movimiento Sociales,” 69. 
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Paz, 92.47 percent of the population self-identified as indigenous.  The Quechua 

speakers, who share bonds of ethnicity and history with the Aymara, represented another 

2.28 million Bolivians, and constituted more than two-thirds the population in the 

departments of Cochabamba (66.98 percent), Chuquisaca (72.34 percent), and Potosí 

(75.60 percent).  Despite this ready-made constituency, katarista political parties have 

had disappointing showings at national-level electoral competition, despite their ability to 

organize debilitative protests and strikes.  This final section examines how the failure to 

transform from social movement to electorally competitive party was due to the 

kataristas’ inability to manufacture a message that appealed to Bolivians outside of their 

enclaves.  Their failure to do so is compared to the experience of the cocaleros, who were 

successfully able to generate a national political movement around an issue that was 

initially limited to a very small sector of the population. 

 The broad appeal of Evo Morales is in part due to his self-portrayal as a typical 

Bolivian.  He traces his roots to the country’s pre-colonial ethnic groups, grew up in 

poverty, and is skeptical of the benefits of free market economics.  The fact that he is the 

leader of the country’s coca growers’ union is secondary to these personal traits.  

Although Morales does speak of the coca issue extensively, he does so in a way that 

transcends the issue from one only pertaining to the people of the Chapare, to one of 

national significance.  Similarly, when Morales was sworn in as president of the country, 

he held two separate ceremonies.  The first, which took place on January 21, 2006, was 

held at Tiahuanacu.  At this ceremony, surrounded by thousands of mallkus (Aymara 

communal chiefs) clad in red ponchos, Morales was purified with sacred water and 
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received a staff symbolizing his leadership of the Andean people.  Even in this speech, 

though, he spoke of unity, stating: 

The triumph of the 18th of December (election day) is not a triumph of Evo 
Morales, it is the triumph of all Bolivians, it is the triumph of the democracy, it is 
the triumph of a democratic and cultural revolution in Bolivia…  Brothers and 
sisters, thanks to your vote, for the first time in Bolivian history, Aymaras, 
Quechuas, Mojeños, we are presidents.  Not only Evo is president, all are 
presidents.353 

 
The second ceremony celebrating Morales’s election was held in La Paz, where he 

simultaneously called for a moment of silence for Inca martyrs and Che Guevara, 

promised to continue the battle started by Túpac Katari, railed against neoliberal 

economic reforms, and pledged his allegiance to Bolivia’s democratic order.354  

In contrast, Quispe’s rhetoric has been markedly more divisive.  He has often 

cited two Bolivias: one Bolivia is criolla (criollos being people of European descent born 

in Latin America) and colonial, while the other is indigenous.  The indigenous are the 

ones who perform labor, and since colonial times, the whites have profited from it 

without contributing anything of value.355  The absence of a single, unifying message has 

plagued the kataristas since they first entered the electoral political arena following 

democratization. Despite their political ambitions, the movement fragmented into many 

small sectarian political parties that did not reflect the influence and power of the 

CSUTCB.  Their inability to form a unified, coherent movement was an important 

learning experience for Morales and MAS, who considered the political arm of the 

katarista movement to be an organizational failure.356  The CSUTCB had established a 

                                                 
353 Evo Morales, quoted in Stefanoni and do Alto, 21-2. 
354 Juan Forero, “Bolivia Indians Hail the Swearing in of One of Their Own as President,” The New York 
Times, January 23, 2006.  
355 Gutiérrez and García Linera, 23. 
356 Do Alto. 
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strong base, especially in particular provinces of the department of La Paz, yet were 

challenged to attract voters outside of this core community.  The inability for the 

kataristas to move beyond their base in large part stemmed from the absence of a 

generalizable message.   

Unlike the cocaleros’ movement in the Chapare, the kataristas were generally 

unsuccessful at embedding their particular claims within broader appealing issues.  A 

final example of this shortcoming occurred in 2004 when the CSUTCB and the 

Provincial Federation (Federación Provincial – FP), another movement organization, 

blockaded the Panamerican Highway at Copacabana for two weeks.  During this time, 

transit between Bolivia and Peru at this key border crossing came to standstill.  Although 

the blockade appeared spontaneous, it was in the planning stages for several weeks. The 

FP wanted the blockade to have support at both the local and national level.  After the 

idea was proposed, the FP went to all of the surrounding communities and spoke to 

leaders.  Their objective was to tie national issues, such as natural gas policy, to the 

ethnic agenda of indigenous leaders such as Felipe Quispe.  They wanted the blockade to 

have a grassroots feel, while still addressing issues of national significance.   

Despite these ambitions, the organizers of the blockade experienced substantial 

hurdles.  Debates surrounding the blockade focused on three issues, all tied to 

representation.  First, some organizers were criticized as being leaders from La Paz, not 

local residents.  The base community had reservations about the good will of people from 

La Paz and feared that these bureaucrats were simply coming in to take advantage of 

them, similar to the actions of the so-called “agitators from La Paz” that dated back to the 

MNR days.  The second criticism levied against the organizers was that they were not as 
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“Indian” as those living in the rural areas.  Despite the fact that these people spoke 

Aymara and many had grown up in rural areas, there was an extreme hesitancy to accept 

these people from outside the immediate community.  Finally, the base community feared 

that their longstanding ethnic claims were diluted in the wake of national-level concerns, 

such as the exportation of gas.  Though the national-level representatives attempted to 

unite the two issues—for example, by speaking about natural gas in Aymara—many 

campesinos feared that the national level strategy was one of manipulation.357  These 

exchanges epitomized the issues that prevented the kataristas from rising to national-level 

competition.  

 This chapter traced the evolution of Bolivia’s resistance movement since colonial 

times in the department of La Paz.  It focused on two specific events: peasants’ struggles 

for land in the colonial and early republican period and the katarista movement in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  Building on the argument presented earlier in 

this dissertation, this chapter examined how acts of contentious politics prepare 

marginalized groups for participation in the formal political sphere.  In this chapter, 

though, the thesis was refined by comparing the katarista movement in La Paz with the 

cocalero movement in Cochabamba.  Though both organizations staged debilitating acts 

of contentious politics, the cocaleros were much more successful at forming a viable 

political party.  The weaknesses in the katarista movement can be attributed to their lack 

of a disciplined organizational structure and their inability to frame their demands in a 

manner that appealed more broadly to the Bolivian population.  These challenges were 

not as substantial for the cocaleros, as their experience in unions allowed them to 

                                                 
357 David Knowlton, “Queremos hablar: el bloqueo de junio de 2004 en Copacabana como ejemplo de la 
sociología de movilizaciones masivas,” in Conflictos Políticos y movimientos sociales en Bolivia,” ed. 
Nicholas A. Robins (La Paz, Bolivia: Plural, 2006), 24-8. 
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cultivate strong internal cohesion and lent them opportunities to develop narratives that 

appealed to a broader sector of the population.  
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Chapter 6 
 

The Water War: Cochabambinos Challenge Neoliberalism 
 
 

The first clear evidence that the water revolt had triggered something bigger in 
Bolivian politics came in 2002, when Evo Morales, leader of Bolivia’s main coca 
grower unions, ran for the nation’s presidency at the head of the MAS (Movement 
toward Socialism) party. Challenging Washington-made economic policies was at 
the forefront of Morales’s platform and his rhetoric. Voting for Morales became 
the way to express at the ballot box what people had expressed on the streets in 
Cochabamba.358   

—Jim Schultz, Founder and Executive  
Director of the Democracy Center 

 
 
 The previous chapters examined the reasons that anti-neoliberal social movements 

transformed—or did not—into competitive political parties.  Although they supported the 

hypothesis that increased mobilization positively affects the electoral performance of an 

anti-systemic political party, the contrasting experiences of the cocaleros and the 

kataristas demonstrated that contentious politics is not a sufficient condition for 

guaranteeing these parties’ success at the polls.  Variation in outcomes, I argued in 

chapters 4 and 5, stems from deeply entrenched patterns of land tenure and use.  

Structures dating back to colonial times have constrained contemporary forms of 

mobilization by giving rise to specific types of social movement organizations, some of 

which are more conducive to formal political participation than others.  The unions that 

flourished in Cochabamba’s valleys arose directly as a result of the haciendas that 

dominated the region during the colonial and early republican eras.  In turn, these unions 

provided physical and strategic organizational resources that benefited anti-neoliberal 

movements in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  These resources 

                                                 
358 Jim Schultz, “The Cochabamba Water Revolt,” in Dignity and Defiance: Stories from Bolivia’s 
Challenge to Globalization, ed. Jim Schultz and Melissa Crane Draper (University of California Press, 
2009), 29. 
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contributed to the success of the cocalero movement, and their absence was detrimental 

to the kataristas.  The hierarchical union structures offered clear guidelines for resolving 

internal disputes and leadership crises.  The unions had pre-established conduits to 

negotiate with the state, and union leaders possessed the political acumen to successfully 

deal with the complexities of the Bolivian bureaucracy.  Finally, Bolivian unions, which 

during their pinnacle in the 1950s and 1960s were among the most powerful in all of 

Latin America, were experienced in creating and casting unifying and effective political 

slogans that drew diverse interests into their group.   

Absent unions, movements faced substantial hurdles.  For example, the katarista 

movement, which drew its support from the ayllus in La Paz’s altiplano, struggled in the 

absence of unions’ logistical, procedural, and human resources.  Internal power struggles 

were both common and difficult to reconcile.  The remoteness of the ayllus was 

compounded by the absence of reliable communication and other basic infrastructure.  

Potential candidates for political office faced linguistic, educational, and bureaucratic 

challenges to waging effective campaigns.  And, even when the katarista movement 

successfully won seats in the legislature—as did MIP in 2002—it was unable to garner 

support that extended beyond its own kinship-based constituency.  The experience of the 

kataristas contrasted dramatically with that of the cocaleros, who exerted influence in the 

formal political arena that was disproportionate to their numbers.  Both the kataristas and 

the cocaleros were able to stage disruptive and debilitating acts of non-institutionalized 

defiance.  However, only the cocaleros, with their historical links to Bolivia’s agricultural 

and mining sindicatos, strong internal discipline, and effective campaigning, were able to 

successfully transition from the informal to formal political arenas. 
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 The emphasis on macro-structural features such as land tenure and social 

organization were emphasized in chapters 4 and 5 to contrast two different outcomes 

among organizations with ostensibly similar political ambitions.  This chapter and the 

following further hone the analysis by looking at two specific social mobilizations: 

Cochabamba’s Water War, discussed in this chapter, and La Paz’s Gas War, which is 

discussed in the next.  Whereas chapters 4 and 5 discussed general characteristics of two 

movement organizations, chapters 6 and 7 analyze how acts of contentious politics affect 

voters.  Specifically, they examine how participation in acts of contentious politics alters 

the community’s preferences and voting behavior.  I argue that communities that engage 

in such acts—whether it is taking to the streets in protest, sending an e-mail petition, or 

simply sympathizing with the protestors—are more likely to support anti-systemic 

candidates at the polls.  Contentious politics influences how one views political 

participation and makes clear that candidates and parties that support the status quo will 

not be tolerated.  Thus, these chapters draw heavily on personal testimonies, as well as 

some preliminary survey results and trends. 

 This chapter analyzes Bolivia’s Water War, a battle that was waged primarily in 

Cochabamba in the year 2000, though it tapped into a broader current of discontent that 

had spread throughout the country.  The conflict provided a sharp critique of neoliberal 

economic policies and shored up support for anti-neoliberal political candidates in 

subsequent electoral contests.  Drawing on both established networks and new ad hoc 

organizations, the mobilizations associated with the Water War encouraged a new 

political consciousness among the people of Cochabamba.  The mobilizers, many of 

whom felt excluded by the state, were empowered through their participation.  They 
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became confident that non-elites could and should shape political institutions.  Elections 

since then have drawn upon these sentiments and ushered in a new generation of political 

leaders that stood in staunch opposition to the neoliberal regimes that had dominated 

Bolivian politics for the previous two decades.  This section begins by providing an 

overview of the Water War, with an emphasis on the different networks and 

organizations that accounted for its success.  It then examines the pragmatic lessons in 

politics that movement participants and leaders gained, as well as the event’s enduring 

effects on the department’s collective political consciousness.  In important ways, social 

movements and political parties take cues from each other.  The climate on the street can 

be a key indicator of the rise and fall of certain political parties.  Astute politicians can 

carefully listen to what movements are saying to assess voter demands and devise 

strategies for addressing them. These factors, I argue, explain how contentious politics 

influences electoral support for anti-systemic candidates and parties.   

 
Overview of the Water War: Who Can Sell Bolivia’s Water? 
 
 

Cochabambinos have historically suffered from extreme water shortages, 

impacting both crop irrigation and personal consumption.  The agricultural economy 

places higher demands on water resources, as does the department’s densely populated 

territory.   
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Table 6.1. Population density of Bolivia’s departments 
Department Land area 

(km sq) 
Population 

(1988) 
Population 

(2006) 
Population 

density 
(1988) 

Population 
density 
(2006) 

Cochabamba 55,631 1,126,072 1,709,806 20.24 30.73 
La Paz 133,985 1,925,183 2,672,793 14.36 19.95 
Tarija 37,623 283,457 471,563 7.53 12.53 
Chuquisaca 51,524 456,660 611,660 8.86 11.87 
Oruro 53,588 359,510 437,131 6.71 8.16 
Santa Cruz 370,621 1,229,635 2,467,440 3.32 6.66 
Potosí 118,218 689,585 772,578 5.83 6.53 
Beni 213,564 261,323 414,758 1.22 1.94 
Pando 63,827 43,108 69,541 0.68 1.09 
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística, La Paz, Bolivia 
 

Due to constant water shortages and the uneven availability of modern plumbing 

throughout the department of Cochabamba, residents are accustomed to obtaining water 

from alternative sources.  According to national census data, in 1992, over half of the 

department’s residents did not receive their water through indoor plumbing, and as 

recently as 2001 only two-thirds of the population had access to water from pipes in their 

homes. The city’s wealthy enclaves received a disproportionate amount of water.  In 

1996, nearly half of the city’s water was distributed to the 30 percent of the population 

living in the old part of the city and other affluent neighborhoods.  The remaining 52 

percent had to serve the needs of 70 percent of the population, who resided in poorer 

areas and experienced an overall lower quality of life.359  These realities forced a sizeable 

portion of the population to obtain water through alternative methods such as cooperative 

neighborhood water houses, unregulated water well digging, delivery by trucks, and the 

collection of rainwater in storage tanks.  While Cochabambinos connected to the formal 

                                                 
359 Sabine Hoffmann, Bernardo Rozo, Luis Tapía, and Jorge Viaña, La Reconstrucción de lo Público: 
Movimiento Social, Ciudadanía, y Gestión de Agua en Cochabamba (La Paz: Muela del Diablo, 2003),18; 
Maria del Carmen Ledo García, Urbanisation and Poverty in the Cities of the National Economic Corridor 
in Bolivia (Netherlands: Delft University Press, 2002), 139. 
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water network only spent about 1 percent of their income on the resource, those who are 

dependent on informal methods spent between 10 and 15 percent.360  In short, water 

shortages most acutely affected the most vulnerable members of society. 

 In October of 1999 Law 2029 was passed, thereby banning any distribution of 

water that was not managed by Aguas del Tunari, a privately owned, international 

conglomerate.  Aguas del Tunari replaced Servicio Municipal de Agua Potable y 

Alcantarillado (SEMAPA), the public municipal water utility, which had been charged 

with water distribution in Cochabamba prior to 1999.  Aguas del Tunari was composed of 

six companies, including the U.S.-based Bechtel, which held slightly more than a one-

quarter share.  The decision to turn to the private sector was spurred by the corrupt, 

inefficient, unreliable, and unhealthy practices of SEMAPA.  One former director of 

SEMAPA described the corruption typical of SEMAPA in the following way: 

Someone hoping to get a political job contributes funds to help a friend get 
elected mayor. His candidate wins and he is rewarded with a job at the water 
company, in charge of buying large water pumps. The guy goes out and prices 
pumps with companies who sell them. “The price is $10,000,” the water company 
official is told. “No it’s not,” he replies. “It’s $11,000. That’s how much you will 
bill the water company. The extra $1,000 is a commission you pay to me 
directly.”361 

 
The rampant corruption further drove up prices and compromised the overall quality of 

service.  Privatization was presented as a solution to the inefficient, poorly run 

operation.362  

 

                                                 
360 Ledo García, 168. 
361 Quoted in Schultz, “The Cochabamba Water Revolt,” 12. 
362 Though corruption was a problem throughout Bolivia the perception of corruption was worse in 
Cochabamba than any other department.  76 percent of Cochabambinos perceived corruption to be worse 
under democracy than dictatorship, the highest rate in the country.  Mitchel A. Seligson, Democracy Audit: 
Bolivia 2002 (report prepared from USAID Bolivia, November 24, 2002), 172. 
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 Besides curbing corruption, privatization was also a condition of economic aid.  

When Bolivia requested a desperately needed $14 million World Bank loan to expand 

water service in the Cochabamba region, the bank agreed to the loan with the condition 

that service was privatized.  Such conditionality on loans was common at the time, 

especially in Latin American countries where neoliberalism had rapidly spread in the 

1990s.  International creditors viewed these conditions as the best way to guarantee the 

sustainability of the projects.  As John Briscoe, then the World Bank’s senior water 

official, explained, “If you are genuinely concerned with them [poor communities] 

getting water, what is the best route to do that? It’s a practical question, not a moral 

question.  And a declaration that water is owned by the public to be managed by the 

public for the good of everybody—we’ve had decades of that, and it hasn’t worked.”363  

Private water firms were granted exclusive rights to distribute and manage water in a 

given area, and all people residing within its boundaries were compelled to enter 

contracts with the new companies.  

Discontent stemming from Law 2029 arose almost immediately following its 

implementation.  Opposition was two-pronged.  First, many households saw their water 

bills rise dramatically.  Given a 1999 GDP per capita in the department of $1,060, any 

price increase was likely to profoundly affect the most disadvantaged members of 

society.  An analysis of rate hikes after the departure of Aguas del Tunari, using Aguas 

del Tunari’s own data, indicated that the average water bill increased 51 percent, and that 

of the poorest increased 43 percent.364  Secondly, the signing of Law 2029 fit into 

                                                 
363 Quoted in Schultz, “The Cochabamba Water Revolt,” 14. 
364 Schultz, “The Cochabamba Water Revolt,” 19. Bechtel accounts for this rise by increased water 
availability and subsequent increased water usage, as well as necessary rate hikes to pay off the $30 million 
in debt that that the poorly managed public company had accrued and necessary upgrades to improve 
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broader patterns of discontent that were manifesting themselves across Bolivia.  As Oscar 

Olivera, the de facto leader of the movement against Bechtel and the privatization of 

water in Cochabamba asserted, “The core issues raised by the privatization of water in 

Cochabamba were who would decide the present and future of the population, of our 

resources, and of the conditions in which we live and work.  We wanted to decide these 

matters by and for ourselves.”365  From the outset, the narrative of the Water War was 

one of Cochabambinos determining the appropriate policies for their own communities 

and not abdicating this responsibility to foreign firms and international monetary 

institutions.   

