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Introduction



A Multilayered Approach to Analyze Struggles over Natural Resources


Rossana Barragán and Carmen Soliz


In November 2019, Bolivia underwent a dramatic political crisis that culminated in the resignation under intense pressure of President Evo Morales after thirteen years in power. Morales assumed the presidency in 2006 with massive support and a loaded political agenda. Among his top goals were “to recover effective control of the country’s natural resources and to ensure that they were at the service of Bolivians’ welfare.”1 He also wanted to assert Bolivia’s economic independence from global powers, especially from the United States.


Since Morales’s departure, much heated debate has focused on his decision to run for a fourth term in the 2019 election and the political crisis that led to his ouster. Discussion seemed reduced to analysis of the immediate political events, led by two camps: Evo Morales’s supporters and his detractors. Sidelined was the complex and often contradictory agenda of Bolivia’s distinct social and economic groups: lowland Indigenous peoples, peasant migrants, coca leaf producers of the Yungas and Chapare districts, mine workers, mining cooperatives, Santa Cruz’s big landowners, and urban dwellers. The political debate also left unresolved critical policy debates that engulfed the country during Evo Morales’s presidency. For example: What has been the net effect of Morales’s gas nationalization policy initiated in 2006? What has been the effect of the third agrarian reform enacted under the Morales government? What happened to the much-hyped lithium industrialization project? What is the story with the coca leaf economy? To what extent did the Morales government constitute a rupture or a continuation of past political-economic processes and policies? These questions prompted us to dig into the quest for commodities in Bolivia over the longue durée and to engage Bolivia’s history through struggles over ownership and use of the country’s critical natural endowments. We examine possession and management of specific natural resources; the roles played by local, national, and transnational elites; and the insertion and agency of popular sectors in these areas. We analyze these topics through six commodities: land, minerals, rubber, water, fossil fuels, and coca/cocaine. All are crucial to understanding Bolivia’s overlapping waves of exploitation of natural resources and their role in the complex process of capitalist expansion.


The Struggle for Natural Resources examines Bolivia’s land and commodity disputes from a historical perspective, exploring the intertwined relationships between structure and agency that global history approaches tend to overlook. We are also keen to make sense of the multidimensional relationships between imperial and transnational groups connected with regional and local elites and popular sectors. We are critical of perspectives that assume subaltern/elites as monolithic categories, getting beyond simple elite/subaltern binaries. Although there may be critical moments of confluence, neither the subaltern nor the elites always constitute unified, oppositional blocs when it comes to resource management.


This book offers a multilayered analysis of struggles over Bolivian resources from the local, regional, national, and global perspectives. We believe paying attention to the participation of multiple actors in the exploitation of natural resources will enrich the analysis and reading of other realities beyond Bolivia. Our exploration of the Bolivian case invites dialogue and comparison with other parts of the world, particularly regions and countries of the so-called Global South.




Extractivism and Commodity Frontiers


In the last two decades, debates over natural resource extraction in Latin America have centered on two terms, or concepts: extractivism and commodity frontiers. The term “extractivism” has a long history. Latin American scholars, in particular, have long linked extractivism to a country’s specialized production of a primary natural resource for the global market. In the mid-twentieth century, economists Raúl Prebisch and Hans Singer, precursors of Dependency Theory, used this term to explain unequal economic exchange relations between industrial centers and peripheral economies.2 Yet the term “extractivism” gained most popularity in the 1990s, often associated with analysis of the Brazilian Amazon. Stephen Bunker’s work was pivotal in disseminating this term. One of Bunker’s most important contributions was to highlight the difference between modes of extraction and modes of production, plus the unbalanced flows of energy and matter from extractive peripheries to the productive core.3 The term “extractive” indicated the “overexploitation of nature (human labor and non-human resources) to such an extent that it undermines its conditions of existence over time.”4


Since about the year 2000, Alberto Acosta, Maristella Svampa, and Eduardo Gudynas have placed the terms “extractivism” and “neo-extractivism” at the center of political debate in Latin America. This academic trio, all very critical of Latin America’s neoliberal past, also criticized the “post-neoliberal” governments of post-2000 Argentina, Bolivia, and Ecuador. Alberto Acosta headed Ecuador’s Mining and Energy Department and served as president of the Constituent Assembly under President Rafael Correa (2007–2017). In “Colonialism in the Twenty-First Century” (2011), Acosta argued that extractivism is a form of accumulation in contemporary capitalism.5


