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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: AFRO-BOLIVIANS AND THEIR LANGUAGE



1.1.Introduction

The African diaspora in Spanish America involved at least eight million individuals (Andrews 2004; Eltis et al. 1999; Rout 1976), and spanned more than four centuries. Despite the magnitude of these figures, the study of the linguistic contributions of Africans and Afro-Americans to Latin American Spanish has lagged behind the legacy of Spaniards and Native Americans (Lipski 2005). In contemporary Latin America, notwithstanding racial stereotypes in literature and popular culture, there is in general no ethnically unique “Black Spanish”, comparable to vernacular African-American English in the United States (Lipski 1985b, 1999d). In more recent times, the linguistic characteristics attributed to black Spanish speakers have been simply those of the lower socioeconomic classes, irrespective of race. However, in the past, the situation was different, as there exists ample evidence that distinctly Afro-Hispanic speech forms did exist.

The greatest obstacle in the assessment of earlier Afro-Hispanic language is the high level of prejudice, exaggeration, and stereotyping that has always surrounded the description of non-white speakers of Spanish, and which attributes to all of them a wide range of defects and distortions that frequently are no more than an unrealistic repudiation of this group. One group that did use a “special” language were the bozales (slaves born in Africa), who spoke European languages only with difficulty.

Literary imitations of bozal language began in 15th-century Portugal and early 16th-century Spain, and subsequently arose in Spanish America. Extant bozal imitations from Spanish America fall largely into two groups (Lipski 2005). The first consists of early colonial texts from highland mining regions (Bolivia, Peru, central Colombia, highland Mexico), whose language coincides exactly with 16th–17th-century texts from Spain, and which were probably not accurate renditions of Africans’ approximations to popular Spanish but rather crude literary parodies. The second group spans the 19th century –and sometimes the first decades of the 20th– and comes from the regions where the African bozal presence represented the latest dates of importation: Cuba (and a few from Puerto Rico), Buenos Aires and Montevideo, and coastal Peru.

While many of these texts are also obvious parodies devoid of linguistic legitimacy, others are based on personal observation, and provide some insight into the expansion of a rough Afro-Hispanic pidgin into vehicle for daily communication among Africans sharing no native language, and between Africans and white colonials. To date, there are almost no documents from the intermediate period, i.e., the 18th century, during which Africans in many highland regions (Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, Mexico) often outnumbered Europeans. A possible third source of corroborative data is the use of fragments of bozal language in Afro-Cuban Palo Monte ceremonies (Fuentes Guerra and Schwegler 2005; Schwegler 2006). Some santería practitioners when in a trance speak in what they claim to be the language of their bozal ancestors (Castellanos 1990), although such assertions cannot be independently verified.

Although most bozal Spanish specimens reflect only non-native usage by speakers of African languages, data from some texts –all from the Caribbean region– have given rise to two controversial proposals, which are of great importance to general Spanish dialectology. The first is that Afro-Hispanic language in the Caribbean and possibly elsewhere coalesced into a stable creole (i.e., one that had consistent structural characteristics, and eventually developed into a native language).1 The second proposal is that this earlier Afro-Hispanic pidgin or perhaps creole extended beyond the pale of slave barracks and plantations, and permanently affected the evolution of a broader spectrum of Spanish dialects, particularly in the Caribbean. The parameters and participants in this ongoing debate are well represented in extant bibliography and will not be enumerated here.2 A related possibility –one that has not been sufficiently explored in the realm of Afro-Hispanic language contacts– is the formation of a semicreole, i.e., a partially restructured version of the input (lexifier) language, in this case Spanish, but without the radical break in trans-generational transmission that characterizes creolization. Holm applies this slippery term to describe situations where “people with different first languages shift to a typologically distinct target language (itself an amalgam of dialects in contact, including fully restructured varieties) under social conditions that partially restrict their access to the target language as normally used among native speakers” (2000: 10). Vernacular Brazilian Portuguese and vernacular African-American English have been characterized as having semicreole status.

The debates over the nature of earlier Afro-Hispanic bozal and post-bozal language are partially frustrated by the scarcity of verifiable data in surviving Afro-Hispanic linguistic enclaves. In most of Latin America, “black” Spanish is confined to songs and religious rituals, often sung in remnants of remembered or memorized African languages, embellished with onomatopoeic elements felt to be “African”.3 Thus for example the negros congos of Panama’s Caribbean coast, clustered around the former colonial slaving ports of Portobelo and Nombre de Dios, employ a special language –now becoming increasingly deformed by deliberate distortion– during Carnival season and occasionally at other times. They affirm that it embodies the collective memory of bozal speech from previous centuries, but in reality is little more than a dimly remembered parody of “broken” Spanish, together with a handful of words that can be correlated with bozal Spanish from other times and places.4 Some Afro-Cuban ritual songs from the Palo Monte tradition (Fuentes Guerra and Schwegler 2005; Schwegler 2006) contain invariant verb forms, derived from the third person singular, as well as the invariant copula son, independently attested in Afro-Cuban Spanish (Lipski 1999c, 2002c).