 By late October of 1999, irrigation farmers, who were now barred from using the 

makeshift canals that they had dug to water their crops, blockaded the roads in and out of 

the city of Cochabamba for twenty-four hours.  They then traveled to the city center to 

meet with Oscar Olivera, president of Cochabamba’s Federation of Factory Workers, and 

together with a loose coalition of local activist groups, formed the Coalition for the 

Defense of Water and Life.  The Coordinadora, as it came to be known, sought to educate 

Bolivians about the threat posed by neoliberalism and develop a unified front against it.  

It consisted of peasant irrigators, retired unionized factory workers, urban women of 

indigenous descent who often worked in petty commerce, middle-class university 

students, and street vendors.366 

                                                                                                                                                 
distribution and quality.  Evidence challenging Bechtel’s claims, including copies of Cochabambinos’ 
water bills, has been collected by The Democracy Center, located in Cochabamba, Bolivia and is posted on 
their website: The Democracy Center, “Bechtel vs. Bolivia: Cochabamba’s Water Bills from Bechtel.” 
http://www.democracyctr.org/bolivia/investigations/water/waterbills_index.htm 
365 Oscar Olivera, Cochabamba! Water War in Bolivia (Cambridge: South End Press, 2004), 12. 
366 William Finnegan, “Leasing the Rain,” The New Yorker, April 8, 2002. 
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 In January 2000, many Cochabambinos who had previously believed that the 

privatization of SEMAPA would not affect them were shocked to receive their water 

bills.  The steep price increases ignited a three-day protest staged by the Coordinadora: 

all roads in and out of the city were blocked, the airport was closed, and thousands of 

protestors occupied the downtown area.  In response, the local government conceded that 

they would review the new water policies.  The national government, meanwhile, 

prepared to block any future dissent.  It stymied the Coordinadora’s planned February 

rally by preemptively sending in more than one thousand heavily armed police personnel 

from other major cities in the country.  The decision effectively functioned as a 

declaration of war on the people of Cochabamba by the national government.  The 

wealthy, who had little concern for the ownership of irrigation canals or the cost of 

services among the poor, joined the battle once it was framed as an “us against them” 

conflict.  For example, Oscar Olivera recounted how bankers provided the protestors with 

paper to burn after the police had released tear gas on a stream of incoming protestors 

(burning paper countered the effects of tear gas), “And the ‘suits’ who were watching the 

street action from behind closed windows opened them and began to shower us with bank 

stationery, computer paper, printing paper, and whole boxes of paper from the Banco 

Económico.”367  The issue of water distribution became a matter of national pride, 

especially when it was contextualized as a part of Bolivians’ historical struggle for 

control over their national resources, a theme that was reinforced through the cocaleros’ 

movement in the nearby Chapare.   

Convinced that the government needed to formally renege on its contract with 

Aguas del Tunari, and not simply renegotiate it, the Coordinadora prepared for its 
                                                 
367 Olivera, 34. 
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ultimate showdown on the city streets of Cochabamba in early April.  The Coordinadora 

declared that indefinite strikes would be staged until the contract with Aguas del Tunari 

was cancelled, and the law that threatened to seize control of the rural well and irrigation 

systems was repealed.  By the third day, more than ten thousand protestors had 

congregated in the city center, and within a week the national government declared a 

state of siege.  The government informed executives of the consortium that it could no 

longer guarantee their safety, and they fled to the city of Santa Cruz.  The departmental 

prefect resigned fearing an all-out civil war.  Finally, as violence escalated and the 

protestors made clear that they would not back down—especially as a televised recording 

circulated documenting the death of a high school student by a Bolivian Army Captain 

firing into a crowd—the government announced that it would cancel its contract with the 

private water conglomerate and hand control of Cochabamba’s water distribution to the 

Coordinadora.  

 
The Political Consequences of the Water War: A Victory for the Anti-neoliberal  
Movement368 
 
    
 Cochabamba’s Water War was the first of many assaults on neoliberalism that 

occurred in Latin America.  Subsequent challenges arose in the streets of many cities and 

culminated with the election (or re-election) of leaders such as Néstor (2003-08) and 

Cristina (2007-09) Kirchner in Argentina, Rafael Correa (2007-09) in Ecuador, Hugo 

Chávez (1999-2009) in Venezuela, Daniel Ortega (2007-09) in Nicaragua, and Evo 

                                                 
368 Many of the figures cited in this section come from a survey conducted by Sabine Hoffmann, Bernardo 
Rozo, Luis Tapía, and Jorge Viaña and reported in their book Reconstrucción de lo Público: Movimiento 
Social, Ciudadanía, y Gestión de Agua en Cochabamba.  This survey included the sampling of 86 citizens 
of Cochabamba.  The methodology is discussed in detail on pages 14-15 of it.  Although the findings may 
not be truly representative of all of Cochabamba, they do provide unique insights that when presented with 
other evidence paints a more complete picture of the Water War and its aftermath in the department. 
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Morales (2006-09) in Bolivia.  In Bolivia, anti-neoliberal political parties, and most 

notably MAS, dramatically improved performances in Cochabamba in the years 

following the Water War.  Though the party’s rise can be attributed to many factors, 

including those discussed at length in chapter 4, this chapter continues by focusing on the 

ways that the Water War shaped individual’s political beliefs and affected their decisions 

when they went to the polls.  I argue that the Water War created a heightened awareness 

of the perceived injustices of neoliberalism and inculcated citizens with the sense that 

they possess the tools to challenge them.  The five months of mobilization opened up a 

new political space that was not occupied by any of Bolivia’s pacted political parties.  

This space was effectively co-opted by MAS in subsequent elections, as MAS presented 

itself not as a political party, but as the conduit through which social movements could 

enact public policy.  Finally, the mobilization advised MAS of the importance of building 

a diverse constituency that attracts both ideologues and technocrats. 

 As Table 6.2 indicates, MAS (and its earlier incarnations) achieved substantial 

gains from 1993 to 2005 in the department of Cochabamba.  The following sections offer 

some insights into how the Water War contributed to its improved performance. 

 
Table 6.2. The performance of ECP/IU/MAS in Cochabamba in general elections* 
Year Percent of popular vote 
1993            0.67 
1997           17.46 
2002           37.62 
2005           64.84 
Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
*In 1993 the cocaleros first participated in politics by allying with a coalition of leftist parties called the Eje 
de Convergencia Patriótico (ECP).  In 1997 they ran in the coalition of the Izquierda Unida (IU) and in 
2002 and 2005 as MAS. 
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The Crisis of Representation and the Opening of New Political Spaces  
 
 

Our participation in national politics should not be reduced to the few seconds it 
takes to deposit our votes in a ballot box.  Marches, protests, road blockades, and 
building occupations are neither adventurous lunacy nor destabilizing 
conspiracies against democracy.  They are simply actions available to ordinary 
people, to those of us who comprise the pueblo.369  

—Oscar Olivera 
Head of the Coordinadora 

 
 
 The year 1985 marked an important turning point for representation in Bolivia.  In 

this year, the UDP coalition of left-wing parties was forced to call for early elections 

amid fiscal crisis, in effect discrediting the left’s ability to manage the country.  Soon 

thereafter, the newly minted government sought to weaken the influence of unions in a 

country where they had once held unprecedented strength.  Bosses were given the right to 

replace striking workers, and new workers were not guaranteed benefits.  The remaining 

union leaders were co-opted into the formal state apparatus and were discouraged from 

the non-institutionalized acts of defiance that had previously been their trademark.  This 

crisis of representation was acutely felt in Cochabamba, which had long been a hub for 

organized labor.  Since the 1940s, groups of miners had been buying lots and establishing 

communities in the city.  Their numbers spiked in the 1980s, when the closing of the 

mines sparked migration.370   

 Former miners played a crucial role in Cochabamba’s Water War from the 

beginning.  Communities of miners, such as those that resided in the Primero de Mayo 

neighborhood, were among the most highly organized and mobilized sectors of society.  

As the tensions escalated, miners—who for much of Bolivia’s history constituted the 

                                                 
369 Olivera, 21. 
370 Hoffmann et al., 211-12. 
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country’s most radicalized sector—drew upon their organizational memory while taking 

to the streets in political defiance.  As Hoffmann et al. explain: 

The identity and the organizational memory (of the miners) is relocated in new 
conditions as a tool to solve their problems, it’s re-appropriated in a living form; it 
is not a melancholic and folkloric memory, but a way to make sense of the world 
and to read that which is just and unjust, to read its reality, to pay attention to the 
poverty and the marginalization in which they live, and, above all, to explore the 
collective forms to resolve them.371  

 
During the Water War, the miners were immediately drawn to the themes of inequality, 

poverty, and injustice that had traditionally spurred them to mobilize.  Despite the fact 

that many of the miners had entered into new professions, they still retained a strong 

sense of group identification and purpose.  They responded in the ways that were most 

familiar to them: coordinating acts of contentious politics, developing community 

leaders, and then having these leaders negotiate directly with the government.  Even 

though the miners’ organizations had long ago been dismantled by the state, during times 

of duress, former miners and their progeny were able to tap into the organizational 

memory of their once powerful unions to protest the policies of the state.  

Though the tactics that the miners pursued in the Water War—marches, protests, 

strikes, demands for direct negotiations, and the detonation of dynamite in the streets—

were reminiscent of their earlier days of protest, they arose from small base communities 

and not a centralized leadership organization such as the COB.  The protests in the Water 

War by the miners were aimed at reinvigorating the networks and organizations that had 

previously been dismantled by neoliberal reforms.  As Marcos Barrientos, a resident of 

Cochabamba recounted, “Historically, Cochabamba has been the center of all revolution 

and change here in Bolivia, and I think that the idiosyncrasy of Cochabambinos is to 

                                                 
371 Hoffmann et al., 213. 
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fight, to oppose, to be rebellious…The union is no longer sleeping, the union awakes and 

all the people unite for a cause.”372  Though union activity in Cochabamba was stifled 

during the 1980s and 1990s, the Water War reignited its ethos of collective action and 

defiance against the state.  During social movements such as the Water War, Bolivia’s 

institutionalized political parties (MNR, ADN, and MIR) completely disappeared.  In 

their place were energetic and engaged organizations.  The leaders of these grassroots 

movements became more visible, and, after the expulsion of Aguas del Tunari, it became 

apparent to residents of Cochabamba that more could be accomplished through collective 

action and bottom-up organizing than through formal political channels.  

 The Coordinadora sought to repair the crisis of representation that had plagued 

Cochabamba since the dismantling of the largest and most powerful unions decades 

before.  The Coordinadora represented members of Cochabamba’a working class and 

their sympathizers, including the thousands that had taken to the streets to protest water 

privatization and the deepening of neoliberalism in the country.  It provided a mechanism 

for these people to channel the past power of the unions to meet the citizens’ 

contemporary needs. As Bernardina Choque, a resident of Barrio San Sebastián Pagador 

in Cochabamba noted: 

The people have returned more rebellious, the people have returned more 
incredulous, the people are more informed; the people have stopped being 
passive; the people no longer rely on existing institutions such as the Comité 
Civico, the COB, but organize their own institution and organization to be 
heard.373 

 
The new organizations that emerged during the Water War provided an outlet for 

Cochabambinos to air their political, economic, and social grievances. 

                                                 
372 Marco Barrientos, quoted in Hoffmann et al., 222. 
373 Bernardina Choque, quoted in Hoffmann et al., 228-29. 
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 Despite the unifying banner of the Coordinadora and the resurrection of some 

union organizations, participation in the Water War was largely ad hoc. Various groups 

seized upon the opportunity to further their own causes.  For example, after the outbreak 

of conflict in November, local police in Cochabamba declared a general strike as part of 

their quest for higher salaries.374  Meanwhile, other groups throughout the country, 

ranging from students to senior citizens, utilized the crisis mentality in order to push 

through their own particularized objectives. 

The cocaleros did not immediately ally with the Coordinadora, but instead 

participated on the periphery.  While clashes between protestors and Bolivian security 

forces were mounting in the Cochabamba city center, the cocaleros staged blockades in 

roads throughout the Chapare and leading into Cochabamba.  When the cocaleros joined 

the battle in the city center in February, they taught the other protestors the tactics of 

resistance that they had learned while defying anti-narcotics forces in the Chapare.  As 

one mobilizer in the city recounted, “It was the cocaleros who showed us how to use the 

bandanas and vinegar to fight the effects of the gas.”375  It was also at this point that 

Morales publicly traveled to the city center to join in the defiance movement.  Although 

by the year 2000 Morales had grown infamous for his role in critiquing neoliberalism, he 

was not a leading figure in the Water War.  In fact, there was no single authority that was 

coordinating the movement among the many protesting groups.  Ironically, MAS 

benefited from the Water War not because it was at the vanguard of the movement.  

Rather, it benefited in its aftermath as it positioned itself to occupy the newly opened 

                                                 
374 Barr, 73. 
375 Quoted in Schultz, “The Cochabamba Water Revolt,” 21. 
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political space.  MAS became the voice of Bolivian social movements and an alternative 

to the political parties that were held responsible for the state’s unpopular public policies.   

 The Water War, which began as a struggle for management over a natural 

resource, quickly evolved into a debate on the very nature of policy-making in Bolivia. 

Prior to the mobilizations, people were willing to surrender their influence to elected and 

non-elected leaders without questioning their policies.  Afterwards, though, citizens 

demanded greater inclusion in the decisions that would most intimately affect them.  As 

Raquel Gutiérrez-Aguliar, a Mexican academic who like García Linera spent several 

years imprisoned in Bolivia for her allegedly seditious activities as a member of the 

Túpac Katari guerrilla movement notes:    

Since the Water War, the Coordinadora has served as an example of horizontal 
political participation.  Socially diverse groups—from established unions to 
neighborhood organizations and irrigators’ committees, from associations of 
small businessmen and market vendors to workers in small shops, rank-and-file 
labor groups, young people, and professionals—use the Coordinadora to discuss, 
to deliberate, to decide, and to implement collective agreements.  Moreover, 
participants gain practical experiences with dialogue and real democracy—
experiences that are very different in content and form from the governmental 
simulations that simply mask imposed measures and authoritarianism.376  

 
Prior to the Water War, democracy in Cochabamba was attenuated. Although citizens 

possessed the right to vote, the choices were often limited in scope and unrepresentative 

of the population at large.  The Water War gave people an opportunity to discuss and 

debate the issues that were most important to them, and then present their collective 

viewpoint to the state.  In the past, the people’s viewpoints were diluted by the political 

parties, thereby attenuating their ability to exercise their political rights. 

Although the Water War was ostensibly about a specific public policy issue 

(management and control of the city’s water distribution network and practices), it came 
                                                 
376 Gutiérrez-Aguliar, 56. 
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to include a more generalized critique on the state’s economic policies and citizens’ role 

in influencing them.  As Olivera found:  

They (Cochabambinos) soon realized that the act of coming out of their homes 
and neighborhoods to occupy the streets was, at its core, a fight to improve their 
conditions of life.  And they realized these improvements could not come under 
the current social and political system.  They had begun to give true content to 
democracy.377 

 
This new conception of democracy, where the opinions of the people were taken directly 

to the state, was embraced by MAS, which presented itself not as a political party, but as 

the political arm of the country’s social movements.378  Similar to the ethos displayed by 

the participants of the Water War, MAS exploited the weaknesses of the political parties, 

focused on general quality of life issues, and sought to create a political system based 

directly on the demands of the people. As Oscar Olivera noted in an interview following 

the election of Morales, “But the most important thing—and we need to remind Evo 

Morales of that today—was that that victory of the people in Cochabamba was the reason 

why Evo Morales could be president today. If that uprising in 2000 had not ended in a 

popular victory, Evo Morales today would not be the president.”379 

 
Shifting Political Consciousness 
 
 
 The Water War in Cochabamba affected nearly every individual in the city and its 

surrounding environs.  According to one study, 73 percent of residents interviewed 

claimed that they had in some way participated in the mobilizations. Those involved lent 

                                                 
377 Olivera, 48. 
378 Peredo, interview; Mirtenbaum, interview.  
379 “Bolivian Activist Oscar Olivera on Bechtel’s Privatization of Rainwater and Why Evo Morales Should 
Remember the Ongoing Struggle over Water,” Democracy Now! October, 5, 2006, 
http://i1.democracynow.org/2006/10/5/bolivian_activist_oscar_olivera_on_bechtels, (accessed March 
2008). 
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a range of skills and assistance to the movement by organizing meetings, providing food, 

analyzing legal documents, and encouraging others to participate.380  The sheer number 

of people who participated in the Water War had far-reaching effects on Cochabambino 

society. One of the most noteworthy outcomes was the evolution of a shared political 

consciousness among the people of Cochabamba during and after the Water War.  

Specifically, I examine how participation altered the way that people think about the 

process of electing leaders.  I argue that following the Water War, Cochabambinos had 

more robust understandings of their political rights, and they were no longer content with 

the status quo.  This realization made people more willing to support anti-systemic parties 

at the polls.  MAS’s critique of the neoliberal system dovetailed with citizens’ economic 

concerns, and MAS’s commitment to provide greater accountability and deference to the 

people fit within the paradigm of direct democracy that the Water War embodied. 

 Political rights are those associated with the right to vote and to be elected by a 

governing body.  Although these rights are legally guaranteed in Bolivia, prior to the 

Water War, many people living in Cochabamba felt little connection to the democratic 

process and had little desire to participate.381  People begrudgingly accepted the 

candidates that they were presented with on election day, but otherwise did not concern 

themselves very much with the affairs of the state.  One of the most noticeable outcomes 

following the mobilizations, though, was a new desire to exercise one’s political rights in 

meaningful ways.  As one Cochabambino explained in the aftermath of the Water War, “I 

have the duty to participate in the affairs of my small community and of my country.  

Now I have the right to have an opinion, to make decisions for the collective, to differ 

                                                 
380 Hoffmann et al., 218.  
381 Hoffmann et al.; Gutiérrez-Aguliar. 
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from the other visions, which is somewhat linked to the obligation to accept the different 

things that others think.”382  Another claimed that she had “the right at least to 

participate, to make the decisions on the necessities that we have in the neighborhood.”383  

The realization and acceptance of these political rights only came after people took to the 

streets to demand greater participation in the decisions that governed their livelihood.  

They came to understand the exercise of political rights as an ongoing process that was 

not simply limited to one designated day. 

 Besides inculcating citizens with a greater desire to participate in politics, the 

Water War also influenced the candidates that voters chose to support.  When asked in a 

2002-03 survey how the Water War influenced their preferences in the June 2002 

election, less than 7 percent responded not at all.  Of the remaining 93 percent claiming to 

be affected, 60 percent of this group (or more than 55 percent of all those surveyed) 

stated that participation in the Water War made them more likely to vote for MAS.384  

This support for MAS emanated from the fact that the Coordinadora endorsed MAS and 

the belief that MAS would help Bolivians recuperate natural resources such as coca and 

water.  Some respondents even went as far to say that MAS would not exist today, were it 

not for the Water War. 385  Though MAS (and its predecessors the ECP and IU) had 

gained considerable support in the Chapare, its base was very localized.  The Water War 

allowed MAS to establish itself as the political arm of the social movements contesting 

neoliberalism and defending Bolivia’s natural resources throughout the country. 