In 2013, Argentine sociologist Maristella Svampa coined the term “commodity consensus,” a reference to the Washington Consensus of the 1990s, to describe the new economic, political, sociological, and ideological order installed in Latin America at the turn of the twenty-first century. Svampa argued that, beyond a government’s ideological alignments, the general rise in international commodity prices led the region to export raw materials on an unprecedented scale. A consequence of this economic boom was the “reprimarization” (understood as the expansion of activities associated with the primary sector, such as mining, oil drilling, cattle ranching, and soy farming)6 of most Latin American economies based on single-commodity exports, overexploitation of non-renewable resources, and the expansion of new extractive frontiers.7


Also in 2013, Uruguayan anthropologist and ecologist Eduardo Gudynas argued that in Latin America in the first decades of the twenty-first century, classical ideas of resource-driven development were revived. He noted that 90 percent of Bolivia’s exports consisted of oil, gas, minerals, and soy in 2012. Gudynas stated that the term “neo-extractivism” refers to extraction and consumption of natural resources in unprecedented volume and intensity. These commodities are exported “raw,” with no, or very limited, industrial processing. This is the case in agriculture, mining, hydrocarbons, forestry, and fisheries. In this sense, extractivism is understood as a non-industry linked to the large-scale export of “natural resources.”8Also, as Maristella Svampa claims, neo-extractivism is not a completely new phenomenon; its origins date to the colonization of the Americas. But twenty-first century extractivism has its own features, characterized by the quantity and scale of the projects, the types of transnational actors involved, and the intensive use of water, energy, and resources—all while providing relatively few jobs.9


Anthony Bebbington and Jeffrey Bury, specialists in extractive industries, environmental studies, and political ecology, analyzed the transformation of natural and social environments amid social and political conflicts in Latin America over the last two decades. They argued that the political ecology of extraction in Latin America in recent decades constitutes a fundamental reorganization of the geopolitical economy in which resources, territory, global production, and the centrality of the state are “co-produced.”10 They stressed that both left and right in Latin America share similar paradigms of development and progress driven by the commodity boom of the first two decades of the twenty-first century, and have similarly bet on the benefits of extractive projects.


In 2014, Henry Veltmeyer and James Petras questioned models of political economy, left and right, that proposed neo-extractivism as a sustainable, viable, and novel model and means of development.11 As popular forces struggled against neoliberal regimes, Latin America witnessed the emergence of governments associated with the so-called Red or Pink Tide. These left-leaning regimes promised a new world of social justice and sustainable development. Some spoke of a new form of socialism “for the twenty-first century.” Yet, citing James Cypher12, Petras and Veltmeyer argued that, rather than calling for, say, industrial revival or enhanced conservation, “these regimes mostly bet on a predatory capitalism of natural resource extraction.”13 Regarding the Bolivian case, they noted: “Despite the populist rhetoric of resource nationalism (the country’s resources and wealth belong to the people) and social inclusion, the relationship of the Bolivian state to global capital under the Evo Morales–García Linera regime had not changed substantially.”14


The concept of extractivism is then also useful for thinking about even longer historical continuities. Despite ruptures in the structures of power between the colonial and republican periods, or between nineteenth-century liberalism and twentieth-century nationalism, Bolivia’s relationship with the world market has centered on export of natural products with varying degrees of industrialization. Such was the case of silver in colonial times, rubber in the nineteenth century, tin and oil in the twentieth century, and lithium today.


The second core concept, “commodity frontiers,” is connected to the work of Terence Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein (1986), the geographer and ecologist Jason W. Moore, and a group that publishes the journal Commodity Frontiers.15 Immanuel Wallerstein’s influential 1974 work The Modern World-System I, on the relationship between the economies of the “center,” the “semi-periphery,” and the “periphery,” was one of the cornerstones of this approach.16 Production processes in different geographical areas as integrated parts of the world economy led Wallerstein and Hopkins to develop the concept of “commodity chains” as a network of labor and production across frontiers. Since then, the term “commodity chain” has been embraced by scholars of global goods movements and value chains.17


Steven Topik, Zephyr Frank, and Carlos Marichal’s 2006 edited volume, From Silver to Cocaine: Latin American Commodity Chains and the Building of the World Economy, 1500–2000, exemplifies the commodity-chain approach, following the history of Latin American products from production to consumption.