In addition to ritualized speech, a few Afro-Hispanic enclaves remain isolated from the remaining Spanish-speaking population. As such, they offer a glimpse into the final stages of bozal speech, and the possible retention of postbozal elements in natively spoken Spanish as used by descendents of Africans. Highland Ecuador’s Chota Valley provides one case: surrounded by indigenous communities for whom Spanish continues to be a second language and where a local micro-dialect of Spanish has evolved that differs in subtle ways from neighboring highland varieties. A few of the oldest residents exhibit occasional traces of what might be bozal remnants (lapses of agreement, invariant plurals, loss of prepositions and articles), but no one speaks this way consistently, and no one in the community is capable of deliberately switching dialects. Community members feel that they speak a “different” dialect from the remainder of the Ecuadoran highlands, but do not always correctly identify those features that separate their speech from that of neighboring areas. Opinions by Ecuadorans from outside the community are routinely erroneous, confusing the essentially Andean Chota dialect with the consonant-weak coastal dialect of Esmeraldas, Ecuador’s acknowledged “black” province, under the assumption that all black Ecuadorans must speak alike.5 Finally, some of the more isolated villages in the Colombian Chocó, nearly all of whose residents are black, exhibit subtle linguistic traits reminiscent of earlier bozal language, but despite rumors of “special” Afro-Colombian cryptolects still in existence, no significant departures from regional vernacular Spanish have been discovered (see M. Ruiz García 2000 and Schwegler 1991a for a confirmation that no cryptolects survive in the Chocó today). Table 1.1 illustrates the principal post-bozal communities investigated to date (corresponding references are in the bibliography). The same table offers a list of the principal traits that characterize these speech communities.

In view of the sparse data available to date on the survival of possibly postbozal continuities in Afro-Hispanic speech communities, the search for additional specimens remains a high research priority. The present monograph describes a speech community of Highland Bolivia whose characteristics were until very recently unknown outside the remote area where its language is spoken.


1.2.Bolivia’s afrodescendientes and their environment

The present study describes a unique Afro-Hispanic speech community, subject to linguistic analysis for the first time, and arguably representing the oldest surviving Afro-American variety of any language. It is found in the Yungas, tropical valleys surrounded by the Bolivian highlands to the northeast of the capital La Paz. The Afro-Yungas dialect differs systematically and significantly from any other variety of Bolivian Spanish, and from any natively spoken Spanish dialect elsewhere in the world. Data from the Afro-Yungueño dialect provide a window into early colonial Afro-Hispanic speech, as well as offering a possible model for the retention of post-bozal linguistic traits in other geographically and socially isolated Afro-Hispanic communities.

Highland Bolivia, known in colonial times as “Alto Perú”, then the “Audiencia de Charcas”, was the site of the earliest massive importation of African slaves to Spanish America. The use of such slaves had already been authorized for other areas of Spanish America, mostly to replace dwindling indigenous workers. African slaves were thus brought to the highland mining areas of Bolivia and Peru.6 Lists of slaves and comments on the nature of labor to be performed suggest that Africans taken to Bolivia were predominantly male (cp. Leons 1984c: 28), at least during the 16th century, when they worked in the Casa de la Moneda (the colonial mint) in Potosí and possibly also in the surrounding mines.7 Many reports note the severe weather (cold and heavy snow) and harsh working conditions in Potosí and other highland areas, which together led to a high mortality rate (cp. Angola Maconde 2000: 29-36). In any event, the African slave population in Bolivia was never large, many mixed with indigenous or European residents, and the cultural, linguistic, and demographic profile of Afro-Bolivians declined steadily from a high point in the early 17th century, when Africans represented nearly 5% of the population (Crespo 1977: 28). A small collection of songs and indirect descriptions of Africans’ dances and language survives as testimony of a much larger cultural patrimony. As occurred elsewhere (for instance in Mexico and central Colombia), the population of African descent eventually blended into the overwhelmingly mestizo population.