                                                 
382 Magin Bellot, quoted in Hoffmann et al., 154. 
383 Nelvy Zuna Cáceres, quoted in Hoffmann et al., 155. 
384 Hoffmann et al., 173. 
385 Ibid., 174. 
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One of the effects of the Water War was Cochabambinos’ enhanced support for 

Bolivia’s political system.386  As Table 6.3 indicates, support increased more in 

Cochabamba between 1998 and 2000 than it did in any other department. 

 
Table 6.3. Support for political system, by department 
 1998 2000* Absolute Change 
Beni 54 54 0 
Chuquisaca 50 47 -3 
Cochabamba 42 45 +3 
La Paz 40 38 -2 
Oruro 40 41 +1 
Pando 55 50 -5 
Potosí 42 44 +2 
Santa Cruz 49 46 -3 
Tarija 48 46 -2 
Source: Latin America Public Opinion Project.  Cited in Seligson, 145. 
* Survey conducted after Water War 
 
 
The ADN, the party in power during the Water War, was subsequently punished at the 

polls.  In the 1995 general elections, 25.62 percent of Cochabambinos voted for ADN; in 

the 2002 general elections, only 1.29 percent of the population cast their ballot for this 

party.  Although support for ADN diminished throughout the country in this time period, 

loss of support in Cochabamba was the most dramatic.  This finding further supports the 

thesis that the movements on the streets have a clear and measurable affect on the 

decisions made at the polls. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
386 According to the University of Pittsburgh Latin American Public Opinion Project, support is evaluated 
through a series of polling questions that “measure a generalized sense of legitimacy of the political 
system.” Seligson, Democracy Audit: Bolivia 2002, 144. 
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Table 6.4. Electoral support for ADN in general elections (1997, 2002) 
 Percent won 

(1997) 
Percent won  

(2002) 
Percent change 

Beni 34.23 13.75 -59.83 
Cochabamba 25.62 1.29 -94.96 
Chuquisaca 19.70 11.58 -41.22 
La Paz 20.14 2.20 -89.08 
Oruro 23.16 4.20 -81.87 
Pando 40.68 26.15 -35.72 
Potosí 19.39 2.76 -85.77 
Santa Cruz 24.04 2.59 -89.22 
Tarija 11.1 2.10 -81.08 
Total Country 22.3 3.39 -84.80 
Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
 

The punishment of ADN at the polls in part arose from the popular perception that it was 

unrepresentative and unresponsive.  As one resident affirmed, “The parties do not 

represent us because they tell us things, but then when they assume their positions, they 

forget.”387  Oscar Olivera addressed this issue, commenting, “They (ordinary working 

people) feel little or nothing about belonging to a political party, and they have no faith or 

conviction in the promises or programs of the distinct parties and candidates.”388  The 

reason for this despondence, Olivera surmised, arose because in Bolivia democracy was 

synonymous with electoral competition, and within this competition, informal and formal 

barriers limited left-wing candidates from winning.  Although elections in Cochabamba 

were deeply contested, the resulting regimes varied little.  From 1985 until 1997, ADN, 

MIR, and MNR split between 53 percent and 77 percent of the vote, while the other 

parties split the remainder.  Even in 1997, when the cocaleros made a strong showing as 

members of the IU party (this was the year that Evo Morales was elected to Parliament), 

the ADN-MIR-MNR triumvirate still received a majority of the votes. Following the 

                                                 
387 Joel Guzmán, quoted in Hoffmann et al., 246. 
388 Olivera, 20. 
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Water War, though, the ratios shifted dramatically.  In 2002, ADN, MIR, and MNR could 

not even capture one-quarter of the vote, and by 2005, they had all but disappeared. 

 
Table 6.5. General election results in Cochabamba (1985-2005)  
 AND MIR MNR All Others 
1985 34.26 11.51 31.00 23.23 
1989 25.45 25.45 26.16 23.94 
1993 21.05* 40.45 38.5 
1997 25.62 19.89 13.38 41.11 
2002 1.29 6.15 16.90 75.46 
2005 0 0 2.47 97.53 
Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
* In 1993, ADN and MIR formed a coalition before the election in an attempt to prevent and MNR victory. 
 
 
The pacted parties’ grip on power further habituated citizens to vote for them.  As 

Ticona, Rojas, and Albó found in their study of campesino voting behavior, Bolivians 

typically voted for the parties that were most likely to win.389  Though Cochabambinos 

were at the forefront of defiance for much of the twentieth century, they were 

inexperienced in expressing discontent electorally.  The Water War set into motion a new 

trend.  According to Vice President García Linera (2006-09): 

The mobilizations of September and April 2000, as much in the altiplano as in 
Cochabamba, have used, broadened, and created public spaces in order to seek 
regional and national legitimacy for their demands.  Through traditional but also 
modern techniques of communication, they have notably influenced public 
opinion and by way of building their base of adherents and, in specific 
circumstances, have persuaded or obliged the governing elites to modify laws and 
legislation.  These grand mobilizations have availed themselves of the freedoms 
of assembly, speech, and demonstration in order to make known the needs of their 
participants, to recruit new adherents, and to neutralize the state.390 

 
The mobilizations that occurred during the Water War were important not only because 

they directly impacted the policies of the state, but also because they provided a new 

                                                 
389 Ticona, Rojas, and Albó, 172. 
390 Álvaro García Linera, “The Multitude,” in Cochabamba! Water Revolt in Bolivia (Cambridge: South 
End, 2004), 76-7. 
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model of communal decision-making. It was during this time that people long-excluded 

from the state demanded to have their voices heard.  When reflecting on how the Water 

War affected individuals’ attitudes towards politics, comments such as the following 

were often voiced: 

“I think that I have the right to express myself, to say what I think, what I feel, and what I 
want.  I have the right to be respected, to a home, to become a leader… I know that my 
rights end where my neighbors’ start and I respect them also.”391  
 
“I have the right to be heard, but few people and institutions listen to you—that is the 
most painful.”392 
 
“To be a citizen also allows us power, with the knowledge that one has, well has to help 
and to grow his or her own society… to be free and to be able to live a dignified life, 
where there are basic services.”393 
 
Collectively, these sentiments indicated citizens’ desire to participate in the formulation 

of state policy, especially as it was the responsibility of the state to provide a minimum 

level of services to the people.  

The Water War in Cochabamba affected the residents of the city in two 

complementary ways.  First, it accomplished an immediate objective.  The expulsion of 

Aguas del Tunari and the reneging of its contract were highly visible victories for the 

protestors.  However, in some ways, this achievement was only of marginal value. After 

the Water War, Cochabamba was still plagued by uneven and unpredictable supplies of 

water and the governing authority suffered from chronic mismanagement and corruption.  

Given the limited scope of the gains vis-à-vis water access, the more important effects of 

the Water War were intangible. The massive demonstrations that characterized the Water 

War encouraged people from all socio-economic strata and ethnic groups to seriously 

                                                 
391 Bernadina Choque Patiño, quoted in Hoffman et al., 153. 
392 Gary Heredia, quoted in Hoffmann et al., 155. 
393 Cochabamba Resident, quoted in Hoffmann et al., 103. 
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contemplate the economic and social issues that plagued the country and their role in 

remedying them.  Of Bolivians surveyed following the Water War, 80 percent claimed 

that the Water War promoted a new form of social identity.  This new identity was 

marked by greater unity and solidarity (e.g. more concern for collective issues and not 

just one’s individual problems), recognition of water as a fundamental communal 

resource problem, the existence of social organizations such as the Coordinadora and 

MAS to provide leadership, and, most importantly, a “social awakening” (despertar 

social). 394   This new social awakening was fundamentally at odds with the underlying 

political, economic, and social institutions that had mediated individuals’ relationship 

with the state in the past.  As this disconnect manifested itself more clearly, individuals 

chose to elect new leaders and parties that were more representative of their concerns.  

Ostensibly, the Water War was about the struggle for greater access to water.  In effect, 

though, it represented a broader critique of the institutions of the state that had been 

enacted during the pacted democracy of the previous decade and a half.  The largest 

success of the Water War was its ability to transcend particularized neighborhood, class, 

or ethnic concerns and instead present a broad and unifying critique of the state.  

 Initially, the aims of the Coordinadora were focused on greater public participation 

in the management of public resources such as water.  As the movement evolved, though, 

it came to represent an alternative method of making claims on the state.  As Luis Tapia 

explains, “The Coordinadora became a form of constituent power because it opened up 

political spaces far broader and more dynamic than anything organized by the state or 

envisaged in the constitution.  To make its voice heard, it developed links with civil 

                                                 
394 Hoffmann et al., 91. 
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society in ways that became stronger, more vibrant, and more representative.”395  The 

Water War set a precedent for more inclusive and direct political participation.  In 

subsequent elections, MAS seized upon these themes.  As MAS Senator Antonio Peredo 

(2002-09), explained: 

In the year 2000 these battles became concrete in the Guerra del Agua…  A great 
majority of people in Bolivia had always been excluded from the decisions of the 
country.  MAS made a promise to the people that it would respond to the demands 
that the people had been making for much time before.  This explains why MAS 
is in the government and why it needs to respond to the demands of the people.396   

 
According to Peredo, the electoral success of MAS can be directly attributed to its 

responsiveness and accountability to the people.  

 Besides the localized effect that it had on the department of Cochabamba, the Water 

War set an example for mobilizers elsewhere in the country.  The following chapter 

examines the Gas War in the department of La Paz.  Similar to events in the department 

of Cochabamba, the mobilizations of La Paz had a strong and measurable effect on 

political decision-making and behavior.  They caused people to re-evaluate the political 

status quo and empowered them to demand change.  These changes contributed to 

tectonic shifts in voting patterns in subsequent elections. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
395 Luis Tapia, “Constitution and Constitutional Reform in Bolivia,” in Bolivia: Unresolved Tensions Past 
and Present, ed. John Crabtree and Laurence Whitehead (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008), 
166. 
396 Peredo, interview. 
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Chapter 7 
 

The Gas War: The End of Pacted Democracy in Bolivia 
 

We know that we must struggle outside parliament.  But political parties have 
been using us in the elections, and after winning thanks to our votes they’ve 
punished us.  That’s why the question came up: Why can’t we have our own 
actors and vote for ourselves?  Why don’t we decide ourselves instead of giving 
others the power to decide for us on our destiny? We decided to get back the 
power and the land, for the Quechuas, Aymaras and Guaranis, together with the 
workers.397  

—Evo Morales, President of Bolivia (2006-2009) 
 
 
 These words were spoken by Bolivian President Evo Morales three and a half 

years before he won the presidency and nearly a year and a half before he spearheaded a 

large-scale movement to force the resignation of Gonzalo “Goni” Sánchez de Lozada, 

Bolivia’s elected president at the time.  In this speech, Morales portended the decline of 

the pacted regime that had governed Bolivia for the two previous decades.  He 

acknowledged the manipulative and unrepresentative nature of Bolivia’s parties, and he 

suggested that the movement to remove them from office would arise from formal and 

informal channels and through the creation of new networks and alliances.  Despite his 

calls for change, as well as the nontraditional tactics to pursue it, Morales did not mention 

the overthrow of democracy, nor did he endorse an authoritarian regime.  He did, 

however, suggest a shift in the way that democracy was both understood and practiced in 

the country.   

Like chapter 6, this final empirical chapter explores the contentious events that 

occurred during a period of sustained unrest.  La Paz’s 2003 Gas War culminated with 

the forced resignation of the country’s president amid political, economic, and social 

                                                 
397 Evo Morales, interview by Yvonne Zimmerman, July 7, 2002, La Paz, Bolivia, 
http://www.all4all.org/2002/07/126.shtml (accessed August 7, 2009).  
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chaos.  It also set into motion a series of events that contributed to the landslide victory of 

Evo Morales twenty-six months later.  This chapter begins with a detailed analysis of the 

Gas War, including testimonials by various actors who participated in it.  In particular, I 

examine the city of El Alto, which played a pivotal role in the mobilizations.  I then 

explain how the Gas War contributed to the victories amassed by anti-neoliberal political 

parties—and particularly MAS—in the 2005 general elections.  I focus on two primary 

issues: one related to the anti-neoliberal movement at large and the other to citizen voters.   

First, I argue that the mobilizations of the Gas War provided opportunities for 

alliance building, leadership training, and sloganeering among opponents of the 

neoliberal system.  By focusing on the abuses of power committed by President Gonzalo 

Sánchez de Lozada, the Gas War united a broad spectrum of political dissidents, all 

focused on the message that Goni must resign.  In subsequent elections, MAS tapped into 

this inter-class alliance and portrayed itself as the natural successor to the movements that 

took place on the streets.  Despite de Lozada’s attempts to portray the protestors as a 

radical fringe organization intent on destroying the Bolivian state, the Gas War 

legitimized anti-neoliberalism as a powerful movement with a broad base of support.  

The Gas War in La Paz, like the Water War in Cochabamba, emphasized the 

incompetence of the ruling regime and the failure of public policy to meet the needs of 

Bolivians. 

Second, and related to the first point, the Gas War transformed how people 

conceptualized democratic politics and their roles within it.  The Gas War presented a 

model of direct democracy and citizen participation that was most consistent with the 

political platform of MAS.  Since the Gas War, MAS has portrayed itself as the 
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representative of the country’s social movements.  Through the Gas War, MAS anointed 

itself and the movements as the country’s driving democratic force, while naming the 

prior pacted regimes as inherently undemocratic.  Voting for MAS was part and parcel of 

continuing the process of democratization that began in the Gas War.  The institutions 

that had governed the state during the 1980s and 1990s were not capable of promoting 

democracy in Bolivia.  Rather, meaningful democratization for all Bolivians—and 

especially the most vulnerable members of society—could only be achieved through a 

political party that emanated from the social movements.  

 
The Gas War: Resource Control and the Fight against Neoliberalism 
 
 
Social Organization in El Alto 
 
 

The governments have not attended to the needs of its people.  If the government 
is not paying attention to meeting the basic needs of its people—hunger, for 
example—people are going to blockade.  They’re obliged to do so if the 
government isn’t meeting their necessities.  El Alto has 90 percent immigrants 
from the campo.  They don’t have work in El Alto, therefore they are going to rise 
up.398  

—COB Leader, La Paz 
 
 

In order to understand the dynamics of the Gas War, one must first understand the 

human terrain of El Alto.  Once little more than a forgotten suburb of La Paz, the city has 

experienced exponential growth over the last two decades as rural migrants relocated to it 

in search of a better life.399  As was the case with migrants traveling to the Chapare in the 

1980s and 1990s, the émigrés included former miners and impoverished farmers, all 

adversely affected by the institutionalization of neoliberal reforms and a drought.  In a 

                                                 
398 COB leader, interview by author, La Paz, Bolivia, October 19, 2006. 
399 More rural émigrés reside in the city than any other in Bolivia. Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 
Características Sociodemográficas, 95. 
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rush to accommodate the sudden population influx—at the turn of the century, El Alto 

was Bolivia’s fastest growing city with nearly three-quarters of a million residents400—

city planning was sidestepped.  Buildings were hastily constructed in a haphazard 

fashion, and often without the amenities necessary to support the people who would 

inhabit them.  Many residents lacked water, electricity, and sanitation services, and 

communities lacked schools, healthcare providers, and public spaces.  

The differences between El Alto and La Paz are stark, despite the fact that the two 

cities lie just minutes from one another, and, until 1988, El Alto was a part of La Paz.401  

The main thoroughfare of La Paz, known as El Prado, is neatly gardened and free of 

trash.  Wide sidewalks are lined with benches, and police officers on foot interact with 

the population.  On Sundays, many of the main streets are closed to automobiles, and 

Bolivians can meander along while enjoying vistas of the nearby mountains.  In La Paz, 

the roads are paved, and traffic lights function.  Schools, universities, drugstores, health 

clinics, internet cafes, supermarkets, playing fields, and parks are all easily accessible.  

Though petty criminal activity such as pick pocketing occurs, there is a near absence of 

violent crime.  In contrast, El Alto’s streets are noisy and crowded, and pedestrians 

compete with motorists for passage.  The city is dominated by the informal economy, 

which has more than doubled in size from 1990 to 2008.402  Very few people shop in 

stores and instead purchase goods from the ambulatory vendors or open-air markets that 

are strewn throughout the city.  Bags of garbage sit in front of buildings, spilling onto the 

streets.  Litter is everywhere, and there is a near absence of sanitary public restroom 

                                                 
400 2001 Census, Instituto Nacional de Estadística, La Paz, Bolivia. 
401 Sian Lazar, El Alto, Rebel City: Self and Citizenship in Andean Bolivia (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2008), 30. 
402 Ibid., 180-83.  
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facilities.  Many residents of La Paz are terrified to go to El Alto and portray it as a 

crime-ridden city inhabited by people completely void of morality.   

 The differences between La Paz and El Alto also have an ethnic component. The 

2001 census found El Alto to be home to the largest population of people that self-

identify as indigenous in all of Bolivia.  In El Alto, there are more people of indigenous 

descent than in any other municipality in the country, including the city-centers of all of 

the altiplano department capitals.  The heavy influence of indigenous—and especially 

Aymara—culture in El Alto is palpable.  Signs and newspapers frequently appear in 

indigenous languages, and many of the vendors that sell their wares in the city’s markets 

do not speak Spanish.  