Other commodity frontier scholars, influenced by Hopkins and Wallerstein, have analyzed the continuous expansion of resource exploitation with the rise of capitalism and the making of the modern world.18 This “expanding frontier” approach “explores the history and present of capitalism, contestation, and ecological transformation in the global countryside.”19 Sven Beckert and coauthors of a position paper discuss commodity frontiers in terms of the “processes and sites of the incorporation of resources, land, energy, and raw materials.”20 In contrast to most recent works on extractivism published in Latin America, these scholars foreground historical rather than structural analysis. They are interested in the long history of capitalism, taking into account multiple resource frontiers across time, as experienced by a variety of actors. They also call attention to the environment at local and global scales, pointing to cyclical frictions, contestations, and countermovements, noting how all of these factors changed the world.21


The notion of commodity frontiers encourages putting space at the center of historical analysis. More than gross production or export patterns, what has changed in Bolivia is the geography of economic exploitation. Until the mid-twentieth century, Bolivia’s productive engine was concentrated in its mineral-rich highlands. Since the second half of the twentieth century, the geography of land exploitation has shifted to the eastern lowlands, the center of hydrocarbon and soybean production. The notion of the commodity frontier also urges us to think about the history of the commodification of nature. For instance, although rubber was known and used even before the colonial period, it was not until the end of the nineteenth century that this resource became an object of high economic value, as José Orsag Molina explains in his chapter in this volume. Similarly, explosive battles over water access in highland Bolivia in the last two decades stem from efforts over several decades to commodify this common resource, one of the last frontiers in the commodification of nature, as Sarah Hines traces in her chapter.







Four Lines of Inquiry: An Approach to Political Struggles over Natural Resources


Enriched by the extractivism and commodity frontiers approaches to world history, this book treats political struggles over natural resources in Bolivia as long-term processes that outlast immediate political events. We have identified four areas of inquiry to better explore what we see as intertwined relationships between structure and agency. The first line of inquiry pays attention to the processes of appropriation of land, water, and raw materials. The second line of inquiry follows closely by examining the role of key economic, political, and social actors at the local, regional, national, and global levels. Our third line of inquiry studies those moments of economic, social, and political continuity and rupture in the longue durée, and the fourth scrutinizes alliances and splits in the constitution of political blocs and the making of political transformations.


The first line of inquiry is an invitation to analyze the processes of appropriation of organic resources (like timber and rubber), plus land, water, minerals, and labor, from the colonial period up to the present. Colonization’s greatest impact was felt in Bolivia’s Andean communities and fertile valleys. These appropriative processes did not stop when Bolivia became independent from colonial powers in 1825. Bolivian dependency on mineral extraction continued in the Bolivian highlands with the exploitation of silver (in the late nineteenth century), tin (in the twentieth century), and lithium (today), as described in this volume by Rossana Barragán. With the export of rubber and later oil, described in chapters by José Orsag Molina and Kevin Young, these processes of resource extraction also extended into new geographies, primarily the tropical lowlands.


Following these processes of resource appropriation, our second line of inquiry explores how elite and subaltern economic actors at the local, regional, national, and international levels, including private and state agents, became involved in these extractive economies. Our long-term and multilayered analysis strongly suggests that that binary approaches to elite and subaltern actors as homogenous groups fail to make sense of shifting relationships between imperial and transnational groups connected with regional and local elites and popular sectors. Although one may spot critical moments of confluence, subaltern groups do not always constitute unified blocs opposed to “elites.” Rather, one often finds, as in the Bolivian case, shifting coalitions in the struggle for appropriation and distribution of existing resources. We examine, in the words of historical sociologists Alexander Anievas and Kerem Nisanciouglu, the formation and consolidation of capitalisms (in plural) and how diverse economic sectors (including subaltern groups) have resisted but also adapted to, negotiated, and profited from the extraction of natural resources.22