TABLE 1.1
Surviving post-bozal speech communities
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No documented permanent linguistic influence on developing Bolivian Spanish can be attributed to this earlier African population, but the data provided by the early language samples suggest what Afro-Hispanic speech in early 17th-century Bolivia might have sounded like to Spanish writers (cp. Lipski 1994, 1995a, 2005).

Despite the overwhelming adversities and the time span of more than four centuries, in this primarily indigenous and mestizo nation, a tiny but vibrant Afro-Bolivian community has survived to the present day. As we shall have occasion to see, the community has kept many Afro-Hispanic cultural and linguistic features. In the area of language, the speech of some of the oldest and most isolated Afro-Bolivians offers the biggest surprise of all: a fully intact restructured Afro-Hispanic language (spoken alongside highland Bolivian Spanish) that represents the only known survival of a grammatically complete restructured language arising from the acquisition of Spanish by some nine million bozales (African-born second language speakers of Spanish), forced into servitude far from their birthplace and unable to communicate with one another except in desperately acquired approximations to the colonists’ language.8
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FIGURE 1.1
Areal map of Afro-Bolivian communities



Most contemporary Afro-Bolivians live in scattered communities in the provinces of Nor Yungas and Sud Yungas, in the department of La Paz, as shown in Figure 1.1.

A few Afro-Bolivians live in the neighboring province of Inquisivi; some have also migrated northward to the adjoining province of Caranavi. In past decades, many black Yungueños have left the region, some for La Paz, but most for the eastern lowlands, to Santa Cruz de la Sierra. The latter group no longer speaks the Afro-Yungueño dialect, but rather the camba dialect of eastern Bolivia.

The remaining chapters of this book will present the key features of the aforementioned Afro-Bolivian Spanish, together with an interpretation of these data in the broader context of the contributions of the African diaspora to Latin American language and culture.


1.3.Life in the Yungas

Bolivia is divided into departamentos ‘departments’ and each department is divided into provincias ‘provinces’. The Yungas de la Paz are located in the department of La Paz, to the northeast of the capital city. The Yungas are tropical valleys no more than a few thousand feet above sea level, surrounded by some of the most forbidding mountain terrain in all of South America, with peaks reaching more than 15,000 feet. These peaks cut a broad swath across several provinces, including Nor Yungas, Sud Yungas, Caranavi, Inquisivi, and parts of neighboring provinces. This torturous terrain, nearly vertical geography, lack of adequate roads and other infrastructure, and frequent mud and rock slides, have effectively cut off the Yungas from much of Bolivian society. Most Yungas communities are less than 100 miles from La Paz, but to reach even the closest settlements one must travel upwards of four hours in crowded and decrepit vehicles along a one-lane muddy mountain road with steep drop-offs and no guard rails (considered to be the world’s most dangerous “highway” by travel agents and known as la carretera de la muerte ‘death road’ by Bolivians).9

The region is principally inhabited by an Aymara-speaking indigenous population, together with a considerable mestizo component; black Yungueños live both in villages with Aymara majorities and in comunidades (an officially recognized term in Bolivia) –scattered mountainside houses on lands once belonging to haciendas. The small towns have electricity and rudimentary telephone service, as well as some running water. In the comunidades, electricity has arrived only recently, and many houses still have either no electric service or just a single light bulb. Running water and indoor plumbing are all but nonexistent in the smaller comunidades. Most residents rarely if ever travel to La Paz or other highland areas, due to the bad road, the discomfort caused by the high altitude and cold temperatures of the altiplano, and the lack of funds to pay even the very modest cost of transportation.10

Although the region produces excellent coffee, oranges, and other tropical products, the prohibitive cost of bringing these to urban markets precludes the development of a significant cash-crop agriculture. Most residents have devoted all arable land to growing coca, once the principal product of the old haciendas and now the only commercial viable crop in the Yungas The cocales ‘coca plots’ are made by cutting terraces into the steep slopes; a less labor-intensive but shortlived technique is the zanjío, consisting of furrows cut into the mountainside. The coca leaves are traditionally dried on slabs of local slate, known as cachis. Many coca growers now spread large plastic tarpaulins on available flat spaces for a more portable drying process. Harvesting and drying are highly dependent on the weather. Drying must take place within two days of harvest or the leaves turn black and are worthless for sale. Given the frequent and often unpredictable rains, this results in many lost work days and wasted product. Although nominally a mature coca plant can be harvested four times a year, in reality no more than two strong harvests plus one or two small yields are the norm. The coca is purchased at low prices by brokers, ostensibly for the legal Bolivian tradition of chewing coca leaves and brewing mate de coca herb tea, and for use in the many “cola” drinks produced around the world. Local production exceeds the needs of these markets, and an undetermined amount of the coca finds its way to the clandestine cocaine laboratories of eastern Bolivia.