 Despite its proximity to the capital city of La Paz, for much of its contemporary 

history, El Alto was ignored by the state.  In a pattern found in other parts of the country 

marked by large indigenous populations and few resources of interest to the national 

government, residents of El Alto formed associations that filled the spaces normally 

occupied by the state.  The willingness to develop community-based organizations came 

naturally to many Alteños, as residents of El Alto are called.  Nearly all Alteños had ties 

to rural communities in the altiplano of Bolivia where ayllus were the only form of 

political administration and social organization.  The ayllus effectively acted as the 

government in these remote areas, and most people residing within them had little 

concept of a larger nation-state.  Many of the cultural practices associated with the 

ayllus—visiting among neighbors, collective labor, and the construction of community 

projects—also played a prominent role in Alteño society.403 

                                                 
403 Pablo Mamani, Los Microgobiernos Barriales en el Levantamiento de la Ciudad de El Alto ( El Alto: 
Centro Andino de Estudios Estratégicos 2004), 107-112. 
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 Various neighborhood organizations began to form in El Alto in the 1950s, when 

it was a relatively small community consisting of eleven thousand people.  These groups 

were responsible for bringing residents basic services such as electricity, potable water, 

and transportation; regulating neighborhood transactions (before buying or selling 

property one must appear before the respective neighborhood council); providing job 

training; and instructing Alteños, many of whom came from rural areas, how to pay taxes 

or obtain an identification card.  In 1979, El Alto’s various neighborhood councils 

formed a federation, the Federación de Juntas Vecinales or FEJUVE-El Alto.404  As 

FEJUVE grew more influential and the population of the city grew larger (its rate of 

growth hovers close to ten percent annually, making it one of the most rapidly growing 

cities in Latin America), the number of organizations (or juntas) comprising it grew.  By 

1989 there were 166 individual councils throughout the city; by 2005, there were nearly 

250.405  Some estimates place the number of juntas in El Alto in 2009 to be more than 

500.406  In order to be included under the umbrella of FEJUVE, each organization must 

have a minimum of two hundred members.407  They represent diverse groups throughout 

El Alto and include both particularized interests, such as parents concerned with 

education, to more generalized concerns, such as the regional workers’ association, the 

Central Obrera Regional (COR El Alto).  COR El Alto, founded in 1988, has long been 

in a strategic alliance with FEJUVE.  The two associations are located next door to each 

other in a heavily-trafficked part of the city known as La Ceja, which is the gateway 

between El Alto and the main road descending into La Paz.  Unlike other labor 

                                                 
404 García Linera, Chavez León, and Costas Monje, 591-93. 
405 Kohl and Farthing 160. 
406 Raúl Zibechi, “El Alto: Un Mundo Nuevo desde la Diferencia,” Pensamiento Critico, May 2009, 
http://www.pensamientocritico.org/rauzibe200905.htm (accessed June 2009). 
407 García Linera, Chavez León, and Costas Monje, 599. 
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organizations throughout Bolivia, which have typically been tied to miners and other 

industrial workers and linked hierarchically to the MNR and the Bolivian Revolution, 

COR El Alto is much more closely tied to its base.  COR El Alto’s membership is highly 

representative of Alteño society.  The majority of its members are employed in the 

informal sector as vendors, craftsmen, and small home-based restaurant owners.  The 

organizations generally regulate among themselves rather than take orders from a higher 

body.  Although FEJUVE is autonomous from the state, political parties have always 

kept a close eye on the organization, especially since El Alto was designated a city in 

1988 (and henceforth held municipal elections) and electoral reform in 1995 created a 

single seat district centered in the city.  Political parties such as MIR, UCS, and 

especially CONDEPA sought to cultivate ties with the leadership of FEJUVE.  Through 

these established networks, the parties distributed food, construction materials, legal 

assistance, and other tangible and intangible goods in exchange for the votes of the 

organization’s members.408 

Although their labor is notably different from that of the cocaleros, unionized 

groups in El Alto—including most importantly those that fall under the umbrella of 

FEJUVE—share many traits with their counterparts in the Chapare.  El Alto and the 

Chapare have both grown exponentially since the Bolivian Revolution, and most of this 

growth was stimulated by the worsening of economic conditions in the 1980s.  In both 

areas, population growth was fueled by the deterioration of agricultural conditions in the 

altiplano and the loss of jobs in sectors formerly controlled by the state.  In particular, the 

firing of the miners not only resulted in demographic shifts in El Alto and the Chapare, 

but also infused the greater population with a revolutionary ethos.  In the Gas War in El 
                                                 
408 Ibid., 602-03. 
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Alto, as was the case with the Water War in Cochabamba, communities of geographically 

concentrated ex-miners were highly mobilized and spearheaded change.  Their 

organizational experience was particularly useful in diminishing some of the weaknesses 

of the ayllus that permeated the organizations of the rural émigrés.  Though members of 

the ayllus were accustomed to communal problem-solving, they lacked experience in 

forming alliances, effective message framing, and interacting with the state.  Thus, the 

blending of the two created a society marked by high organizational capacity and a strong 

indigenous community identity. 

Over time, certain informal and formal norms were institutionalized throughout 

the various organizations in El Alto.  Although membership within one’s neighborhood 

council was not legally mandated, social norms compelled people to join. At each 

council’s monthly meetings, members discussed the problems of the community and 

suggested ways to remedy them.  If an individual did not attend the meetings or refused 

to participate in some activity planned by the group (e.g., attending a rally or striking), he 

or she would be fined, receive some type of symbolic punishment, or simply be barred 

from the benefits that the group achieved through collective action.409  When various 

residents of El Alto were asked about their participation in the Gas War in 2003, all 

respondents who had participated made some reference to membership organizations.  As 

Miguel, a 26-year old Alteño explained, “Yes, I participated.  Like all citizens I was 

obliged to participate in the mobilizations because of orders given to the members of 

                                                 
409 Dangl, 144; Zibechi.  
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different neighborhood councils and other institutions.”410  Various civil society 

organizations in El Alto produced a ready-made constituency of protestors.411 

 The popularity of community organizations rose as the influence of Conscience of 

the Fatherland (Conciencia de Patria – CONDEPA), the political party that Alteños 

resolutely supported in the late 1980s and 1990s, diminished.  CONDEPA, a catch-all 

neopopulist political party, was driven by the charismatic leadership of Carlos Palenque 

and his staunch opposition to neoliberalism.  Palenque’s television and radio programs 

were broadcast in Aymara, and every week Alteños would crowd around televisions and 

radios to listen to Palenque and his cholita sidekick Remedios Loza.  Loza, clad in the 

pollera (a gathered skirt worn by indigenous women in the altiplano) was a cultural 

broker between the mestizo politician Palenque and the Aymara constituency that 

supported him.412  In the duo’s most popular program, La Tribuna Libre del Pueblo (The 

Free Tribunal of the People) they would speak with members of El Alto and La Paz’s 

poorest neighborhoods about their hardships.  The two would listen sympathetically, 

intervene on the behalf of the aggrieved, and/or call upon their listeners for assistance.  

Palenque’s style of direct intervention both pointed out the poor performance of the 

governing regime and served as a model for an alternative mode of political participation.  

The poor could turn to Compadre Palenque and Comadre Remedios, as the two were 

popularly known, to solve the problems that the state ignored. Following this model, their 

political party CONDEPA minimized the role of institutional mediation.  Instead, 

                                                 
410 Miguel, interview, El Alto, Bolivia July 2007.  
411 Of the nine males interviewed for this dissertation in July 2007, all but one had participated in the 
mobilizations in accordance with the regulations of his council.  The one who had refrained said that he had 
done so because at the time he was an advisor to the armed forces, and in this capacity, he was barred from 
any type of mobilization, march, or other activity that was not endorsed by the Bolivian military. 
412 Rafael Archondo, Compadres al micrófonos: La resurrección del ayllu (La Paz: HISBOL, 1991), 150-
54. 
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Palenque circumvented the slow and frustrating bureaucracy with direct action or the 

promise of it.   

This strategy brought with it considerable political awards.  In the 1989 general 

election, CONDEPA, with Palenque as its head, received over 30 percent of the vote in 

the department of La Paz, more than any other political party. 

 
Table 7.1. 1989 general election results, department of La Paz 
Party Percent of Vote 
AND       20.91 
CONDEPA       30.08 
IU        4.19 
MIR      17.46 
MNR      18.80 
MRTKL        2.77 
All Other        5.79 
Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
 
 
The popular support that he received put his party in an influential position during the 

second-round presidential negotiations in Congress.  During the backroom deal making, 

CONDEPA was given seats in the lower legislative house and Palenque appointed Loza 

to serve.413  At the local level, the party won the mayorship of La Paz three consecutive 

times, including one instance when Palenque’s wife and Tribuna contributor Monica 

Medina was elected to the post.414  Palenque repeated with a strong electoral performance 

in the 1993 general elections, and his third place finish once again allowed him to 

participate in the naming of the president.415  Two months before the 1997 general 

                                                 
413 As this election occurred before LPP was instituted in 1995, all seats in the Chamber of Deputies were 
assigned by proportional representation lists, and party heads reserved the right to remove or insert names 
from it.  These arrangements such electioneering by CONDEPA possible. 
414 Jeff P. Himpele, Circuits of Culture: Media, Politics, and Indigenous Identity in the Andes 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 142. 
415 Carlos E. Toranza Roca, “Bolivia: Crisis, Structural Adjustment, and Democracy,” in Liberalization in 
the Developing World: Institutional and Economic Changes in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, ed. Alex E. 
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election, Palenque once again emerged as a serious contender.  However, his untimely 

death due a heart attack led to the collapse of the party and an internecine feud between 

Palenque’s wife and Loza, its two heirs. 

The rise and fall of CONDEPA in El Alto is instructive on two related points.  

First, it highlights the effectiveness of rhetoric aimed against the pacted political parties 

and the utility of circumventing formal institutional channels when addressing the needs 

of the people.  Indeed, the subtext of both Palenque’s Tribuna and his political campaign 

was that he personally could solve the problems of the people when the government had 

failed.  In exchange for his promise of direct intervention, Palenque’s followers pledged 

their loyalty to him.416  In a country long marked by clientelism—and a large indigenous 

population in La Paz and El Alto that came of age during the days of MNR clientelism in 

the 1950s and 1960s and the Military-Campesino Pact in the 1970s—such quid pro quo 

relations were viewed as a normal element of Bolivian politics.  Second, it demonstrated 

the power that a politician with a large, loyal constituency of the poor could wield.  The 

overwhelming electoral endorsement that Palenque received in the department of La Paz, 

despite the fact that he could barely muster double-digit support elsewhere in the country, 

was sufficient to allow him an influential role in the Bolivian political system.  

Palenque’s ability to help select the president and assign deputies to the lower chamber 

countered some of the conservative tendencies of the Bolivian political system that made 

it incredibly difficult for leftist parties of any stripe to gain entrance. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Fernández Jilberto and André Mommen (New York: Routledge Studies in Development Economics, 1996), 
170. 
416 In many ways, Palenque was a precursor to several prominent leaders that would come to power both in 
Bolivia and the greater Andean region in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  Presidents 
Correa of Ecuador, Chávez of Venezuela, and Morales of Bolivia have all won the loyalty of their large 
constituencies by concentrating power to themselves and minimizing the role of other political institutions.   
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 Following Palenque’s death and the demise of CONDEPA, a political vacuum 

emerged in El Alto.  FEJUVE and COR, which had steadily grown throughout the 1990s, 

filled the representational void.  Although these two organizations played a particularly 

strong role in articulating demands and staging acts of defiance, residents of El Alto also 

became more capable of acting independently.  The first massive mobilization staged by 

Alteños took place in the year 2000, when residents demanded that a university be built 

in their city.417  President Banzer eventually complied with the request, yet installed a 

corrupt political ally as rector.  Students organized against the rector’s nomination and 

eventually removed both him and his successor from the position.  The demands for the 

university and the public referendum on the rector served as an early lesson for the 

community.  It empowered them to circumvent formal institutions when these very 

channels were corrupt.418  Since then, the Public University of El Alto has been a crucial 

player in the city’s protests.  As Sian Lazar, who has written extensively on El Alto, 

noted, “It is no coincidence that El Alto’s move to center stage in Bolivian politics has 

coincided with the institutionalization of the university there.”419   

Community organizations serve many roles in El Alto.  First and foremost, they 

act as a conduit to provide their members with basic necessities such as food, shelter, 

protection, and access to education.  While providing these goods and services, though, 

they disseminate informal lessons on governance and civic participation within the state.  

As I argue later in this chapter, the communal organizations in El Alto that were 

responsible for waging the Gas War prescribed the boundaries for political behavior.  By 

                                                 
417 According to the 2001 census, 50 percent of the population is under 20 years of age and nearly 70 
percent is under 30, thereby making education a pressing issue in the city. 
418 Kohl and Farthing, 162-63. 
419 Lazar, 52. 
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institutionalizing direct action against the state via protests, marches, and strikes, citizens 

renegotiated their relationship with it.  The people who marched together in the streets of 

La Paz gained a firsthand understanding of how their actions could shape the state.  When 

they later took to the polls, they refused to support the status quo.  Instead, they chose to 

support the political party that represented the mobilizations that had occurred in the 

streets. 

 
Chronology of the Gas War and Its Aftermath 
 
 
 The protests, rallies, blockades, marches, and strikes that together constituted the 

Gas War did not abruptly begin in October of 2003.  Rather, they were the result of long-

standing grievances intersecting with new, contingent events.  The initial decision to 

export Bolivian gas to the United States via Chile was clandestinely negotiated years 

before.  It was not until 2003, though, that local activists learned of the agreement while 

protesting a range of other state policies including tax hikes, academic freedom, and 

community justice.  On September 10, 2003—after a series of failed negotiations 

between indigenous leaders and the state—Felipe Quispe led a thousand-person hunger 

strike that included community leaders, El Alto’s university students, and transport 

workers.  Most of the protestors had economic or familial ties to the city of El Alto, even 

if they were from elsewhere in the country.   

Throughout September 2003, Quispe called on community organizations in the 

department of La Paz to continue their acts of defiance.  Blockades were erected 

throughout the altiplano, accompanied by marches and protests in the city streets.  Within 

a week, all roads leading in and out of La Paz were closed.  On September 19, the 

 226



 

Coordinadora for the Defense and Recuperation of Gas mobilized more than 50,000 

protestors in La Paz.420  The Coordinadora, modeled after the Coordinadora in 

Cochabamba that had formed during the Water War, consisted of a broad coalition of 

twenty-one groups including neighborhood councils, military leaders, union 

representatives, the altiplano indigenous, and coca growers.421  They were joined by an 

additional twenty thousand people in Cochabamba, most of whom were cocaleros from 

the Chapare.  Evo Morales, a leader of the Coordinadora and by 2003 a nationally-

recognized figure, addressed the protestors proclaiming, “If the government decides to 

export the gas, its hours are numbered.’”422 

 The strikes and blockades caused severe disruptions throughout the altiplano, and 

travel between all major cities ground to a halt.  Blockades in the town of Warisata, 

which lies on the route between La Paz and the tourist destination of Sorata, rendered 200 

German, English, and American citizens stranded.  The embassies of these countries 

pressured the Bolivian government to take action, and on September 20, joint Bolivian 

police and military forces violently dismantled the blockade.  Five civilians and one 

soldier were killed in the confrontation.423  News of the Warisata Massacre, as it came to 

be called, quickly spread to other protesting groups throughout the country and incited 

new rounds of marches, road blockades, and hunger strikes by social and labor 

organizations.  Both Morales and Quispe called for the immediate resignation of 

President de Lozada, blaming him for the deaths of the fallen at Warisata.  Goni 

                                                 
420 Hylton and Thomson, 110-12. 
421 Kohl and Farthing, 173-4. 
422 Quoted in Dangl, 117. 
423 Amnesty International, “Open Letter from Amnesty International to the Bolivian Authorities Regarding 
Deaths in the Town of Warisata, Bolivia,” September, 23, 2003,  
http://www.amnesty.org.ru/library/Index/ENGAMR180112003?open&of=ENG-BOL (accessed December 
2008). 
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responded with an Op Ed appearing in La Prensa, one of Bolivia’s newspapers of record, 

in which he framed the instability as emanating from a radical fringe movement that 

sought to govern from the streets, rather than through Congress or other institutions.  

 Over the next two weeks the protests grew more intense as new actors were drawn 

into the conflict.  On October 8, FEJUVE El Alto, with the support of COR El Alto and 

the Federation of Workers, called an indefinite strike.  Their demands included the 

defense of gas and the rejection of a draft agreement on the Free Trade Area of the 

Americas.424  On October 9, 800 miners from Huanuni (department of Oruro) arrived in 

the city of La Paz.  Because of its abundant tin reserves, Huanuni was one of the few 

mines that survived privatization in the 1980s.  The regular miners, though, were tightly 

regulated by the state and barred from mobilizing.  Though they heard tales of the fierce 

defiance staged by the older generation of miners in the 1950s and 1960s, they tended to 

limit radical demand making.  Instead, the miners adopted the more moderate collective 

action techniques of the campesinos.  For example, the miners feared that an all-out strike 

would result in their firing, but the tactic of blocking roads, couched in the ethnic terms 

that were being used by resistance groups elsewhere in the country, was more likely to be 

begrudgingly tolerated by the state.425 

The presence of the miners was significant given the role they had played in the 

Bolivian Revolution a half century before, and their return to the city of La Paz conjured 

images of revolutionary change.  The miners, known throughout Bolivia for their radical 

tactics and fearlessness in the face of death, were prepared to defend Bolivia’s natural gas 

                                                 
424 Hugo José Suárez, Una semana fundamental: 10-18 Octubre 2003 (La Paz: Muela del Diablo, 2003), 
41. 
425 Magdalena Cajías de la Vega, “El Poder de la Memoria: Los Mineros en las Jornadas de Octubre 2003,” 
in Conflictos Políticos y movimientos sociales en Bolivia,” ed. Nicholas A. Robins (La Paz, Bolivia: Plural, 
2006), 40-1. 
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by any means necessary.  While marching on La Paz, dynamite in hand, the miners 

clashed with the military.  One miner perished.  News of his death quickly spread to the 

neighborhoods in El Alto populated by ex-miners—Santiago II and Rosapampa being the 

two most prominent—and these areas became increasingly restive.  Nighttime vigils were 

held to mourn the dead, followed by organizational meetings aimed at retribution against 

the state.  Two days later, as the death toll in El Alto reached seventeen, the leaders of 

COR El Alto and FEJUVE El Alto demanded Goni’s resignation.  Although more and 

more people were questioning the tactics of the state, the call for Goni to resign was still 

seen as excessive by most sectors of society.  The government continued to paint the 

protestors as a divisive minority intent on polarizing the country, a position that many 

members of Bolivia’s color-conscious society were willing to accept.  Meanwhile, the 

number of deaths in El Alto continued to escalate, as did the use of force by both the 

government and the protestors.   

As the violence escalated in El Alto, its effects began to trickle down to areas that 

previously ignored the issue.  As protestors in El Alto defended the country’s natural gas, 

residents of La Paz began to feel the consequences.  Most residents of La Paz use gas for 

their cooking.  Trucks regularly pass through the city, and residents can trade their spent 

canisters for new ones.  One of the most acutely felt effects of the protests in El Alto, 

though, was the inability for gas trucks to leave from the plant in the Senkata section of 

El Alto to go about their daily routes.  Blockades were erected on the roads surrounding 

Senkata and trucks were unable to pass.  When an armed convoy escorted a caravan of 

gas trucks and attempted to break the blockade, twelve protestors were shot by Bolivian 

police and military forces.  Following this incident, on October 12, tanks rolled into the 
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city of El Alto and martial law was declared.  As Eduardo, a resident of El Alto recalled, 

“The possibility of a military intervention was apparent on that day, the 12th of October 

2003.  Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada was trembling, in this moment he was a vengeful 

man, obsessed with revenge, arrogant.”426 

With more than fifty Bolivians dead, it became increasingly clear that brute force 

was the only method that de Lozada could employ to stay in power.  Vice President 

Carlos Mesa condemned de Lozada for the excessive use of force used by the 

government and withdrew his support from the leader.  Resignations from key members 

of Goni’s alliance, including Jorge Torrez, the Minister of Economic Development, made 

a political solution nearly impossible to achieve.  Morales declared on the morning of 

October 13 that the only possible resolution to this crisis was the resignation of Goni.  

Although this suggestion had seemed extreme just a few days before, it now appealed to 

the entire country.  The popular sentiment against Goni had grown so strong that only 

extreme repression could dismantle it.  However, despite the resignations, the withdrawal 

of coalition support, and a majority of the country united against him, Goni appeared on 

television in the afternoon of October 13, resolute in his commitment to serve out his 

term in office.  He once again accused those who challenged him in the streets as 

seditious forces and enemies of democracy.  In a strangely ironic twist given Bolivia’s 

own authoritarian legacy and the MNR’s resistance to it, Goni portrayed himself as the 

defender of Bolivian democracy, even as he called for the military to defend the country 

from its own people. 