Bolivia’s history calls special attention to the historical strength of the popular and subaltern sectors, a point driven home by all the chapters presented in this volume. There is no doubt that some of the most important policies for resource nationalization or the approval of new legislation favoring Indigenous, peasant, and workers’ rights were the product of long-term, tenacious popular struggles. Throughout Bolivia’s three-hundred-year colonial and two-hundred-year republican past, we find numerous cases of Indigenous leaders fighting in the courts for the restitution of their lands as well as of Indigenous revolts and rebellions demanding the right to land. Sparked in part by the five-hundredth anniversary in 1992 of Columbus’s first landing in the Americas, Indigenous marches epitomized Bolivian political history. Part of a Pan-American Indigenous movement, these actions were crucial for consolidating territories for the Indigenous peoples of Bolivia’s lowlands. As Hines and Young point out in this volume, the nationalization of gas in 2006 and the ending of contracts with transnational companies for the management of water were, in part, the result of widespread popular mobilizations that started in the year 2000 with the so-called Water War in Cochabamba and the Gas War of 2003 in La Paz–El Alto.23


Not all popular-sector gains were the result of dramatic social upheaval. Other changes stemmed from day-to-day acts of resistance and adaptation on the part of peasants and mine workers. A prime example of this was the capacity of the mine workers in the colonial period to vie with Spanish mineowners for control over the ore they mined. Barragán demonstrates that the colonial informal economy was more than an appendage of the formal economy and that independent mine workers called k’ajchas were fierce economic competitors. This reveals the long-range tenacity of the popular economy in Bolivia in spite of unequal circumstances in which ordinary people have been forced to operate. Indeed, this volume is a testimony to the capacity of Bolivia’s subaltern sectors to subvert imposed systems of extraction. It also speaks to the capacity of these sectors to enter and exit the market despite an unwelcoming framework in adverse economic conditions. In more recent decades, popular sectors have responded to scarce urban opportunities and to privatization of mines and state enterprises by migrating to the lowlands, producing coca, and organizing small cooperatives circumventing environmental or labor laws. In other words, the extractive economy has organized the economic strategies of both elites and subaltern sectors in times of economic boom as well as in times of crisis.


A third line of inquiry examines continuities and ruptures within Bolivia’s economic, social, and political cycles over the longue durée. It is only through historical analysis of long-term cycles that we can make sense of critical events of the present. As Sarah Hines argues, we cannot understand protesters’ success in overturning Cochabamba’s water privatization in the year 2000 without tracking their many years of political organization and their deep knowledge of water sources, systems, and management accumulated over a century of struggle. It is also only in the shadow of the longue durée that we can grasp the historical importance and density of current political agendas. For instance, we cannot fully comprehend the political significance of President Evo Morales’s decrees on gas nationalization if we do not understand how deeply rooted this policy was in the political memory of Bolivians who saw nationalization as an expression of national sovereignty against foreign interests.


It is also only in the long view that we see the historical construction of categories such as “elites” and “subalterns,” as well as the multiplicity of their competing and sometimes overlapping objectives. As an extensive Bolivian historiography has shown, the concepts of subaltern or “Indian” bring together diverse subjects with distinct histories of political struggle and insertion into markets, and, in some cases, rival agendas. For example, Soliz analyzes the growing rivalry between lowland Indians and peasants who had migrated from the highlands to the lowlands, the so-called colonizadores. The two groups espouse different notions of property and economic development. Thomas Grisaffi’s work on coca production also points to the ongoing conflict between producers of coca leaf in the Yungas of La Paz and those from the Chapare in Cochabamba. The history of mining analyzed by Rossana Barragán reveals the conflicting interests of salaried miners, cooperative members (socios), and cooperative laborers. Sarah Hines’s study of water exposes the complicated relations between peasant and irrigators’ associations, residents of neighborhoods on city outskirts, and core urban water customers in Cochabamba. These examples demonstrate how generic, overlapping categories such as subaltern/peasant/Indian can blur significant economic differences within these groups and hide conflicting political agendas.


Bolivia’s “elites” have been no less fractured, constituting distinct groups with diverse agendas. Analysis of colonial history reveals that mining and landed elites competed often against each other to control Indian labor. For example, hacienda owners in need of workers welcomed Indigenous people migrating from their communities to avoid paying tribute and compulsory mine work. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, regional elites competed for political power and control of resources. The rivalry between the elites in Chuquisaca (Sucre) and La Paz ended with the Federal War of 1899, favoring the latter. In the second half of the twentieth century, rivalry between the rising economic elites of (lowland) Santa Cruz and (highland) La Paz’s political elites intensified. Among other things, access to oil royalties drove a wedge between these geographically separated elites in the 1970s and 1980s.