1.4.Afro-Bolivian communities in the Yungas

Angola Maconde (2000), the most thorough scholar of contemporary Afro-Bolivian culture and himself a member of the community (from Dorado Chico, municipality of Coripata, Coroico, in Nor Yungas), lists the most important Nor Yungas black communities (population figures come from the 2001 census11):
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The same communities are mentioned by Binyán Carmona (1990: 135-141) in his account of the black “kings” of Mururata. Other communities contain more Aymara-Afro-Bolivian mixture. In Sud Yungas, the principal black community is Chicaloma (pop. 634; now less than 50% black, but once the principal Afro-Bolivian community in the region), with black Bolivians scattered in many neighboring settlements. Angola Maconde states that “[e]n todas las comunidades afroaimaras de los Yungas, los descendientes africanos han asumido rasgos de la cultura indígena local como las técnicas agrícolas, vestimenta, pautas de organización social y, en casos, el manejo bilingüe del idioma aimará” (2003: 8-9) [in all of the Afro-Aymara communities in the Yungas, the descendents of Africans have adopted indigenous cultural traits, autochthonous agricultural techniques and social structures, and in some cases the bilingual use of Aymara (and Spanish)].

As a result of the social and geographic isolation, residents of the Yungas communities have retained cultural and linguistic traits that have faded from more populated urban areas. Black Yungueños in Sud Yungas are in a minority except in Chicaloma, where until the last generation, the Afro-Bolivian population was predominant. Black Bolivians living away from Afro-Bolivian communities have intermarried with Aymaras; they often speak Aymara fluently, and may identify culturally with the Aymara population at least as much as with the afrodescendientes. Even in communities where the black population is predominant, the women wear traditional Aymara clothing, including the pollera ‘full skirt’, derby hat, and they braid their hair in the Aymara fashion. Both Aymara and Afro-Bolivian men typically dress in western-style work attire, with less visibly apparent cultural syncretism.

In the Nor Yungas communities, where Afro-Bolivian speech still survives and where most of the present research was conducted (see Figure 1.1), black Bolivians remain linguistically and culturally separate from Aymaras; they learn enough Aymara to function efficiently in the Aymara-dominant local markets, but maintain a separate life style through networks of extended families. In his studies of the town of Chicaloma in Sud Yungas, Leons notes that “[…] Negros are culturally close to Hispanic patterns and […] Spanish is their primary language […]” (1984b: 23). Two pages later, he further explains:

The non-agricultural occupations which Negros seek are those in which they utilize their fluency in Spanish and familiarity with Hispanic culture and which will likely lead to intersectional mobility. However, the Negro finds it difficult to merge into a general mestizo culture because of his physical distinctiveness, hence the current emphasis on cross-ethnic marriage “to make the race disappear”. […] [W]hile cultural distance between Negros and Hispanics in Bolivia lessen, physical distinctiveness remains. These physical distinctiveness [sic] may eventually assume social significance as a boundary marker that will continue to define limits of usual social familiarity […] the Negro section of Chicaloma has been transformed from one that is culturally, racially, and socially distinct to a section that is racially and socially distinct. Thus it is understandable that Negros have turned to intermarriage in order to eliminate the racial barrier. Many young Negros are also anxious to eliminate occupational criteria in the cultural aspect of their sectional membership, although, job shortage in towns and cities limits such attempts.

(Leons 1984b: 24-25).

These observations, made more than a quarter century ago, are not strictly true of the contemporary Nor Yungas Afro-Bolivian communities, and they are probably no longer accurate for today’s Sud Yungas either. Leons’ observations do, however, provide a useful glimpse into the complex social reality surrounding this nearly invisible minority within Bolivia.

Bridikhina (1995: 100-101) states that many black women from the Yungas region have migrated to La Paz and maintain more contacts outside of the region; she further asserts that, as a consequence, the women of this group have greater opportunities for racial and cultural mixture than the men, who largely remain in the region to work. Years prior, Newman had indicated that in Mururata, Nor Yungas, “the [Afro-Yungueño] is strictly endogamous” (1966: 48); significantly, Mururata is one of the villages in which the Afro-Yungueño dialect has been maintained to this day by older residents. The same patterns of dialect retention can be observed in the predominantly Afro-Bolivian Tocaña and in the small communities of Chijchipa (near Mururata) and Dorado Chico (near Arapata).