Mid-October was a crucial tipping point for the mobilizations against de Lozada’s 

regime.  As the number of dead mounted it became clear that the government lacked 
                                                 
426 Eduardo, interview. 
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popular legitimacy and could only stay in power by force. Increased repression by the 

state resulted in broader sectors of society joining the resistance movement.  Prior to 

October 13, the demands to remove Goni from power were centered in El Alto and 

reflected the grievances of the poor.  Those who were calling for his resignation were 

long-standing opponents of neoliberalism and pacted democracy.  By mid-October, 

though, the base of opposition against him shifted and included people who had voted for 

him in the past and those who in theory supported the political and economic principles 

that he represented.  Following the defection of several of Goni’s key allies in 

government, three distinctly middle-class acts of defiance emerged in La Paz: the 

distribution of a popular manifest, a hunger strike led by a journalist and former political 

appointee, and a candlelight vigil.  All reflected the shifting nature of the alliance calling 

for Goni’s resignation and the strengthening of the belief that democratic legitimacy did 

not lie with the formal institutions or use of force, but rather with the people. 

On October 15, hundreds of people lent their name to a petition calling for Goni’s 

resignation.  The document declared: 

We cannot be indifferent to the deaths, more than sixty up until today Wednesday 
the 15th of October.  We express our solidarity with the city of El Alto and with 
the families of those that have been assassinated, in this city as well as in La Paz.  
We express our repudiation of the government of Sánchez de Lozada, the MNR, 
their ministers and all the parties of the coalition.  We denounce the culpability of 
the political class, leaders of parties and members of Parliament that up until only 
a few hours shared the power.427 

 
The signatories included teachers, writers, and other members of the middle class that 

resided throughout the city.  At the same time, a hunger strike was initiated by Ana María 

Romero, a popular journalist who had previously served as Bolivia’s Ombudsman 

(Defensora del Pueblo).  In this position, she was responsible for receiving and 
                                                 
427 Quoted in Suárez, 51. 
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processing claims of abuses of public power and violations of human rights.  The strike, 

convened in front of the Las Carmelitas church, quickly grew and attracted diverse 

groups such as intellectuals, artists, clergy, businessmen, and human rights activists.  The 

hunger strike spread throughout La Paz and throughout the country as hundreds of others 

joined the effort.  Finally, candlelight vigils were held in Plaza Avaroa in the Sopacachi 

neighborhood of La Paz.  Sopacachi is home to high-rise apartment buildings and foreign 

embassies, and Plaza Avaroa is lined with the restaurants, bars, and cafes that their 

residents frequent.  The vigils were staged by upper-middle class residents of Sopocachi 

and private university students, most of whom resided either in Sopocachi or in the 

nearby Zona Sur, a wealthy suburb of La Paz.  The migration of defiance from the streets 

of El Alto to those of Sopocachi represented the near-universal rejection of Goni’s 

legitimacy to rule.  Prior to the Gas War, the people of Sopocachi felt no connection to 

the city of El Alto, except perhaps that most of their non-residential domestic help 

commuted from the city.  The Gas War united the two groups around the common theme 

that the president, along with the political and economic arrangements that he 

represented, must be replaced.428 

While the mobilizations spread through all of La Paz’s streets, a message calling 

for Goni’s resignation electronically reached people in their homes.  Everyone with e-

mail access received the message multiple times.  The message summarized the opinions 

of most Bolivians given the events that had passed over the last few days.  It stated, 

“Democracy is not a person, it is the people.  And above all, democracy is not to 

                                                 
428 Although many different groups participated in the protests, they were still dominated by residents of La 
Paz.  30 percent of Alteños participated in the protests against Sánchez de Lozada, whereas only 15 percent 
of people residing elsewhere in the department of La Paz took part. Seligson, Moreno Morales, and 
Schwarz Blum, 81. 
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assassinate eighty people in five days; it is not to censure the means of communication, it 

is not to ignore the popular will.  In this historic moment of the country, the action most 

democratic of the president would be to resign.”429  The message clearly equated 

democracy not with institutions, but with the will of the people.  In the afternoon of 

Friday, October 17, Goni submitted to the will of the people by offering his resignation. 

 Goni’s note of resignation stood in stark contrast to the electronically circulated 

message.  Most notably, it was fixated on the institutional features of democracy and 

made no reference to the popular will.  Goni made no attempt to address the people of 

Bolivia directly, but instead delivered the perfunctory message to Congress.  The note 

reiterated his rightful claim to the presidency and his disdain for the groups that chose to 

undermine it.  He accused the protestors of committing an act of sedition, under the guise 

of the natural gas debate, and warned of the dangers that these challenges presented for 

the chronically unstable state.  He then reminded Congress of its responsibility to name 

Vice President Carlos Mesa his successor and signed the note Gonzalo Sánchez de 

Lozada, Constitutional President of the Republic.  The message was delivered to 

Congress after he had already left La Paz. 

 Goni exited the capital from the military base in Irpavi, located in the Zona Sur.  

He traveled onwards to the city of Santa Cruz and left Bolivia on an American Airlines 

flight bound for Miami.  Upon taking up residence outside of Washington DC, where he 

and his family had lived as political exiles during his youth, he published an editorial in 

the Washington Post.  He opened by stating, “Last month, as mob rule overwhelmed 

respect for Bolivia’s democratic process, I became the latest democratically elected Latin 

                                                 
429 Quoted in Suárez, 71.  
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American president to be forced out of office.”430  His message was clear: in his mind, 

the movement that had removed him from office was inherently undemocratic.  The tone 

was similar to the one expressed by former U.S. Ambassador to Bolivia Manuel Rocha, 

who had the year before warned the Bolivian electorate of the consequences of a Morales 

victory.  Just as the veiled threat helped Morales come within two percentage points of 

Goni in 2002, it helped Morales win decisively in 2005.  

 Before Morales would come to office, though, two other politicians occupied the 

post in as many years.  Carlos Mesa, a career journalist who was best known for his tome 

on the presidents of Bolivia, became one.  He promised to govern apolitically and upon 

assuming office dissolved the coalition that had named de Lozada president in 2002.431  

He then organized a national referendum in July 2004 to discuss the future of the 

country’s gas reserves.  The referendum, which was deemed unconstitutional by several 

sectors of society and marred by low participation rates, was Bolivia’s first in seventy 

years.432  MAS was the only political party that actively campaigned for the referendum, 

further helping them prepare for the upcoming December 2004 municipal elections and 

the 2005 general elections.  At the time, MAS was the only party that appeared to have a 

national presence.   

Although the public consultation offered Mesa some time, the tensions that had 

previously plagued his predecessor continued, and on March 6, 2005, he offered his 

resignation.  Mesa’s resignation was refused by most political sectors, including MAS.  

The offer, though, was a calculated strategy staged by the scholar of Bolivian presidential 

                                                 
430 Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada, “The Best Choice for Bolivia,” Washington Post, November 13, 2003. 
431 Salvador Romero Ballivián, El Tablero Reordenado: Análasis de la Elección Presidencial de 2005 (La 
Paz: CNE, 2006), 21. 
432 Ibid., 21-2. 
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politics.  He knew that if his resignation were accepted, then succession would pass to the 

president of the Senate and then to the president of the Chamber of Deputies.  Neither of 

these men, hailing from MIR and MNR, respectively, had high political support; they 

were unlikely candidates for the presidency.  If Mesa’s resignation were rejected, though, 

then he would receive a boost in support from his constituency and gain some more 

time.433  Meanwhile, thousands of middle-class protestors gathered in Bolivia’s Plaza 

Murillo, the square that houses Bolivia’s executive and legislative chambers, chanting for 

Mesa to remain in power.  Though Morales had refused Mesa’s resignation, he began to 

fear that Mesa would simply replicate the policies and tactics of Goni.  On March 9, 

2005, Morales and other signatories including Felipe Quispe, Jaime Solares (leader of the 

COB), Roberto de la Cruz (an Alteño community organizer), Oscar Olivera (of the Water 

War), and Fredy Omar Fernandez (head of the Cochabamba irrigators’ union during the 

Water War) staged a rare act of unity as they pledged to uphold an “anti-oligarchic pact.”  

Though the pact did not last long, and the men quickly reverted to their habitual 

infighting, MAS supporters once again took to the streets in opposition to the neoliberal 

political system. 

 In the meantime, debates on Bolivia’s hydrocarbon laws raged on, further 

polarizing the country.  Though all parties agreed that the state should collect greater 

royalties, the date that new laws would go into effect was undecided.  Mesa argued that it 

would only affect new contracts, meaning that many contracts would continue on the pre-

existing fee schedule for up to thirty more years.  Congress disagreed, though, and his 

                                                 
433 The tactic of offering one’s resignation to Congress has been successfully employed by Bolivian 
politicians in the past.  During his term in office spanning 1956-1960, President Siles offered his 
resignation and had it rejected by Congress on eight different occasions.  Patch, “Bolivia, U.S. Assistance,” 
134. 
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honeymoon period quickly ended barely a week later, when he refused to sign the 

hydrocarbons law passed by Congress mandating the renegotiation of all contracts.  La 

Paz erupted into a battleground, as Mesa refused to step down.  Uprisings demanded 

nationalization of the country’s hydrocarbon resources and the convening of a National 

Assembly, while Santa Cruz elites began clamoring for autonomy.    

On June 6, 2005, Mesa finally submitted his resignation and this time, it was 

accepted by Congress.  He announced his resignation on television, noting how road 

blockades and protests had made the country ungovernable.  Unlike his predecessor, 

Mesa did not respond to protests with oppressive measures and instead quietly left office 

after serving only 19 months.  His two constitutional successors withdrew themselves 

from consideration, and power was transferred to Eduardo Rodríguez, head of the 

Bolivian Supreme Court.  The apolitical figure was tasked with holding elections in 

December 2005. 

 
Popular Participation and Direct Democracy 
 
 

Though COR and FEJUVE were the two largest associations to take a stance 

during the Gas War, the locus of resistance activity occurred at much lower levels.  

Individual neighborhood groups developed their own objectives and took to action.  

According to Hylton and Thomson: 

During the siege of La Paz, for example, neighborhood associations—drawing on 
communal and trade union traditions of insurgency—acquired a key role in El 
Alto.  They became the forum for collective decision-making, the designation of 
representatives, and the coordination of direct actions.  Like rural communities at 
the same time, the urban associations operated on a rotating basis to provide 
contingents of protestors, foodstuffs, and material for marches, barricades, and 
self-defense.  In the phases of intensive mobilization, direct action was carried out 
in the absence of a general command structure… In the city, neighborhood 
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organizations turned into what Aymara sociologist Pablo Mamani calls ‘territorial 
micro-governments.’  The population responded to changing conditions through 
its own base-level initiatives.  It did not answer to vertical bureaucratic hierarchy, 
such as the executive authority of the FEJUVE or the COR, or to caudillo or party 
leadership, such as that of Evo Morales or MAS, as government officials 
insinuated.434 

 
Although leaders such as Quispe and Morales lent plenty of revolutionary rhetoric to the 

resistance, as was the case during the Water War in Cochabamba, mobilizations were 

decentralized.  Each group was able to use the protests surrounding the Gas War to suit 

its own personal needs, although under the general theme that Goni must resign from 

office.  This tactic, once again, modeled those of Cochabambinos during the Water War.  

The Coordinadora accepted this diversity as empowering its mandate, rather than 

weakening it.  In the 2005 elections, MAS modeled this approach.  In contrast to 

Quispe’s MIP, which appeared radical and divisive, MAS appealed to a broad range of 

voters, all bound together by their dissatisfaction with neoliberalism.   

 The grassroots nature of the Gas War contributed to its success.  By mobilizing 

from below, groups could present themselves as an alternative to the clientelistic pacted 

parties, despite the fact that their own political parties were often plagued by similar 

flaws.  The movement gained even greater legitimacy when the it spread from El Alto, to 

the working class neighborhoods of La Paz, and finally to the wealthy parts of the capital 

city and its suburbs.  As the alliance grew broader and included more moderate sectors of 

society, the demands staged by the protestors were universally understood as representing 

the Bolivian people or el pueblo.  El pueblo consisted of a broad coalition of 

                                                 
434 Hylton and Thomson, 25-6. 
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neighborhood councils, workers, students, intellectuals, civil society groups, and 

members of the middle class, all united in their opposition to the government.435   

 The effects of the Gas War continued to manifest themselves even after the 

resignations of Goni and Mesa in two important and related ways.  First, the demands of 

the Gas War set into motion the “October Agenda.”  The October Agenda was a set of 

popular demands that emerged during the Gas War, including nationalization of Bolivia’s 

hydrocarbons and the convening of a Constituent Assembly to rewrite the country’s 

constitution.  Mesa’s failure to implement these objectives in large part accounted for his 

inability to serve his entire term.  MAS’s willingness to seize on this agenda enhanced its 

public support.  Second and related, though, the Gas War established a new 

understanding of how the country would be governed.  The protests privileged a more 

direct form of democratic participation and de-emphasized the institutional 

understandings of democracy that had become prominent in Bolivia over the previous 

two decades.  Direct participation and the circumvention of formal political channels had 

long been the preferred method of political participation by residents of El Alto.  Alteños 

had vigorously supported neopopulist parties such as CONDEPA in the 1980s and 1990s, 

which had been critiquing the pacted regimes before the cocaleros’ message had spread 

beyond the Chapare.  The Gas War gave credence to the message that neoliberalism in 

Bolivia was a failure.  Not only did the Gas War discredit the economic and social 

policies that neoliberalism perpetuated, but it also discredited the pacted political system 

that upheld it.  As one resident of El Alto noted, “(The mobilizations of 2003 reflect) not 

                                                 
435 Suárez, 19.  

 238



 

only a crisis of the traditional political parties, but of the type of democracy that is being 

exercised.”436   

October 2003 cannot simply be understood as a protest to force Goni’s 

resignation, though certainly Goni’s long-standing affiliation with neoliberalism and his 

readiness to use force in the face of conflict did not help him.  If October 2003 was 

simply about installing a new leader that was not a veteran of Bolivian politics and had 

not responded to the protests with force, then it seems unlikely that Mesa would have 

been forced to resign.  During the Gas War in 2003, Mesa disassociated himself from 

Goni and openly criticized his tactics.  Furthermore, Mesa convened a national 

referendum in 2004 to better understand Bolivians’ attitudes towards natural gas, and on 

May 17, 2005, taxes were sharply raised against foreign multinationals operating in 

Bolivia, including Petrobras (Brazil), Repsol YPF (Spain), British Gas, and twenty-three 

other foreign energy companies.437  Despite his willingness to make concessions that 

extended far beyond those of his predecessor, Bolivians—who demanded the 

nationalization of all private energy firms operating in the country—would not be 

placated.  New elections were the only way to put an end to the protests that had 

completely paralyzed the country.   

 
The 2005 Elections: The End of Pacted Democracy in Bolivia 
 
 

Despite the clear shortcomings of the pacted political parties, competition in the 

2005 presidential race was fierce.  In total, eight parties put forth candidates.  Evo 

Morales, running under the banner of MAS, was most vigorously challenged by Jorge 

                                                 
436 Eduardo, interview. 
437 “Mesa to Stay on as Bolivia Leader,” BBC News, March 9, 2005.  
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“Tuto” Quiroga.  Quiroga, an American-educated businessman, quickly rose through the 

political ranks upon returning to his home country, serving as Finance Minister (1991-

93), vice president under Banzer (1997-2001), and finally assuming the post of president 

(2001-02), following Banzer’s resignation for medical reasons.  For the election, Quiroga 

assembled a coalition of right-of-center and pro-business groups under the name Social 

and Democratic Power (Poder Democrático y Social – PODEMOS, literally in Spanish 

“We can.”)  The organization in many ways replicated his old ADN party, though he 

tried to disavow his ties to it.  MIR did not present a candidate, MNR ran a virtual 

unknown, and nearly all of Quispe’s MIP supporters defected to MAS.  The National 

Unity Front (Frente de Unidad Nacional – UN) came in a distant third.  Samuel Doria 

Medina, its presidential candidate, was formerly associated with MIR and had been Paz 

Zamora’s chief economic advisor (1989-90).438 

 
Table 7.2. Results of 2005 general election 
Party Percent won in 

La Paz 
Percent won 
nationally 

MAS 66.63 53.74 
PODEMOS 18.10 28.59 
MNR 2.55 6.47 
UN 6.80 7.80 
MIP 4.61 2.16 
Others 1.31 1.24 
Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 

 

The fact that MAS captured a clear majority of the votes (a feat that had not been 

accomplished since the era of MNR dominance forty years before) and that 24.8 

percentage points separated first from second place, clearly distinguished this race from 

past contests.  In comparison, in 2002, the top three finishers—MNR, MAS, and NFR—

                                                 
438 Painter, 35. 
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all finished within 2 percentage points of one another and no candidate was even able to 

capture a third of the vote. 

Only MAS had survived the crises of 2003 and 2005 and emerged stronger and 

more united.  The party was experienced in leading social mobilizations and participating 

in electoral competition.  Besides MIP, MAS was the only party that presented a 

candidate for the presidency that had competed for the post before.  In comparison, the 

other parties lacked discipline, cohesion, and organizational capacity.  Realizing that they 

stood little chance of winning the general elections, MIR and NFR decided instead to 

focus their efforts on the contests to elect prefects, a department-level executive post 

equivalent to a governor.  A final blow to MIR—and indeed the entire pacted system—

came when Jaime Paz Zamora, founder of MIR and former president of the country, was 

unable to win the prefecture in his home department of Tarija in 2005.   

Morales’s strong mandate to govern was reflected in his high approval ratings, 

which stood at 71 percent in February 2006.  In contrast, when Goni entered office in 

2002, his approval ratings were just 46 percent.439  The changing face of the Bolivian 

political class became clear in 2005.  Following the executive and legislative elections, 

nearly one-third of elected congressmen (from the Senate and Chamber of Deputies) were 

indigenous, another third represented the urban-based popular sector, and the final third 

was almost exclusively the middle (as opposed to upper) class representatives of the 

traditional political class.440  They were elected to office by a more participatory and 

engaged electorate that demanded a fundamental reorientation of the country.  