A fourth line of inquiry considers convergent and divergent agendas and the sometimes-paradoxical alliances and disputes that have arisen among different sectors of Bolivian society. For example, in the nineteenth century, liberal La Paz elites allied with the Indigenous forces of Pablo Zarate Willka against republican elites centered in the south. This short-lived alliance ended dramatically when, after winning the war, the liberal elites lashed out at their former allies, accusing them of waging a race war. Similarly, the revolutionary nationalist movement, the MNR, which took power after the National Revolution of 1952, forcefully battled the mining and landowning elites but surrendered to US pressure by reopening the oil sector to foreign investment, reversing the 1937 oil nationalization. Strange bedfellows and subsequent “divorces” or break-ups have continued to appear. The administration of Evo Morales forged unexpected alliances with the Santa Cruz landowning elites. At the same time, Hines and Young offer examples of cross-class alliances in pursuit of common goals. For instance, Hines demonstrates that the Cochabamba Water War brought together two sectors that had been in conflict: city dwellers and peasant communities who held rights to water sources. Young shows that the agenda of gas nationalization also united different social, economic, and even regional sectors that otherwise shared few interests.







Continuity amid Change: A Brief “Extractive” History of Bolivia


As Myrna Santiago points out in the first epilogue to this volume, El Dorado is a metaphor and reality of extractivism that seems to encompass the entire history of Latin America. El Dorado implies plunder and desolation, not development. Echoes of El Dorado persist, as Ulbe Bosma underscores in the second epilogue to this volume: Latin American extractivism has entailed processes of limited industrial processing and reduced added value. This historical process of exploitation of natural resources across more than five hundred years suggests continuity: extraction leads to underdevelopment rather than its desired opposite. As Bosma reminds us, the new extractivism simply reinforces commodity regimes’ links to the configurations of global capitalism. In such a scenario, the main political struggles defined within Bolivia’s national borders were and are around, in the words of sociologist René Zavaleta Mercado, “struggles for surplus” (querella del excedente).


As the following brief historical overview of struggles over the appropriation of land, minerals, water, rubber, oil, and coca leaf reveals, the persistence of extractivism in Bolivia challenges scholars who underscore clear breaks between different historical phases, such as colonialism, liberalism, nationalism, neoliberalism, or post-neoliberalism. It also challenges marked differentiations between preindustrial, industrial, and neoliberal regimes. These cycles, which may be more helpful in understanding North Atlantic economies, work less well in the Bolivian case, where industrialization was meager.


In the early sixteenth century, the Spanish Crown claimed most American lands as its own, incorporating them into the global economy. This was a process of land grabbing on a continental scale. Spanish interest in the Andes grew tremendously after the 1545 “discovery” of Potosí, one of the largest silver mining camps of the colonial period. Yet the Spaniards realized the mines had little value without labor to exploit them. Andean communities agreed to furnish tribute in labor and cash in exchange for Crown protection of their land base and local political autonomy. This hierarchical and unequal relationship between the Crown and Andean communities allowed Indigenous populations to survive in exchange for their work in the mines plus payment of cash tribute. The most densely populated communities were concentrated in the corridor that stretches between Lake Titicaca and what is today the southern portion of the department of Potosí. These Indigenous communities were henceforth part of what historian Carlos Sempat Assadourian called the “Andean colonial space,” which was almost instantly articulated to the emerging global market.24


After congregating Indigenous communities into more densely populated town districts (called reducciones), the Crown auctioned off lands it considered vacant to Spaniards. This was one of the origins of the hacienda or great landed estate. Haciendas multiplied on fertile lands and developed links to the mining centers where they could sell their produce. It was precisely in response to the demand of the Potosí market as well as other mining and urban centers that the coca leaf trade emerged. Although it is true that coca continued to be crucial in ritual offerings, in reciprocal relations, and in the socialization of workers during the colonial period, coca became one of the staple products of consumption among mine workers, as Thomas Grisaffi discusses in his chapter. Initially, most coca came to Potosí from the Cuzco area and the trade involved various actors, including Indigenous women.25


In the seventeenth century, the frontiers of production and exchange continued to expand with the emergence of new mining centers, although not of the magnitude of Potosí. In the eighteenth century, Potosí silver production peaked once again, as discussed by Rossana Barragán in chapter 2. This second boom encouraged the opening of new frontiers for coca production in Yungas, a subtropical ecoregion northeast of the city of La Paz. Coca production in these warm lowlands led to the creation of new fortunes for local and regional elites.