Although there are some differences among the Afro-Bolivian communities, the basic life style and daily activities are virtually uniform throughout the region. The typical communities, derived from former haciendas, consist of scattered family dwellings perched on the steep hillsides. These settlements normally consist of anywhere between 25 and 50 families, many of which are genetically related. Some communities have only a dozen or so families, and one also finds a scattering of larger communities with a significant Afro-Bolivian presence, such as Mururata and Tocaña. Typical houses are of adobe or a mixture of adobe and wood, with metal roofs or occasionally traditional thatching.


1.5.Demographic profile: how many Afro-Bolivians are there?

Tracing the demographic profile of Afro-Bolivians entails a considerable amount of extrapolation, since neither colonial nor post-colonial governments took pains to achieve accurate counts, and for more than a century official census data did not include Afro-Bolivians as a separate category. During the colonial period, by 1650 there were some 30,000 Africans (the majority bozales) in the Audiencia de Charcas out of a total population of 850,000. Of the latter figure, some 700,000 were considered indigenous, and presumably spoke little or no Spanish, so that Africans represented about 20% of the Spanish colonial population. By the time of the official post-colonial census of 1846, 27,941 “black” residents were counted in a total population of nearly 1,400,000 (as is logical, the accuracy of any 19th-century census in Bolivia is open to question). After the abolition of slavery in 1851, blacks were no longer officially acknowledged. This naturally complicates the reconstruction of Afro-Bolivian history, language, and culture.

The last census to differentiate a black population was carried out in 1900: 3,945 Afro-Bolivians were officially counted, out of a total population of just over 1.8 million (some 0.2% of the total population). Of this total, 2,056 were in La Paz department (mostly in the Yungas), and another 930 were in Santa Cruz, with the remainder distributed throughout the nation. A description of the Yungas from the 1940s –that is, before land reforms following the 1952 revolution resulted in black families occupying former haciendas in the Yungas–estimated the black population of Bolivia as “6.700 individuos de raza negra, que cultivan productos tropicales en los pocos valles donde habitan” [6,700 individuals of the black race, who grow tropical products in the few valleys in which they live]; for the Yungas region, there were some 8,800 “blancos y mestizos” [whites and mixed-race] (i.e., native Spanish speakers), 16,700 Aymaras, 600 members of indigenous groups from the Amazonian region of Bolivia, and some 900 Afro-Bolivians (Meneses 1945: 67-8).

According to the sources summarized in Powe (1998: 815), by 1883 there were between 5,500 and 6,000 black residents of the Yungas. Half a century ago, Zelinsky (1949: 175) estimated the number of Afro-Bolivians at 6,000, while Leons (1984c) cites a figure of only around 2,000. As for the current Afro-Bolivian population, Spedding (1995: 320) suggests, based on personal observations, that there may be between 10,000 and 15,000 Bolivians with at least some visible African ancestry in the Yungas region. Another article (Anon. 2002) asserts that some 30,000 Afro-Bolivians live throughout the country (no documentation accompanies this figure, since no recent census has included this category).

In recent decades, many Afro-Bolivians have migrated from the Yungas to Santa Cruz, eastern Bolivia’s lowland boom-town. At least 3,000 Afro-Bolivians are estimated to live in or around Santa Cruz (Anon. 2003). There is no indication that any unique Yungas speech forms have been maintained in Santa Cruz or anywhere else outside of the Yungas. Angola Maconde (MS) offers the breakdown given in Table 1.2 (estimates based on personal experience).


1.6.Afro-Bolivians’ arrival in the Yungas

The origin of the black population in the Bolivian Yungas is not known with certainty, and tracing their arrival in the Yungas is hampered by the almost total absence of historical documentation. Although some Afro-Yungueños believe that their ancestors arrived via Brazil, they were probably only in transit. There is no indication that (Brazilian) Portuguese was ever spoken in this area.

TABLE 1.2
Estimated Afro-Bolivian population
(from Angola Maconde, forthcoming)








	Traditional Afro-Bolivian communities:
	 



	Municipio de Coroico:
	2,500



	Municipio de Coripata:
	1,000



	Municipio de Chulumani (Sud Yungas):
	1,000



	Municipio de Irupana (Sud Yungas):
	2,000



	Municipio de la Provincia Inquisivi:
	1,000



	Afro-Bolivian communities resulting from internal migration:
	 



	Municipio de Caranavi:
	1,200



	Municipio de Alto Beni:
	1,800



	La Paz (urban):
	2,000



	Cochabamba (urban):
	2,800



	Santa Cruz:
	 



	Estimated total:
	15,800



	 
	(approx. 0.18% of Bolivia’s population)





Afro-Bolivians appear to be the descendents of Africa-born bozales who arrived in this region. As such, these early arrivals must have spoken neither Spanish nor Portuguese. According to Leons (1984c), historical accounts date the presence of blacks in the Yungas at least since 1600, but the first official records (deaths, marriages, and other accounts) date from only just after 1700. By the end of the 18th century, the historical record is more substantial as regards black slaves on the haciendas of the Yungas and other central Bolivian regions.