                                                 
439 Surveys conducted by Apoyo, Opinión y Mercado Bolivia of La Paz, cited in La Razon, November 28, 
2006.  
440 Gray Molina, “State-Society Relations,” 116. 
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In the 2005 race, nearly 85 percent of Bolivians cast their ballots, the highest 

turnout rate since the country returned to democratic rule in the 1980s.441   

 
Table 7.3. Voter turnout in general elections (1985-2005) 
Election year Voter turnout  

(percent of population) 
1985 81.97 
1989 73.53 
1993 72.16 
1997 71.36 
2002 72.0 
2005 84.51 
Source: Corte Nacional Electoral, La Paz, Bolivia 
 
 
The high turnout undoubtedly assisted MAS, as the districts boasting turnout rates close 

to 90 percent—the cities of La Paz and El Alto, the altiplano municipalities near these 

cities (Viachu, Tiahuanacu, Laja, Cocacabana), and mining districts in the department of 

Oruro (Huanuni, Machacamarca, Antequera)—all supported MAS by wide margins.  The 

three departments with the highest overall turnout rates were Oruro (88.74), La Paz 

(86.68), and Cochabamba (86.02).  These three departments all decisively selected 

Morales.  In contrast, provinces with turnout below 80 percent—Mojos, Yacuma, and 

Mamoré in Beni; Abuná in Pando; and Calvo and Siles in the Chaco—swayed towards 

PODEMOS and the vestiges of other traditional parties.  The department of Santa Cruz’s 

turnout was below the national average, and an unusually high number of voters cast 

blank ballots.442  In departments such as La Paz and Cochabamba, though, the 

mobilizations that had been taking place since 2000 spurred high participation in the 

election, which decidedly helped MAS.   

                                                 
441 Bolivia has compulsory voting, so turnout is always high compared to countries where it is not 
obligatory, such as the United States.  However, sanctions for non-compliance are not vigorously enforced 
and penalties are minimal, so one is generally free to abstain. 
442 Romero Ballivián, 49. 
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Furthermore, although Morales received majorities in five of Bolivia’s 

departments—La Paz (66.63), Cochabamba (64.84), Oruro (62.58), Potosí (57.80), and 

Chuquisaca (54.17)—his victories were the most decisive where the legacies of the 

unions were the strongest.  He garnered over 75 percent in the municipalities of Villa 

Tunari, Bulo Bulo, and Tiraque in Cochabamba’s tropics, areas where sindicatos, such as 

the cocaleros, constructed communities from scratch; Arampampa in northern Potosí, 

home of the country’s strongest miners’ unions; and La Asunta in La Paz’s coca growing 

region.  Despite the fact that Morales won many of these areas in 2002, he improved 

upon his margins.  For example, in the Chapare municipality of Villa Tunari, Morales 

received 89.4 percent of the vote in 2005, up nearly ten percentage points from elections 

just two and a half years before.  In El Alto, which provided the backdrop of the Gas 

War, 77.09 percent of voters cast their ballots for Morales. 

 In addition, MAS received the support of La Paz’s Aymara-speaking altiplano 

region.  Although Morales in part benefited from the fickleness of these voters—they 

supported the UDP in 1979/1980, the MNRV in 1985 (a splinter of the MNR), MIR in 

1989, MNR in 1993, CONDEPA in 1997, and MIP in 2002443—the very fact that this 

region had been mobilizing against neoliberalism for five years and played an influential 

role in the Gas War assisted Morales in a decisive victory.  In a part of the country that 

traditionally supported anti-systemic candidates, the mobilizations associated with the 

Gas War provided an opportunity for the electorate to be formally introduced to Morales 

and MAS.  

In fact, Morales experienced the greatest gains in La Paz’s altiplano in the 2005 

elections.  Of the forty municipalities where MAS experienced the largest percent 
                                                 
443 Ibid., 54. 
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increase in votes from 2002 to 2005, thirty of them were located in rural zones in the 

department of La Paz.  In each of these zones Morales gained at least 43 percent of the 

vote, and in some, such as Mala, he achieved over 70 percent.  His improved margins 

largely came at the expense of MIP, as MIP experienced losses as high as 30 percentage 

points in some of La Paz’s provinces, including the historic indigenous site of 

Tiahuanacu, where Morales chose to deliver a special inaugural address to his indigenous 

supporters.  In 2002, Quispe’s strong support in La Paz’s rural, Aymara-speaking 

altiplano (he fared better than any katarista candidate had fared in the past) was a 

continuation of the momentum that he received while organizing powerful and 

debilitating blockades in the years 2000 and 2001.  Following these blockades, Quispe 

was able to successfully gain concessions from the state, securing his status as a capable 

political leader.  He did not achieve this status in 2005, though.  Though Morales did not 

provide broad leadership for the Gas War—it arose much more out of various grassroots 

constituencies—his messages were consistent with those of the October Agenda.  The 

rhetoric of anti-neoliberalism and anti-imperialism that Morales had been using since the 

1990s gained new momentum as protestors waged battle in the streets of El Alto and La 

Paz.  Their actions were closely watched by other sympathetic groups throughout the 

altiplano.  The support that Morales garnered in this these zones of La Paz was higher 

than Quispe had achieved in 2002 and higher than any presidential ticket in the previous 

twenty years.   

Finally, it is important to note how the broad coalition that demanded Goni’s 

resignation continued to support Morales in the election.  Although Morales received 

strong support among the poor, the unionized, and the indigenous, he also captured a 
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significant slice of the upper-class vote.  Although he did not capture majorities, he 

obtained 26.7 percent and 25 percent of the votes in Los Pinos and San Miguel, 

respectively, wealthy communities in La Paz’s Zona Sur.  These prosperous 

municipalities are home to large homes, designer boutiques, and some of the country’s 

most affluent residents.  To think that even a quarter of the residents of these parts would 

support a declared socialist of indigenous descent was beyond the realm of possibility 

just five years before.  

 
Shifting Political Consciousness 
 
 
The mobilizations have affected or influenced the citizens’ consciousness.  I try to make 
a structural change by means of the vote.  This was reflected in the political party MAS, 
which has influenced various sectors of Bolivian citizens.444  

—Miguel, Resident of El Alto 
 
MAS hasn’t arrived to government by its own merits… Who has merits is not MAS, but 
the social movements… MAS has won, but not because of its own merits, but because of 
the social movements.445 

 —Manuel, Resident of El Alto 
 
 
 The social mobilizations constituting the Gas War in La Paz profoundly affected 

the future contours of Bolivian democracy and citizens’ participation within it.  At 

minimum, the Gas War signified the end of Bolivian presidents’ ability to rule without 

popular support.446  This concluding section uses first-person testimonials to illustrate 

how the mobilizations affected individuals’ and groups’ political behavior.  Specifically, 

                                                 
444 Miguel, interview. 
445 Manuel, interview, El Alto, Bolivia, July 2007. 
446 These changes have been incorporated into Bolivia’s new constitution.  More than 90 percent of 
Bolivia’s population turned out to vote for or against the new constitution in 2009, with 61.43 percent of 
those voting in favor.  Formal institutional changes include a two round voting system where the people—
not the Congress—determine the winner in the second round vote and a provision that introduces the 
possibility of recall votes for all elected officials.  Certainly not by coincidence, Morales enacted the new 
constitution in the town of El Alto. 
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I argue that the mobilizations empowered people to feel as if they had a definitive stake 

in the political system and that their actions both at the streets and the polls could directly 

impact government.  The Gas War in La Paz made people from all sectors of Bolivian 

society—though particularly the poor and marginalized—realize that there were 

electorally viable alternatives to the neoliberal parties that had governed Bolivia for the 

two previous decades. 

The Gas War rallied the pre-existing base community of individuals who were 

predisposed to vote for anti-neoliberal candidates and parties, whether they had 

previously been supporters of MAS, MIP, or CONDEPA.  High turnout rates in the 

department of La Paz, and, in particular high turnout rates in communities with either 

strong union structures or a high percentage of Aymara speakers, gave an advantage to 

anti-neoliberal candidates.  In 2002, 47.74 percent of the department of La Paz voted for 

an anti-neoliberal presidential candidate; in 2005 this figure increased to 71.24 percent, 

an increase of nearly 50 percent.  The Gas War improved voter turnout in poor and 

marginalized communities by convincing their members that they could affect the 

political system.  The increased turnout, in part, led to MAS’s strong performance. 

However, these figures only tell part of the story.  Another important component 

of MAS’s strategy was to seize on the renewed sense of indigenous self-identification 

that had spread throughout Bolivia during the previous decade. Although the topic of 

Bolivia’s indigenous heritage had become more prominent in political discourse during 

the 1990s—and particularly during the term of de Lozada and Cárdenas from 1993 to 

1997—it became reinvigorated during and after the Gas War.  The struggle, though, had 

adopted a more middle-class, moderate sensibility.  MAS’s infusion of indigenous 
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identity into traditional leftist demands and structures (unionization was, after all, the 

primary tool of the MNR half a century before) made the movement more appealing to a 

broader sector of society.  In this way, Morales was able to improve significantly upon 

the single-digit vote captured by the kataristas in the past. 

The re-awakening of indigenous identities during the Gas War influenced 

individuals’ understandings of themselves and their community when they headed to the 

polls.  When asked about the effects of the Gas War on political identity, the following 

statements summarize the sentiments shared by many Alteños:  

“The social movements have changed the identities of the people.  They have changed, 
but not entirely.  For example, the movements ultimately identified themselves with race 
of cultures.  We speak of Aymaras, Quechuas, etc;”447  
 
“The social movements have changed the political identities of the people…  The people 
have become aware of their identities… (The mobilizations) demonstrate something 
hidden that the people have.”448   
 
“The mobilizations have very much influenced the elections because if there were no 
mobilizations, in reality we would not have an indigenous president.  In other words, Evo 
Morales was made president through the effects of the mobilizations.  Because of this we 
have an indigenous president… The mobilizations more than anything have shaped the 
consciousness of the people.”449   
 
The Gas War drew attention to Bolivia’s indigenous roots, as well as its historic struggle 

for independence from foreign influence.  This narrative was then used by MAS to 

capture votes in subsequent elections.  As Xavier Albó, an expert in rural politics in the 

Andean region noted, “Much of the symbolic political capital accumulated since then by 

Morales and MAS comes from his being the first militant indígena ever elected president 

in Bolivia—or, for that matter, anywhere in Latin America.”450  Being indigenous 

                                                 
447 Rodri, interview, El Alto, Bolivia, July 2007. 
448 Juan, interview. 
449 Ibid. 
450 Xavier Albó, “The ‘Long Memory,’” 28. 
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mattered even more to the Bolivian people after the Gas War, and Morales was able to 

fluently speak to issues of identity and indigenous culture. 

The social movements of the twenty-first century, and particularly the Gas War, 

allowed aspiring politicians a glimpse into the pulse of the nation.  Absent the pervasive 

polling that is common to North American politics and combined with the geographical 

and linguistic barriers that present themselves in Bolivia, social movements provided an 

alternative forum for parties to ascertain the demands of their constituencies.  As one 

resident of El Alto noted, “The political parties have adapted themselves, they have 

collected the demands that were here.  MAS and MIP of Felipe Quispe are two political 

parties that have identified with these social movements.  That’s not to say that they (the 

parties) have influenced (the movements), but that that they have adapted to the demands 

of the social movements.”451  Morales carefully observed the social movements from the 

beginning and capitalized on the discontents that were raised during them.  Meanwhile, 

his running mate Álvaro García Linera spoke tirelessly about the inherently undemocratic 

character of pacted democracy in Bolivia and how, in historical times such as these, it 

was possible to create a state of social movements.  In this way, Bolivia could become, in 

the words of the eventual vice president, “a unique example worldwide of social 

movements managing to take control of the state.”452  By positioning itself at the 

vanguard of the country’s social movements, MAS gained greater legitimacy among the 

people, who believed that both the movements and MAS could take over the state.  As 

Enrique, an Alteño participant of the Gas War asserted: 

                                                 
451 Manuel, interview. 
452 Álvaro García Linera, quoted in Franz Xavier Barrio Suvelza, “The Weakness of Excess: The Bolivian 
State in an Unbounded Democracy,” in Unresolved Tensions: Bolivia Past and Present, ed. John Crabtree 
and Laurence Whitehead (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008), 131. 
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(The mobilizations) have influenced (the electoral process) very much. It has been 
very strategic.  Right now the government of MAS has mobilized jointly with 
Alteño society.  The Movimiento Sin Tierra, Coordinadora del Agua, FEJUVE, 
COR, COB, and unionized organizations have jointly participated in these 
marches.  The party of MAS includes supporters as the only party that has 
mobilized jointly with the social movements.  Thus, I think the social movements 
have very much influenced the situation.453 

 
Whichever party could win the loyalty of the social movements would take the 

government by storm in subsequent elections. By effectively allying itself with the 

movements, a position that MIP was never able to achieve, a vote for MAS became an 

extension of the massive participation that took place in the streets in 2003.  While MAS 

identified itself with the broad discontents that arose out of the Gas War, MIP’s rhetoric 

was divisive.  Instead of focusing on inclusive issues such as the shared indigenous 

heritage of the Bolivian people, Quispe became known for his slogan of “two Bolivias: 

one Indian, one q’ara” (Aymara for western, white).454  MAS, in contrast, tapped into the 

growing coalition of opponents of the anti-neoliberal system and developed a non-

alienating critique couched in milder ethnic terms.  As one resident of El Alto described 

his participation: “Yes, I participated as a citizen, as the head of my household, and also 

as a social activist…  It was the beginning of a pre-Revolutionary step in Bolivia.  In this 

sentiment, we (the people of El Alto) came together with a group of professionals and a 

group of social activist intellectuals.”455  The Gas War united different groups, thus 

strengthening the coalition led by MAS.  The protests forged a common identity of 

resistance that translated into a coherent political movement.  Elites within the political 

movement framed the issues that were at the heart of the social movement (mainly 

neocolonialism and autonomy) and transformed them into a concrete political platform 

                                                 
453 Enrique, interview, El Alto, Bolivia July 2007. 
454 Quoted in Gray Molina, “State-Society Relations,” 117. 
455 Enrique, interview. 
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(nationalization of natural resources and a Constitutional Assembly).  Such a message 

had long been a trademark of Morales, and during his campaign he effectively 

communicated it.  

Finally, the Gas War convinced people that they were capable of changing the 

political system and ejecting the neoliberal political parties from office.  As one Alteño 

noted, “In the previous elections the different parties went into the communities offering 

food, etc.  For these electoral campaigns there was a (shared) consciousness among all of 

the discriminated peoples.  They rejected the traditional parties.”456  The social 

mobilizations were empowering and demonstrated to people long ignored by the state 

that they could affect their country’s future.   

 
Conclusion 
 
 
 George Gray Molina, a UNDP analyst who has long worked in Bolivia, once 

claimed, “Popular mobilization, contestation, and rebellion thus often drive social 

change, while constitutionalism and reformism internalize changes and prepare the 

ground for further distributional struggles that play out over long periods of time.”457  

Although Gray Molina is correct that formal institutional changes are the crucial 

mechanisms for affecting long-term redistribution and change, it is equally important to 

examine how popular mobilization drives these changes.  The formal political institutions 

and instruments of Bolivia—its constitution, laws, and elections—do not exist in a 

vacuum and are affected by the informal and formal acts of participation and defiance 

staged by various sectors of society.  The mobilizations set a precedent on how the 

                                                 
456 Juan, interview. 
457 Gray Molina,  “State-Society Relations,” 119. 
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country should be governed, including new parameters on public participation.  These 

new guidelines included techniques such as referendum, plebiscites, and citizen-initiated 

legislation and stood in stark contrast to the mode of governance during the period of 

pacted democracy.  Pacted governance was built on the premise that political elites from 

the traditional parties such as MNR, MIR, ADN, and NFR would channel protest in such 

a way that it would not fundamentally challenge the regime.  Essentially, the parties were 

seen as a way to tamp down an abundance of participation.  The fundamental political 

rights of Bolivians were protected (i.e. the right to vote in free and fair elections), though 

the system was constructed in such a way that it would be very challenging for an outside 

individual or party to undermine the neoliberal economic reforms that were at the core of 

the pacted political system.  Restated, protections were put in place so that a revolution 

through the ballot box was highly unlikely, even though it was theoretically possible. 

The Gas Wars in La Paz in 2003 and 2005 were not only a public referendum on a 

particular government policy, but also a referendum on the pacted political regime that 

had been in power since 1985. The protests that rocked the department of La Paz had a 

strong and measurable effect on future political behavior in Bolivia. They made clear that 

a president would be unable to govern the country without the support of the people.  As 

one social mobilizer in El Alto surmised:  

The claims of the people have not been answered by the government… The 
government did not comply, so therefore different mobilizations have been 
carried out, as we have seen in Warisata in Achacahi, the mobilizations of 
CSUTCB of Felipe Quispe.  They have been strengthened more by the rage of the 
poor people.  They have created and they have made a moment that the citizens 
can’t endure this injustice.  So successively we arrive at this October, which has 
been one of the most crucial moments of our country.  Different social 
movements have organized themselves to remove President Gonzalo Sánchez de 
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Lozada, who wants to impose without consulting, without paying attention to the 
Bolivian population.458 

 
The Gas War demonstrated the strong, multi-class opposition to neoliberalism and the 

ruling regime’s complete lack of legitimacy.  The protests offered Morales the 

opportunity to unite the objectives of the Gas War with his own political platform and 

draw a larger swath of the population under the umbrella of his political movement.  The 

opposition was so strong that following the resignation of two presidents, the Congress 

acted with unusual comity and passed legislation that paved the way for new elections.  

These elections would almost certainly be to the disadvantage of the political parties that 

favored the status quo, yet they became impossible to avoid.  The same reasons that the 

social movements forced Goni’s resignation—their ability to create a coherent message 

that resonated among different groups and then rally both their base and the entire 

country—accounted for the monumental victories of MAS in the general elections of 

2005. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
458 Juan, interview. 
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Chapter 8 
 

Conclusion: Widening the Scope of Analysis 
 
Democratization is revealed by the sequence of electoral contests, the plural and free way 
these have been conducted, the fairness of the results, the alternation in office, the social 
and political crises that have erupted, and, above all, the way in which these were resolved 
within a democratic framework.459  

—Former Head of the Bolivian Supreme Court and  
Caretaker President Eduardo Rodíguez Veltzé  

 
 
Regionalism in Bolivia 
 
 
 In chapter 3, I noted the statistical correlation between incidents of contentious 

politics and electoral support for anti-systemic candidates.  The chapters that followed 

examined both the conditions that make contentious politics possible and the causal 

mechanisms that make highly participatory departments more inclined to vote for anti-

neoliberal politicians and parties.  Using the quantitative information presented in chapter 

3 as a guide, this section applies the previous arguments to the country as a whole.  First, 

I present a brief overview of the department of Beni, a department that is not highly 

mobilized and is a stalwart defender of the pacted democratic parties that governed the 

country from 1985 until 2003.  Then, I explore how my argument tracks onto regional 

trends in Bolivia.  Specifically, I argue that the current division between Bolivia’s 

Eastern Crescent or lowland departments (Santa Cruz, Beni, Pando, and Tarija) and the 

altiplano and valley departments (La Paz, Cochabamba, Potosí, Oruro, and Chuquisaca) 

can, in part, be understood through the lens of some of the hypotheses presented in this 

dissertation.  For example, the presence of haciendas, a large indigenous workforce, and 

union structures—all of which tend to be associated with the altiplano and valley 
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departments—contributed to very different approaches to politics in this region.  Despite 

the fact that the policies of neoliberalism were anathema to the interests of many people 

residing in the Eastern Crescent, mobilization, as demonstrated in chapter 3, was 

minimal.  The absence of bold acts of contentious politics, such as those staged in La Paz, 

Cochabamba, and other highly organized departments, I argue, made residents of the 

Eastern Crescent less likely to vote for anti-systemic politicians and parties.  They 

believed that they had less ability to affect the political system, and they were not as 

swayed by the messages promoted by MAS. 