In the early nineteenth century, as part of the Atlantic Age of Revolution, local elites, with uneven support from Bolivia’s Indigenous populations, rebelled against Spanish colonial power and won their independence. After independence was secured in 1825, this south-central portion of South America formerly ruled by a distant king adopted a new political system based on the sovereignty of the people and the election of representative authorities.26 Although military regimes and constitutional ruptures plagued these representative systems in Bolivia’s first decades as a free country, they constituted advanced political projects in their day, especially when compared to the monarchical system that still ruled Europe.27


The formation of republican nation-states involved the drawing of national borders. In the Bolivian case, the outlines of the new republic were set, in part, following the jurisdictional limits of the Audiencia de Charcas (the royal court of Charcas was until 1776 subordinate to the Viceroyalty of Peru and after 1776 under the Viceroyalty of Río de la Plata). The final drawing of Bolivia’s boundaries entailed tense political relations with neighboring Peru, Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay. For much of the nineteenth century and even the twentieth, the Bolivian government’s control over its territory was more nominal than real. As in the colonial period, political and economic power, along with the majority of the population, remained concentrated in the highland geographical corridor between Lake Titicaca and southern Potosí.


In the republican context, elites sought to establish, in the spirit of European liberalism, a new tax system based on private property. At first this political project failed because imposing it would have implied sacrificing the revenues the state obtained from Indigenous communities. Since more than 50 percent of national income came from Indigenous tribute after independence in 1825, governing elites postponed change. However, in the 1860s and 1870s, these same elites enacted new laws that finally consolidated the privatization of land. As with the prior retention of colonial-style tribute, this privatization policy was to the detriment of Indigenous peoples, suddenly eroding communal property.


Continuity persisted amid change. Mining (the “old extractivism”) continued to be the engine of the Bolivian economy across most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the turn of the twentieth century, the geography of mining widened with the search for a new global commodity: tin. This metal was essential for the development of the canning industry, which became particularly important in the era of the world wars. The Bolivian tin industry was dominated by three big companies, owned by Simón Patiño, Moritz Hochschild, and José Avelino Aramayo. Bolivia’s three “tin barons,” as they were known, controlled almost 80 percent of tin mining in the country. Their success was based on control over extraction, processing, and export of the raw mineral to European and North American markets. Control of a precious resource by Bolivian nationals rather than foreign enterprises was significant, but outsized economic strength gave the three tin barons enormous political influence, leading to tense relations between them and the Bolivian state, which was chronically in debt.


The quest for new commodity frontiers or extractive opportunities did not cease. At the turn of the twentieth century, rubber and petroleum gained importance in the world market. Demand for these commodities was unlike demand for tin in that it ended up mapping Bolivian state expansion onto the expansion of resource frontiers. Natural rubber was found in the Amazon and petroleum in the southeast of Bolivia, in the Chaco Basin. The Bolivian state considered the Indigenous inhabitants of these areas to be “barbaric” and thus ignored their territorial claims. As suggested by José Orsag Molina, the rubber economy enveloped the territories of those Indigenous groups deemed “savages.” This extractive regime developed after the appropriation of extensive forests deemed “vacant.” Vast state-claimed spaces were transformed overnight into private or nationalized lands. Nationalist historiography charted these changes by celebrating lowland colonization and Indigenous disinheritance and displacement as the nation’s birthright and as a “civilizing” process.


Extraction continued. In the early twentieth century, Bolivia’s mostly lowland petroleum sector surfaced with great dynamism. In chapter 5, Kevin Young shows that the earliest economic nationalist discourses focused on this industry. Unlike mining, which was in the hands of local entrepreneurs, oil was in the hands of the transnational Standard Oil Company of New Jersey. In 1920s Bolivia, Standard Oil benefited not only from favorable state concessions but also from tax evasion, enabled by local bureaucrats who took illegal payments. After Bolivia’s bloody war with Paraguay (1932–1935), popular resentment against the national and transnational elites grew due to the magnitude of the war’s human toll and postwar political and economic crisis. In this context, renewed enthusiasm among intellectual middle classes for leftist ideas led to the first nationalization of petroleum reserves and exclusion of a foreign oil company in Latin America. Bolivia beat Mexico to the punch in 1937.28