It is likely that some Afro-Bolivians in the Yungas descend not from the initial African slave population in Potosí, but rather from the agricultural holdings in eastern Bolivia, such as Mizque, in the department of Cochabamba. Research by Brockington (2006: 145-156) provides extensive documentation of African slavery during the colonial period, including many natives of Angola and the Portuguese Congo. This is consistent with the retention of the surname Angola in the Yungas and with possible Kikongo linguistic survivals, discussed in Chapter 6.

By the end of the colonial period (early 19th century), Afro-Bolivians were already well established as peones on large haciendas owned by usually absentee landholders. Already then the main cash crop was coca; coffee and sugar cane were grown on some estates, and there is occasional mention of oranges and other tropical fruits and vegetables being grown for sale. At least until the second half of the 19th century, Afro-Bolivians were chattel slaves,12 held under the same working conditions as black slaves in other Spanish American colonies. The first Bolivian constitution, of 1826, officially abolished new slavery, and provided a means by which existing slaves could purchase their freedom –at prices that very few would ever attain. Following protests by large landowners, an 1830 law effectively reinstated slavery, although new slavery was again officially denounced in the new 1831 constitution. Once more landowners protested; it was felt that only black laborers could work effectively in the Yungas, by then an area closely identified with Bolivia’s black population (Llanos Moscoso and Soruco Arroyo 2004: 66). The situation remained largely unchanged until the agrarian reform process begun in 1952. Additional facts described by Lema (2005) and Aillón Soria (2005) situate black Bolivians in the Yungas and other agricultural regions by the end of the 18th century, but there still remain considerable gaps in Afro-Bolivian history, including routes of migration and the chronology of settlement in the various communities.

Until the second half of the 20th century, black Bolivians in the Yungas toiled as virtual slaves on the haciendas. All adults were required to work (without compensation) three days a week for the benefit of the landowner; the remaining four days produced food for the family. There were no rest periods. Children began laboring on the hacienda from around the age of 12-15 years. When their parents were temporarily incapacitated, children could partially offset the debt created by the adults’ inability to perform the obligatory service. All work was conducted under the supervision of a mayordomo or overseer, often an Aymara speaker, who was the landowner’s trusted employee. The mayordomos would then appoint a jilacata ‘assistant’ from among the peons. Both the overseers and the jilacatas used physical punishment to enforce working hours. Whipping with leather bullwhips and lashes was the usual punishment, which could result in receiving an arroba (25 lashes) or more. Particularly cruel were the corporal punishments inflicted by the jilacatas on members of their own suffering Afro-Bolivian compatriots. Women and elderly peons were also whipped, a punishment that occasionally extended to children.

In addition to the aforementioned requirement to work three days out of seven for the benefit of the landowner, peons on the hacienda were also required to participate in the systems of pongo (for men) and mitani (for women, this entailed work in the plantation house, such as cooking, cleaning, and other household chores). In most haciendas, peons were forbidden to attend school or study; most older Afro-Bolivians are therefore nearly or entirely illiterate. On some haciendas, Aymara was the only language allowed when peons wished to address their overseers.

The hacienda system was abolished soon after the agrarian reform of 1952. Most Afro-Bolivians remained on the parcels of land that had once belonged to the haciendas. They did not obtain land titles, but were free from the requirement to work for a landlord. Many of the Afro-Bolivian communities retain the names of the former haciendas: Dorado Grande, Dorado Chico, Chijchipa, Khala Khala, Coscoma, etc.

Shortly after 1952, public education gradually arrived in the Afro-Yungueño communities, although to this day some communities only have schools that cover the first two or three grades. To finish elementary school, children often must walk for several hours to reach the nearest community with a more comprehensive school. Today, educational reform and the ready availability of more and better schooling remains one of the most pressing necessities of Afro-Bolivians (and most other residents of the Yungas).