 
The Beni 
 
 
“The Oriente is the land of the future—as it was four centuries ago!”460 Local Joke, Beni 
 
 
 When Spanish colonizers arrived in Bolivia’s lowland regions, located deep in the 

Amazonian basin, they encountered drastically different conditions from the rest of the 

country.  The land was much less densely populated, and indigenous groups had 

organized themselves into very different social structures.  Beni consisted of a 

combination of tropical, open grassland and pampas, sandy land marked by stiff grass, 

cactus, and thorny brush.461  Although farming was possible on the narrow strips of land 

adjacent to the department’s rivers, farmers constantly had to migrate, as banks of the 

river would change at the end of the rainy season.462  Because of these conditions, there 

was considerably less permanent human settlement, especially in comparison to the long-

                                                 
460 Dwight B. Heath, “Economic Activities in the Oriente,” in Land Reform and Social Revolution in 
Bolivia (New York: Praeger, 1969), 282. 
461 Dwight B. Heath, “Introduction to the Region,” in Land Reform and Social Revolution in Bolivia (New 
York: Praeger, 1969), 243. 
462 Dwight B. Heath, “Land Use, Patterns of Tenure, and Reform,” in Land Reform and Social Revolution 
in Bolivia (New York: Praeger, 1969), 352. 
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established ayllus found in the altiplano.  The absence of a clear-cut system of social 

organization and hierarchy meant that colonial forces could not simply replace the 

existing indigenous leaders with their own when they arrived.  Thus, the encomienda 

system, which was well suited for dominating the indigenous elsewhere in Bolivia and 

Latin America, did not function particularly well in the lowlands.  In effect, the region 

neither gave, nor received, much from the Spanish crown.463 

 Within a decade of the conquest, the Spanish colonialists abandoned the region 

that today comprises Beni, leaving it to the missionaries.  By the middle of the 

seventeenth century, a number of Jesuit missions thrived in the area, and the indigenous 

people converted to Catholicism.  When the Jesuits were expelled from Spanish America 

in 1767, their abandoned livestock went wild and multiplied.  The mestizos who 

remained in the region turned to cattle herding and became the ancestors of the ranchers 

that inhabit the region in the twenty-first century and profit from the cattle trade.464  

Bolivian independence brought little change to this region, as the wide availability of 

land meant that there was little competition; deeds and fences were unusual, even up 

through the time of the revolution in 1952.  Many of the gains that were achieved as a 

result of the revolution were a moot point in Beni.  Given the department’s wide-open 

expanses, land reform, which was so desperately needed elsewhere in the country, was 

barely an issue.  The campesinos that did reside in the region were never subject to the 

encomienda or hacienda systems, thus they did not have the same desire as their highland 

counterparts to be liberated from quasi-feudal servitude.465  As Table 4.1 indicated, in 

                                                 
463 Dwight B. Heath, “The Environmental, Historical, and Social Settings,” in Land Reform and Social 
Revolution in Bolivia (New York: Praeger, 1969), 254-55. 
464 Ibid., 262. 
465 Heath, “Land Use, Patterns of Tenure,” 341. 
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1950, barely 20 percent of the cultivated land operated as a hacienda, whereas in the 

departments of Cochabamba and La Paz, this figure was 59.67 and 51.05 percent 

respectively. The scarcity of resources in the region, especially in comparison to the 

mineral wealth found in the altiplano, led to a policy of benign neglect by the state.  

The department of Chuquisaca has historically been a gateway between the 

highlands and the lowlands, as it shares features of both.  Interestingly, although 

Chuquisaca tends to vote in sync with the highland departments, during a 2008 recall 

vote on Morales, it sided with its counterparts in the Eastern Crescent.  As Table 4.1 

demonstrated, like La Paz and Cochabamba, prior to the Bolivian revolution, Chuquisaca 

had a large amount of cultivated land.  In addition, prior to the revolution and agrarian 

reform, only in these three departments was more than half of the cultivated land 

organized into haciendas.  Although Chuquisaca experienced moderate defiance, it was 

not nearly as strong as La Paz or Cochabamba.  The outcomes likely varied because 

despite the prevalence of haciendas in Chuquisaca, they were closed, self-sufficing 

communities, often with absentee landlords.  Because of these conditions, the tenants 

were accustomed to taking on greater responsibilities and did not require the unions to 

make land reform claims.  Haciendas in Chuquisaca were prevalent, but not perceived as 

oppressive as those in the highlands, thus mitigating the need for unions.466  As the 

Chuquisaca case demonstrates, although the presence or absence of haciendas is 

important, even more important are the forms of social organization that became 

institutionalized in the post-revolutionary era. 

 Thus, it is not surprising that sindicalization has been practically nonexistent in 

the Beni, much as it has been near absent in the ayllu-dominated territories north of Lake 
                                                 
466 Heyduk, 78. 
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Titicaca in the department of La Paz, Chuquisaca, Tarija, Santa Cruz, and Pando.  As was 

explained in chapter 4, the sindicatos primarily functioned as an interface between 

landless campesinos and the state.  Their primary function, especially in the 1950s, was 

to guarantee that land reform was properly institutionalized and that the campesinos 

became the rightful owners of the land that they once tilled for the owner’s benefit.  As 

Table 4.2 showed, a mere 4.26 percent of Beni’s total area was affected by reform; thus, 

there was little need for rapid social mobilization, especially given the small population 

and abundance of land.  (Beni is Bolivia’s second largest department in terms of area, and 

it is nearly four times the size of Cochabamba.)  In comparison to the restive regions of 

Cochabamba, La Paz, and the highlands, Beni was tranquil.  In the words of the 

anthropologist Dwight Heath, “Camba (or lowland) campesinos are less militant than 

many of the kollas, in large part because they have less reason to rebel against the 

oppression of abusive landlords.”467  Elsewhere in the country, organized defiance in the 

form of unions materialized because of the abuses committed by landowners and the 

perpetual shortages of land that were at the core of the revolution.  In Beni, though, these 

grievances were practically non-existent.  The absence of union structures, though, 

became both cause and effect of the low levels of social mobilization.  

 In the early twenty-first century, long-standing patterns of social organization 

continue to influence the formal and informal acts of political defiance aimed at the state.  

The unions that typically represent the interests of miners and petty agriculturalists are 

absent in the Beni.   Although subsistence agriculture is practiced by a few scattered 

groups in the region, cattle ranching has been, and continues to be, the department’s most 

important economic activity.  According to the most recent statistics available at 
                                                 
467 Heath, “Land Use, Patterns of Tenure,” 341. 
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Bolivia’s Instituto Nacional de Estadística (year 2000), nearly two-thirds of Bolivia’s 

cattle is raised in this department.   

 It would be tempting to say that the relative paucity of contentious politics in Beni 

stems from vastly different living conditions between the Eastern Crescent and the rest of 

the country. Although the departments comprising the Eastern Crescent are often treated 

as a monolith due to their shared political outlook, the above chart indicates that there is 

significant variation among them.  Beni’s GDP per capita is substantially lower than that 

of Pando, Santa Cruz, or Tarija and even lags behind that of the restive department of 

Cochabamba, which benefits from lucrative hydrocarbon reserves.  Thus, economic 

conditions alone cannot explain either the outbreak of acts of contentious politics or, as 

this variable was controlled for in the quantitative analysis in chapter 3, the 

transformation from contentious politics to electoral support for anti-systemic party. 

 
Table 8.1. GDP per capita in each of Bolivia’s departments (1995-2005) 
 GDP per 

Capital 
(1995) 

GDP per 
Capita 
(2005) 

Percent 
Change in 

GDP 

Oil/ Natural Gas 
Producer 

Beni 819 684 -16.5 No 
Chuquisaca 688 657 -4.5 Yes 
Cochabamba 920 810 -12.0 Yes 
La Paz 903 663 -26.6 No 
Oruro 997 958 -3.9 No 
Pando 1047 1139 +8.8 No 
Potosí 454 549 +20.9 No 
Santa Cruz 1131 915 -19.1 Yes 
Tarija 848 1573 +85.5 Yes 
Source: Instituto Nacional Estadística, La Paz, Bolivia 
GDP per capita is measured in U.S. dollars. 
 
 
Absent the organizational resources and structures that played a crucial role in non-

institutionalized defiance elsewhere in the country, Beni has been comparatively tranquil.  

One of the major consequences of this tranquility, I argue, is markedly less electoral 
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support for anti-neoliberal candidates and parties, despite a GDP per capita that was 

below the inter-departmental median in 1995 and 2005.   

 
Understanding Variation in the Bolivian Case 
 
 

As demonstrated in the previous chapters, acts of contentious politics foster the 

growth of new organizations and the formation of strategic alliances.  Movements allow 

for the creation of culturally relevant narratives, which political candidates can then seize 

upon and integrate into their own platforms.  Finally, acts of non-institutionalized 

defiance transform how citizens conceptualize the political system and their participation 

in it.  Contentious politics broadens the boundaries of acceptable political behavior and 

encourages citizens to be more active in the politics of the state.  It opens up previously 

closed political spaces and allows for the diffusion of new political ideas and norms.  In 

the eyes of Bolivians, the streets become the most democratic arena in the country, and 

anti-systemic politicians and parties can capitalize at the polls by presenting themselves 

as the embodiment of the country’s social movements and the harbingers of a more direct 

style of governance.   

In Bolivia, there is a high correlation between a department’s engagement in acts 

of contentious politics and its electoral support of anti-systemic politicians and parties.  

Thus, some departments, such as La Paz and especially Cochabamba, fall in the high-

high end of this spectrum, while others, such as Beni, fall in the low-low.  The variation 

that occurs across the country demonstrates the radically different political experiences of 

Bolivia’s nine departments and lends insight into the divisions between them.  As 

Salvador Romero Ballivián wrote in an analysis of the 2005 elections:  
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In recent years, the political initiative tends to concentrate itself in the highlands: 
here the mobilizations that forced the resignation of Sánchez de Lozada and Mesa 
were produced, the organized popular sectors exhibited their power achieving 
numerous concessions, they insistently defined the country’s political agenda 
(Constitutional Assembly, nationalization of hydrocarbons, redefinition of 
economic model, etc.)  The politicization and the sentiment of force that 
generated these processes strengthened the desire to participate, more so when 
Morales, the preferred candidate of the region, had serious plans to implement 
them.468   

 
The conclusion reached by Romero Ballivián mirrors my own.  In the country’s 

highlands, where acts of contentious politics are both the most frequent and the strongest, 

anti-neoliberal politicians such as Morales thrived.  Though Morales was not the sole 

engineer or head of the region’s many mobilizations, he listened carefully to the 

sentiments they expressed, and he capitalized on the politically charged environment they 

produced.  At its core, social mobilization in Bolivia is an attempt for larger sectors of the 

population to gain access to political decision-making, and Morales promoted this 

objective through his rhetoric and action.  Furthermore, the election of Morales in 2005 

not only signified the end of a particular president’s rule, but that of the pacted political 

system that favored right of center politics and economics. 

Inter-departmental variation in social mobilization and voting patterns is not a 

new phenomenon in Bolivian politics.  Regional affiliations tied to agro-business, 

mining, petty agriculture, or hydrocarbons have all influenced political behavior.  

Although I argue that highly mobilized departments are more likely to support anti-

systemic politicians, this relationship needs to be understood within the context of 

Bolivia’s (or any other country’s) large, immutable structures.  As much as this 

dissertation is about patterns of institutionalized and non-institutionalized defiance that 

occurred over from 1995 to 2005, the roots of these trends are much deeper.  Surely, it is 
                                                 
468 Romero Ballivián, 49. 
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not by coincidence that the results of the 2005 general election mirrored that of another 

influential election, that of 1980.469  In 1980, the UDP won the departments of La Paz, 

Cochabamba, Oruro, Potosí, and Chuquisaca, and the MNR won Pando, Beni, Santa 

Cruz, and Tarija.  In 2005, MAS won all of the departments won by the UDP in 1980, 

and Podemos won those that MNR claimed twenty-five years earlier.  Although I argue 

that contingent events such as the Aymara blockades of the altiplano, the Water War, or 

the Gas War are of great consequence to elections, the Bolivian political system is primed 

for stasis, as much as it is for change.  After all, prior to 1985, it was the military and 

unions—and not political parties—that negotiated politics.  During the pinnacle of MNR 

rule in the 1950s and 1960s, the organization was understood much more as a movimiento 

(movement) with a loose, popular following and not a party with a single coherent 

ideology.470  This model of politics has been embraced by MAS today.   

 For much of Bolivia’s history, non-institutionalized acts of defiance were largely 

the domain of the poor and marginalized.  This trend began during the colonial period 

and has persisted into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  Indeed, the mobilizations 

that have become characteristic of the Bolivian people—the strikes of miners, marches of 

campesinos, and road blockades of the indigenous—are all ones that have been staged by 

those lacking access to the political, economic, and social capital of the state.  Although 

those with a stake in maintaining the status quo have vociferously protested against these 

tactics and branded their organizers as enemies of democracy (Goni’s comments during 

and after the Gas War epitomize this attitude), now that a new regime has assumed 

                                                 
469 The most notable discrepancy between the two elections was the margin achieved by the victor.  In 
1980, Hernán Siles, the UDP candidate and president-elect, won 38.74 percent of the vote, an endorsement 
that paled in comparison to Morales’s absolute majority.  38.74 percent was a very strong return in 1980, 
though, as no Bolivian president would gain this strong a plurality until 2005. 
470 Dandler-Hanhart, “Local Group,” 29. 
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control of the country, many of these same people are finding themselves in the unusual 

position of being in the political minority.  As a mobilizer in El Alto who had participated 

in the Gas War explained: 

Social movements can leave their mark on history.  Social movements can pursue 
common objectives to benefit society.  And, there are other social movements that 
can emerge from another sector that can be found.  Like, for example, a 
movement that is emerging from Santa Cruz that is distinctly a social movement, 
but its objective is different than before.  This, it is said, are the differences: a 
movement that benefits the whole, the collectivity and another movement that 
now is surging that is oriented to benefit an elite.  In this sentiment there are 
different types of social movements.  From my point of view, a social movement 
is good when it pursues the common good.471 

 
Contentious politics is no longer a “weapon of the weak,” to borrow Scott’s phrase, but a 

tactic being adopted by those who no longer have an ironclad grip on the institutions of 

the state.  It has become decisively potent in the contemporary era.  Full enfranchisement 

guaranteed all Bolivians the right to vote in elections, yet subtle modes of exclusion 

limited their full participation.  The rights legally conferred by the Bolivian revolution in 

1952 and the constitutional reforms of the 1990s noting Bolivia’s multiethnic and 

plurinational character clashed with the reality experienced by people on the ground. 

Future research avenues can explore how the common good is constructed and 

what happens when two or more visions of it collide.  Despite Morales’s attempts to 

harness the country’s social movements under the umbrella of MAS, protests have 

emerged from those who believe that his reforms have gone too far and those who 

believe that they have not gone far enough.  Detractors of MAS in the Eastern Crescent, 

who have seen their influence decline at the national level, have brought their discontents 

to the streets.  The Alteño quoted above clearly finds fault with such a trend on the 

grounds that it promotes elite interests and not those of the common good.  One avenue 
                                                 
471 Manuel, interview. 
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for future inquiry—and admittedly a thorny one—will be investigating the implications 

of the broader boundaries of institutionalized and non-institutionalized acts of political 

defiance.  The Morales regime was forced to confront this issue during its first term in 

office, as protestors challenged Morales using the very same tactics that he had employed 

against his predecessors.  Morales is likely to win re-election in December 2009, and his 

second term in office will almost certainly be marked by claim making from labor and 

other independent organizations emanating from both the right and the left.  The source 

of these discontents, the manner in which they are waged, and the response of the state 

will all bring to bear new opportunities in the research agenda on contentious politics in 

Bolivia. 

 
Beyond Bolivia: Contentious Politics and the Rise of Anti-Neoliberalism in  
Venezuela and Ecuador 
 
 
 Informal and formal challenges to neoliberalism certainly have not been unique to 

Bolivia.  Many Latin American countries share the experience of European colonialism, 

organized labor movements and organizations, authoritarianism, and democratic 

transitions that yielded participative and competitive elections, but fractious relations 

between state and society.  Opposition to neoliberalism has been a rallying cry for 

presidential hopefuls from Mexico to Chile, and elections over the last decade have 

brought an unprecedented wave of left-of-center politicians and parties to leadership 

posts.  The so-called “new left,” though, is strikingly diverse.  Among the varying 

incarnations the left has taken, the countries of Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela stand out 

as the staunchest opponents of neoliberalism and the strongest detractors from the 

institutionalized parties of the past.  This final section sketches some variables that may 
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produce a theory on the rise of anti-systemic regimes in the form of a plausibility probe.  

Specifically, I examine the role that contentious politics has played in their ascent.  The 

ability of contentious politics to offer explanatory power across this greater range of 

cases is impressive given the wide variation in other variables such as a large and 

mobilized indigenous population, the nature of the party system, and possession of 

lucrative natural resources such as oil.  At minimum, my findings warrant more 

structured and thorough investigations into this relation. 

Presidents Evo Morales of Bolivia, Rafael Correa and Lucio Gutiérrez of 

Ecuador, and Rafael Caldera and Hugo Chávez of Venezuela share many traits.  None of 

them competed under the banner of an institutionalized political party, and all of them 

rallied against the extant political system.  Before their election, all three countries 

experienced civil unrest and a severe political crisis that forced the early departure of the 

president.  Table 8.2 summarizes some of the shared conditions that occurred in the 

decade preceding each leader’s election. In each of the five cases, discontents stemming 

from neoliberal economic policies resulted in social unrest and the declaration of a state 

of emergency.  Then, either as a result of these protests or some other factor, a political 

crisis emerged.  During the crisis, an elected leader was unable to complete his term in 

office, and power was eventually passed to his constitutional successor.  In effect, the 

incident served to delegitimize the existing party system thus helping the anti-regime 

candidates.  When Caldera, Chávez, Gutiérrez, Correa, and Morales ran for office, they 

presented themselves as alternatives to the neoliberal politicians that had previously held 

office.  Their standing was enhanced by some type of anti-neoliberal credential that 

verified their status as an opponent of the status quo. 
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Figure 8.2 Contentious politics and the rise of anti-neoliberal politicians 
Country Venezuela Venezuela Ecuador Ecuador Bolivia 
Name of Anti-
neoliberal 
Leader 

Rafael 
Caldera 

(1994-99) 

Hugo Chávez 
(1999-2009) 

Lucio 
Gutiérrez 
(2003-05) 

Rafael 
Correa 

(2007-09) 

Evo 
Morales 

(2006-09) 
Social Unrest 
Spurred by 
Neoliberalism 

Caracazo 
(1989) 

Caracazo 
(1989) 

Quito 
Protests 
(2000) 

Quito 
Protests  
(2000) 

Gas War 
(2003) 

Political Crisis 

Pérez 
ousted on 
corruption 

charges 
(1993) 

Pérez ousted 
on corruption 

charges 
(1993) 

Mahuad 
removed 
by coup 
(2000) 

Mahuad 
removed by 

coup 
(2000); 

Gutiérrez 
ousted on 
corruption 

charges 
(2005) 

Forced 
resignation 

of Goni 
(2003) and 

his 
successor 

Carlos Mesa 
(2004) amid 

protests 

Anti-
neoliberal 
Credentials  

Address to 
Congress 

(1992) 

Led 
attempted 
coup on 

neoliberal 
regime 
(1992) 

Led 
successful 
coup on 

neoliberal 
regime 
(2000) 

Resigned as 
Finance 

Minister in 
protest of 
neoliberal 
policies 
(2005) 

Expelled 
from 

Congress 
(2002); 

Mobilizer in 
Gas War 
(2003) 

 
 
Venezuela 
 
 

The elections of Rafael Caldera and Hugo Chávez in Venezuela can only be 

understood within the context of the presidency of Carlos Andrés Pérez (1989-93).  In 

1989, Pérez launched an ambitious plan for neoliberal reform.  El Gran Viraje (The Great 

Turnaround), devalued the exchange rate, liberalized trade, promulgated privatization and 

financial deregulation, lowered barriers to foreign investment, freed interest rates, and 

introduced value-added taxes.  The reforms, though, did not bring about the intended 

effects.  Between 1990 and 1998, GDP per capita dropped 2.7 percent and foreign 

investment declined.  The only group that appeared to benefit from reforms was capital 
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owners, who saw their profits rise.472  As a result of these reforms, inequalities between 

the rich and the poor grew.  The popular sector felt particularly blindsided by the reforms 

as Pérez had not explicitly campaigned as a reformer.  He had previously served as 

President in the late 1970s, and much like Paz Estenssoro in Bolivia, many voters 

associated him and his party with prosperity and an interventionist state.473 

In late February 1989 discontent with neoliberalism turned violent.  The popular 

revolt, known as Caracazo, consisted of five days of looting, death, and destruction.  

Though it was mainly centered in the capital city of Caracas, its effects were felt in most 

of the country’s major cities.  The sequence of events began when public transport fees 

rose as a result of Pérez’s macroeconomic adjustments.  In response, students began 

occupying bus stations and blocking roads.  The protests transformed from opposition to 

fare hikes to a more generalized critique of neoliberalism.  By that evening, all public 

transportation in Caracas was closed, and thousands of Venezuelans took to the streets.  

Early the next morning, the military was called in to restore order.  Members of the 

military, frustrated with their inability to pacify the situation, terrified working class 

neighborhoods with indiscriminate violence, thus escalating the chaos.474 

The use of the military against unarmed civilians created tensions within the 

armed forces.  Among the outraged was Lieutenant Colonel Hugo Chávez.  Years before 

Caracazo, Chávez and a group of like-minded officers began discussing the overthrow of 

the regime.  Caracazo accelerated their desire for change, and in February 1992 they 

                                                 
472 Jonathan Di John, “Economic Liberalization, Political Instability, and State Capacity in Venezuela,” 
International Political Science Review 26, no. 1 (January 2005): 111-12. 
473 Ibid., 114. 
474 For a complete account of the events surrounding Caraczo, see Margarita López Maya, “The 
Venezuelan ‘Caracazo’ of 1989: Popular Protest and Institutional Weakness,” Journal of Latin American 
Studies 35, no. 1 (February 2003): 117-37. 
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staged a coup.  The failure of the coup was in part due to the fact that popular support for 

a coup was not nearly as strong as Chávez and his conspirators predicted.475  In the 

aftermath of the coup, only 8 percent of Venezuelans claimed that they would prefer a 

military government, and 75 percent rejected a coup as a mechanism for regime change.  

However, the population was almost evenly split between those who believed that 

Venezuela’s two institutionalized parties should continue ruling (43 percent) and those 

who believed that democracy would be better without them (40 percent).476  Both 

Caracazo and the coup revealed deeper discontents with the two parties that had governed 

since 1968 and the economic policies that they instituted.  The dissatisfaction mounted as 

Congress removed Pérez from office among corruption charges in 1993.  

When elections were next held in December 1993, Venezuela’s two parties had 

lost considerable support among the population, and the door had cracked open for the 

entrance of a new political actor.  On February 1992, Rafael Caldera, one of the founders 

of Venezuela’s Christian Democratic party, appeared in front of Congress to express his 

dissatisfaction.  In a televised address, he criticized the governing regime and its 

economic policies.  As he claimed, “Poverty can hardly be a supportive base for 

democracy.”477  Although he disagreed with the tactics pursued by Chávez in the coup, 

he did sympathize with the officers’ frustrations.  Following the speech, Caldera’s 

popularity surged and two years later he was elected president.  While campaigning, he 

                                                 
475 Ronald D. Sylvia and Constantine P. Danopoulos, “The Chávez Phenomenon: Political Change in 
Venezuela,” Third World Quarterly 24, no. 1 (February 2003): 65-6. 
476 José Antonio Gil Yepes, “Public Opinion, Political Socialization, and Regime Stabilization,” in The 
Unraveling of Representative Democracy in Venezuela, ed. Jennifer L. McCoy and David J. Myers 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 245. 
477 Gil Yepes, 245. 
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ran on an anti-corruption platform and as an opponent of neoliberalism.  For the first time 

in twenty-five years, a third party candidate assumed the post.    

Once in office, Caldera pardoned Chávez, and the former coup leader was freed 

from prison.  As a condition of his release, Chávez was forced to resign from the military.  

Immediately after doing so, he began to express his presidential ambitions.  Chávez had 

already created a popular base of support during his attempted coup.  Although people 

disapproved of his tactics, four months after the coup, more than two-thirds of the 

residents of Caracas had a popular image of him.478  Drawing on this support, Chávez 

founded the Fifth Republic Movement (Movimiento V República – MVR).  While 

campaigning for the 1998 elections, Chávez made clear his intent to institute drastic 

change.  Despite Caldera’s rhetoric, the sitting president supported many of the neoliberal 

reforms that he had previously opposed, and he decided to accept IMF money.  Chávez 

pledged to convene a constitutional convention and slow the pace of liberalizing 

economic reform.479  To Venezuela’s poor, Chávez was a crusader against the corruption 

and repression of Pérez and an alternative to the regimes that failed to disperse the wealth 

of the oil-rich country. 

 
Ecuador 
 
 

The streets of Quito in January 2000 swelled with protestors.  For months, public 

frustrations had been rising.  Ecuador was suffering from its worst financial crisis in 

decades, and in order to secure desperately needed loans from abroad, President Jamil 

                                                 
478 Margarita López Maya, “New Avenues for Popular Representation in Venezuela: La Causa-R and the 
Movimiento Bolivariano 200,” in Reinventing Legitimacy: Democracy and Political Change in Venezuela, 
ed. Damarys Canache and Michael R. Kulisheck (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1998), 91. 
479 Damarys Canache, “From Bullets to Ballots: The Emergence of Popular Support for Hugo Chávez,” 
Latin American Politics and Society 44, No. 1 (Spring 2002): 74. 
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Mahuad had no option but to further reduce government spending on social programs.  In 

March of 1999 he froze the savings of thousands of Ecuadoreans, and in January 2000, he 

proposed the replacement of Ecuador’s national currency with the U.S. dollar.480  

Indigenous groups and their allies, already severely bruised by the economic turmoil of 

recent years, gathered to demand the resignation of the president.  Despite the fact that 

Mahuad had declared a state of emergency on January 6, thereby calling on public forces 

to dismantle the protests,481 the police and internal security forces refused to comply.  

The demonstrators entered the National Assembly building to proclaim the overthrow of 

Mahuad and the dissolution of the legislative and judicial branches.  A group of more 

than fifty field-grade military officers led by Colonel Lucio Gutiérrez quickly endorsed 

the movement.  A three-person junta that included Gutiérrez assumed control.  Support 

for the coup government was weak, though, and Gutiérrez was compelled to transfer 

power to a military General, who then installed Vice President Álvaro Noboa the next 

morning.482  Gutiérrez and fourteen other military conspirators were jailed immediately 

following the coup, though they were soon granted amnesty by Congress and released 

less than six months later.483 

In the subsequent 2002 elections, Gutiérrez ran as the candidate of the January 21 

Patriotic Society Party (Partido Sociedad Patriótica 21 de Enero), the name 

commemorating the date of the movement that removed Mahuad from office.  He won a 

plurality in the first round of elections, though in this crowded race, less than ten 

percentage points separated the top six finishers.  In the second round contest, he defeated 

                                                 
480 Larry Rohter, “Ecuador Coup Shifts Control To No. 2 Man,” The New York Times, January 23, 2000. 
481 Jamil Mahuad, “Executive Decree No. 1674,” January 5, 2000.  
482 Raúl L. Madrid, “Indigenous Parties and Democracy in Latin America,” Latin American Politics and 
Society 47, no. 4 (Winter 2005): 173. 
483 “Coup Leader Arrested for Speaking to the Press,” BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, June 7, 2000. 
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the incumbent Álvaro Noboa, Mahuad’s former vice president.  Despite his early 

critiques of neoliberalism, Gutiérrez alienated many of his supporters due to his failure to 

introduce alternative economic policies.  The indigenous movement that allied with him 

severed ties, frustrated with his unwillingness to enact more radical reform.  Especially 

frustrating to them was Gutiérrez’s decision in August 2003 to begin negotiations with 

the IMF.  His approval ratings plummeted to just 4 percent.484  In April 2005, Gutiérrez 

was forced to resign among charges of corruption, nepotism, and irresponsibility, in part 

stemming from his dismissal of the Supreme Court.  Ecuadoreans once again took to the 

streets to demand his resignation, and the public outcry culminated with the burning of 

government buildings.  The former president took refuge in the Brazilian Embassy and 

Alfredo Palacio, his vice president, served the remainder of the term.  Palacio would 

become the country’s sixth president in a decade. 

 By the time that elections were once again held in late 2006, Ecuadoreans were 

primed for change.  The elites that had traditionally governed the country were 

thoroughly discredited, and since the year 2000, everyday people became more aware of 

their ability to profoundly affect the political system.  In 2006, Rafael Correa, a young 

U.S.-educated economist, appeared on the ballot.  During his campaign, Correa promised 

to renegotiate foreign debt and strengthen the national oil company.  He openly spoke of 

his admiration for other leftist leaders in Latin America such as Morales and Chávez.485 

Although Correa had served as Finance Minister under the government of Alfredo 

Palacio, he portrayed himself as political outsider capable of reform.  During his brief 

stint in this position, Correa demonstrated his willingness to stand up to international 

                                                 
484 Monte Reel, “Long Fall in Ecuador: Populist to Pariah,” The Washington Post, April 22, 2005. 
485 Simon Romero, “Ecuador Vote: Leader Forges Middle Road among Leftists,” The New York Times, 
November 28, 2006. 
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financial institutions and his distrust of multilateral organizations.  In a move 

precipitating his resignation from the ministry, he expressed his outrage with the World 

Bank for withholding $100 million in loans on account of Ecuador’s planned increase in 

social spending.  When news spread of his resignation, protestors immediately appeared 

in front of his former ministry in downtown Quito.  According to public opinion polls, at 

the time of his resignation, he was the most popular official in the national 

government.486 

 For the 2006 presidential race, Correa ran on the ticket of the Proud and 

Sovereign Fatherland Alliance (Alianza Patria Altiva I Soberana – Alianza PAIS), a 

coalition of leftists and moderates.  During his campaign, he criticized IMF and World 

Bank policies in Ecuador, pledged to restructure the country’s debt, railed against the 

governing political class, and promised to convene an assembly to rewrite the country’s 

constitution.  Correa ran against Noboa, Ecuador’s former president and wealthy banana 

tycoon; Gilmar Gutiérrez, brother of Lucio; Luis Macas, head of Ecuador’s pro-

indigenous party and movement; and nine other contenders.  After the first round, Noboa 

and Correa respectively won 26.83 and 22.84 percent of the popular vote, and a run-off 

between the two was scheduled for the next month.  Correa was victorious in the second 

round, claiming 56.67 percent of the vote.  Despite strong opposition from Congress, 

Correa convened a constitutional assembly.  His party won a majority of the constituent 

seats and quickly crafted a new charter that was then approved in a voter referendum. The 

constitution called for elections in 2009, which Correa won with the endorsement of 

                                                 
486 “Ecuadorean Economy Minister Resigned over Policy Differences,” BBC Monitoring Latin America, 
August 5, 2005. 
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51.99 percent of the population.  For the first time since Ecuador’s return to democracy in 

1979, a candidate won a plurality in the first round of electoral competition. 

 
Concluding Remarks 
 
 
 The duo of contentious politics and electoral support for anti-systemic candidates 

is evident not only in Bolivia, but in Ecuador and Venezuela.  A more complete and 

systematic theory between the two variables could lend insight into the variable electoral 

success of anti-neoliberal regimes throughout Latin America.  Contentious politics is both 

an expression of underlying dissatisfaction and a means to achieve change.  The changes 

that contentious politics brings about occur on many levels.   

 First, contentious politics can bring about rules changes that make it easier for 

anti-systemic candidates to compete in electoral contests.  For example, in Bolivia, the 

1995 reforms that called for redistricting and decentralization allowed underrepresented 

groups such as the cocaleros in the Chapare to win seats in the national legislature.  These 

reforms in part rose from the increase in mobilization that coincided with the five 

hundred year anniversary of Columbus’s “discovery” of the Americas in 1992 and other 

national and international events.  Similarly, when marginalized groups mobilize for the 

easing of registration requirements or the greater accessibility of polling stations, their 

preferred candidates benefit. 

 Secondly, contentious politics can discredit not only the governing party, but also 

the party system in which they are embedded.  The Water and Gas Wars in Bolivia and 

Caracazo in Venezuela began as protest movements against a specific policy; however 

they quickly escalated to an attack on neoliberal economic policies and eventually opened 
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up into a very public referendum on the party system that perpetuated unpopular 

politicians and policies.  The discrediting of the political class that maintains their 

privilege through existing party systems often begins on the streets.  Protests in 

Cochabamba, La Paz, Quito, and Caracas all popularized the idea that the only solution to 

specific grievances was through an upheaval of the entire system.  

 Finally, acts of contentious politics allow for the creation of networks that serve 

as the foundation of the political party.  Gutíerrez arrived to the presidency in Ecuador by 

allying with the country’s indigenous political party, the very group that had stormed the 

streets of Quito alongside him just three years before.  Despite disdain for his tactics, 

popular support for Chávez was strong following his coup attempt, and the people most 

victimized by the neoliberal policies of Pérez formed the base of his party.  The riots of 

Caracazo created an alliance of the popular sector that opposed neoliberalism and voted 

for Caldera in 1993 and Chávez in 1998.  And finally, the voters that supported Morales 

by unprecedented margins in 2005 were bonded together by their time in the streets.  

Contentious politics allowed Morales to communicate his message to broad sectors of the 

population.  He was catapulted from the leader of a fringe interest group in the Chapare 

to the representative of the large population frustrated with neoliberalism and the political 

parties that upheld it. 

 Throughout this dissertation, the concept of networks has been key.  They are the 

pivot on which my theory of contentious politics and the election of anti-neoliberal 

candidates and parties is hinged.  Networks provide movement organizations with many 

benefits, ranging from the concrete and mundane to the lofty and intangible.  They allow 

disenfranchised candidates and parties to overcome both their poverty and inexperience.  
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For poor and marginalized groups, access to basic office equipment such as telephones 

and copy machines is often in short supply.  Even more difficult to come by are 

individuals familiar with the legal institutions of the state and adept at negotiating with 

the bureaucracy, as well as a cadre of volunteers ready and willing to support the political 

cause.  Existing networks are more likely to provide all of these features.  As 

demonstrated in chapters 4 and 5, the competence of the cocaleros in this area, as 

opposed to the kataristas, accounted for their comparative success in elections. 

Perhaps more importantly, though, contentious politics creates networks of people 

that rally around a unified vision of the preferred state.  As I showed in chapters 6 and 7, 

participation in the Water and Gas Wars altered how people conceptualized politics and 

their participation within the political system.  They questioned the political status quo 

and considered how they could be a part of deeper change.  They rallied around new 

leaders that were not associated with the pacted parties of the past.  They found 

commonalities that transcended Bolivia’s deeply entrenched socioeconomic cleavages 

and created new alliances.  Contentious politics instilled in them a shared political 

consciousness that committed them to electoral change. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 

Classification of parties, coalitions, and organizations 
Anti-Systemic Parties, Coalitions, and 
Organizations 

Systemic Parties, Coalitions, and 
Organizations 

* Conciencia de Patria (CONDEPA) 
* Conciencia de Patria - Movimiento 
Patriotico (CONDEPA-MP) 
* Eje de Convergencia Patriotica (EJE) 
* Eje de Convergencia Patriotica – 
Pachakuti (EJE-Pachakuti) 
* Frente Revolucionario de Izquierda (FRI) 
* Izquierda Unidad.  Coalition: EJE, PCB, 
MAS-U (IU) 
* Libertad y Justicia (LJ) 
* Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) 
* Movimiento Ciudadano para el Cambio 
(MCC) 
* Movimiento Indigena Pachakuti (MIP) 
* Movimiento Katarista Nacional (MKN) 
* Movimiento Sin Miedo (MSM) 
* Bolivian Communists’ Party (PCB) 
* Plan Progreso (PP) 
* Partido Socialista (PS) 
* Pueblos Indigenas 
* Vanguardia Revolucionaria "9 de abril" 
(VR9) 
* Vanguardia Socialista de Bolivia (VSB) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

* Accion Democratica Nacionalista (ADN)
* Accion Democratica Nacionalista - 
Nueva Fuerza Republicana - Partido 
Democrata Cristiano (ADN-NFR-PDC) 
* Accion Democratica Nacionalista - 
Partido Democrata Cristiano 
(AND-PC) 
* Frente Patriotico Agropecuario de 
Bolivia (FREPAB) 
* Falange Socialista Boliviana (FSB) 
* Movimiento Bolivia Libre (MBL) 
* Movimiento de la Izquierda 
Revolucionaria (MIR) 
* Movimiento de la Izquierda 
Revolucionaria - Nueva Mayoridad (MIR-
NM) 
* Movimiento Nacionalista 
Revolucionario (MNR) 
* Movimiento Nacionalista 
Revolucionario - Movimiento Bolivia 
Libre (MNR-MBL) 
* Movimiento Revolucionario Túpac 
Katari de Liberacion (MRTKL) 
* Nueva Fuerza Republicana (NFR) 
* Partido Democratico Boliviano (PDB) 
* Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC) 
* Poder Democratico Social (PODEMOS) 
* Unidad Civica Solidaridad (UCS) 
Unidad Civica Solidaridad - Falange 
Socialista Boliviana (UCS-FSB) 
* Frente de Unidad Nacional (UN) 
* Unión Social de Trabajadores de Bolivia 
(USTB) 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 

Scatterplot of support for anti-regime candidates by department 
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