Few traditions of demonstrably African (or at least non-indigenous and non-Spanish) origin are found in the Afro-Bolivian communities. The two most obviously Afro-Bolivian cultural manifestations are the saya dance and drum music, and the mauchi funeral tradition.13 The traditional Afro-Bolivian funeral ceremony includes singing the mauchi funeral chant, upon return from the cemetery after the burial. Centro Cultural Simón I. Patiño (1998) and Angola Maconde (2000: 89-91) offer the lyrics to this chant, which contains some words that are not in Spanish.

Montaño Aragón (1992: 265-268) draws many parallels between Afro-Bolivian and Yoruba culture. There is, however, no evidence that Yoruba speakers ever arrived in Bolivia. He asserts that ceremonial words like opatalá (Obatalá), yamanyá (Yemayá), and olarún (Olorún) have been used among Afro-Yungueños. My own interviews in the region, including those with members of the same families visited by Montaño Aragón, have failed to confirm any of these words. It is possible that some Afro-Bolivian intellectuals have studied Afro-Hispanic religious practices from other countries, but there are no other demonstrably “modern” Afro-American practices or beliefs in the traditional Afro-Bolivian communities. This situation thus differs from that of the “neo-Africanized” cultural awareness found in more internationally integrated Afro-Hispanic groups, e.g., in Peru, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay and Cuba (Santería).


1.7.National awareness of Afro-Bolivians

The relative remoteness of the Yungas (currently visited only by mostly foreign “eco-tourists”, most of whom speak little Spanish and have no interaction with Afro-Bolivians) and the traditional marginality of black Bolivians have resulted in a nearly total lack of documentation of their speech and culture. Most Bolivians are passively aware of the nation’s afrodescendientes, but few have accurate information, and negative stereotypes continue to lurk just below the surface of apparently cordial relations. To this day, residents of La Paz recall the greeting ¡suerte, negrito!, literally “a black; good luck” said when encountering a black person in the street. This greeting –still occasionally heard but no longer socially acceptable in public– converted a black face into an amulet to be touched verbally for good luck. This may be a remnant of the estornudo or feigned sneeze practiced by white residents of Spain during the 16th–17th centuries whenever a black person passed by (cp. Pike 1967: 357).

The Bolivian government and many tourism companies have produced posters and postcards with smiling Afro-Bolivian faces (Figures 1.9-1.10), all the while that the official censuses and ethnic classifications ignore the presence and contributions of black Bolivians (Ceaser 2000).

The many government-sponsored and private tourist bureaus throughout the country contain abundant information on indigenous and mestizo cultures, but offer no written documentation on Afro-Bolivians. When queried on the topic, sketchy and inaccurate verbal information is generally offered. The Casa de la Cultura in La Paz makes no mention of Afro-Bolivians, nor does the otherwise well-presented Museo Nacional de Etnografía y Folklore, (the Museo did produce a short video on Afro-Bolivian dance culture (Figure 1.11), but it is not part of the exhibitions).

The Museo de Instrumentos Musicales de Bolivia in La Paz contains an extensive collection of Bolivian musical instruments. But none is from the Afro-Bolivians area. When asked, a museum guide pointed to some drums in the midst of a large and unlabeled collection. The Museo Costumbrista “Juan de Vargas” contains a single racially demeaning drawing of the Zambo Salvito, a sort of Bolivian “little black Sambo” racist icon immortalized by the novel of the same name by Paredes Candia (1988b); in the museum, this drawing carries no explanation other than the title.


[image: images]

FIGURE 1.2
Juan Angola Maconde and Manuel Barra in the village of Tocaña (2005). Both were contributors to the present project, and Juan Angola Maconde in particular was John Lipski’s constant companion and colleague.
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FIGURE 1.3
Fidel Salinas, Coscoma (2005), contributor to the present project.



When Afro-Bolivian culture is mentioned in public discourse, it is usually in reference to the saya, an Afro-American dance and drum expression that is frequently presented at cultural events (held in various Bolivian cities) where tourists generally abound. However, as the Afro-Bolivian writer Fernando Cajías warns (Anon. 2002): “No hay que musicalizar la cuestión afro” [one should not reduce the Afro issue to music]. As an example of the tendency to reduce the serious plight of Afro-Bolivians to a colorful musical pageant, an article about an elderly former saya practitioner from Mururata shows him dressed in an elegant (borrowed) outfit (Figure 1.12).

The article fails to mention that this individual, who was interviewed as part of the present investigation, is nearly destitute, and normally wears ragged clothing that is ill suited to the capricious climate of Mururata’s hilltop location.

Despite the relative popularity of the saya, there exists only a single comprehensive recording of traditional Afro-Bolivian music, produced by a Swiss-based private foundation. The recording is sold only at the foundation’s office in La Paz (Figure 1.13).

When Afro-Bolivians are mentioned in the press in contexts other than music and dance, reference is usually made to folklore such as traditional medicine. Seldom is their desperate economic plight brought up. As an anecdote, the illustrations of an elderly curandera from Tocaña in Figure 1.14 (p. 53), also interviewed as part of the present project, appeared on the front page of the Sunday supplement in a chain of syndicated newspapers nationwide. The title of the section is “AFROS: la alegría silenciosa” [Afros, silent joy], but Angélica Pinedo, born in 1920 and 85 years old at the time of the interviews, confessed to me that she is utterly worn out from years of hard work, and must continue to receive “patients” all day long in order to support herself in a society that provides no social security or retirement benefits to rural Yungueños. The newspaper article also incorrectly reported her name and age, and blithely described her working “como si fuera una joven” [as though she were a young woman]. Doña Angélica received no acknowledgment of her participation, and was not even aware that her photo had appeared across the country until the present writer, accompanied by Juan Angola Maconde, brought her a copy of the newspaper. None of the other individuals interviewed and photographed for this article –including the aforementioned Pedro Rey dressed in the saya costume– had received the newspaper, and the same individuals were equally surprised and gratified to receive copies from us. This unfortunately not atypical incident underscores the fact that Afro-Bolivians still struggle to be taken seriously in a nation that prides itself on its multicultural population.


[image: images]

FIGURE 1.4
Angélica Pinedo, her brother, and the author John Lipski (village of Tocaña 2005).



Until recently, only the occasional article by Afro-Bolivian writers appeared in the press. As of this writing (Sept. 2007), Juan Angola Maconde has begun a monthly column in the major daily La Prensa, in which he describes the plight of Afro-Bolivians.14 How long this series will last, and what reception it will garner remains to be seen.

Few monographs written in Bolivia mention its black population, and this despite the fact that many are by writers who, traveling extensively throughout the country, offer detailed descriptions of indigenous groups. Cortés (1875: 26), for example, declares that “Bolivia está poblada de tres razas principales: la española, los aboríjenes i la que resulta de la mezcla en estas dos” [Bolivia is populated by three main races, the Spanish, the indigenous, and the race resulting from the mixture of these two]; when speaking of the Yungas (pp. 87-88), he mentions only the indigenous population. In a recent panoramic study that incorporates several official organisms, Plaza Martínez and Carvajal Carvajal (1985) omit mentioning Afro-Bolivians as an ethnic group, but instead concentrate on several small(er) indigenous communities. Nor are Afro-Bolivians mentioned in any of the previous ethnolinguistic surveys reviewed by the above-mentioned authors. Hudson and Hanratty note only that “African slaves […] became an Aymara-speaking subculture in the Yungas, which they colonized for coca cultivation” (1991: xxvii, see also p. 62). Meneses’ (1948a) unusually detailed account of the province of Nor Yungas mentions only indigenous inhabitants, including the sharecroppers under the control of mayordomos; the lack of mention of a black population in the Yungas is surprising in light of the fact that many Afro-Yungueños still alive vividly recall working for these same mayordomos during the time period in question, just over 50 years ago. In describing Sud Yungas, Meneses (1948b: 196-197) does mention the small black populations in both Nor Yungas and Sud Yungas. When speaking of Afro-Yungueños’ purported disdain for indigenous inhabitants, Meneses quotes the phrase eyos son di otro Dios; andan cayaos siempre, mascando su coca [they have another God, they are always silent, chewing their coca] (1985b: 198). This phrase is unremarkable except for the apparent use of [j] instead of the palatal lateral [x], found in all Bolivian Spanish dialects. The premier Bolivian folklorist Paredes Candia asserts that blacks have disappeared from Bolivia “excepto en ciertas parcelas de los yungas cordilleranos” [except in a few parts of the Yungas] (1967: v. 2, 129);15 but vestiges of folklore remain, such as the negrito songs and dances, one of which, recovered in Sucre, contains the verse: re re ré / Tata Romingo / E re re ré / Tata Facico. This brief fragment exhibits (1) the conversion of prevocalic /d/ to [r] in Romingo < Domingo, common in all Afro-Hispanic language from the 15th century onward, and (2) the pronunciation of Francisco as Facico, containing both onset cluster reduction and loss of syllable-final /s/ –both traits of earlier and well-attested Afro-Hispanic bozal language (Lipski 1986b, 1988, 1992b, 1995a).
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