A second wave of resource nationalization occurred during the 1952 revolution. Bolivia’s Revolutionary Nationalist Movement (Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario, MNR) confiscated the mines of the three tin barons. After nationalization, the government created the state-run Mining Corporation of Bolivia (COMIBOL). Under intense US pressure, later governments backed off from nationalization, authorizing private companies to operate mines. Indeed, it is impossible to understand Bolivian political and economic dynamics during the twentieth century without recognizing the overbearing role of the United States. Beginning in the 1930s, the US government, following US corporate interests, dictated, shaped, or constrained Bolivian national decisions. Several chapters in this volume offer examples that expose the ways in which the United States meddled in Bolivia’s economy and politics. In discussing the 1950s, Kevin Young highlights how the nationalist revolutionary government approved a new oil code in 1956 to reopen the hydrocarbon sector to foreign investment because of US pressure.29 The primary new concessionaire was Gulf Oil. Yet political winds blew both ways, even as the Cold War progressed. In 1969, General Alfredo Ovando nationalized hydrocarbons once again, turning the tables and angering the United States. Thus, the economic history of the twentieth century was marked by several cycles of nationalization and privatization that do not map neatly onto right versus left governments.


It was also in the revolutionary context of the 1950s, as Carmen Soliz discusses, that Bolivia enacted one of the most radical agrarian reform policies in Latin America. The agrarian reform of 1953 put an end to the latifundia or great estates, eliminated the personal service of peasants on haciendas, and distributed land among peasants. This agrarian reform, as Sarah Hines explains, also helped democratize access to water by redistributing sources previously controlled by hacienda owners. Agrarian reform was most transformative in Bolivia’s highlands and valleys. In the lowlands, however, latifundia slowly began to emerge in recently opened or “homesteading frontier” lands. It was particularly during the military regimes of the 1970s and 1980s that a new landowning elite seized enormous expanses of land for cattle ranching, exotic hardwood exports, and soybean production. This new landowning elite displaced and marginalized lowland Indigenous populations.


The United States government’s influence in Bolivia grew in the second half of the twentieth century, when it exerted financial and political pressure either directly on governments or through international organizations like the United Nations. As Thomas Grisaffi notices, a 1950 UN report declared the traditional coca leaf (not just cocaine) to be a drug. In the 1970s and 1980s, coca leaf production in South America’s producing countries grew sharply in response to the increasing demand for cocaine in the North Atlantic countries. The prices offered for this drug made exports soar.


In the 1980s, Bolivia confronted an unusually severe economic crisis characterized by hyperinflation and foreign debt. As Barragán outlines, this was the moment when the Bolivian government implemented structural adjustment policies that culminated in the laying off more than 23,000 workers from the formerly state-run mining centers. Much of the dismissed mining labor force moved to the lowland tropical Chapare region in eastern Cochabamba to plant coca, a product that promised enormous income. In what some called a “white gold rush,” thousands of mining families, including that of Evo Morales, became coca growers in the Chapare. As Grisaffi points out, the population of the Chapare, which did not exceed 25,000 in 1967, grew to more than 350,000 by 1989. This brought about a sea of change in the geography of economic production in Bolivia oriented to the global market. As the geography of coca and cocaine production expanded, the United States intensified its drug war policy in Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia, which in turn encouraged targeted coca growers to organize unions. Evo Morales, the leader of the Chapare peasant unions, won election to the national assembly in 1997. From this platform, coca growers’ unions built a strong political party, enabling Morales to win the presidential election of 2005. Early in his presidency, Morales legalized cultivation of a small plot of coca leaf per family in specific parts of the Chapare.


There were more changes amid resource-export continuity. Beginning in 1985, Bolivian governments began to abandon the statist economic model to adopt instead a neoliberal one. Following, in part, the World Bank’s agenda that promoted the commodification of land, the government passed a new agrarian reform law in 1996. Yet, using one of the transitory provisions of the law, lowland Indigenous peoples, who had been displaced by the new landowning elite, were able to consolidate approximately eight million hectares as autonomous territories. At the same time, small, medium, and large properties oriented mainly to soybean production consolidated about four million hectares in the most fertile lowland regions of the country.


In the 1990s, following neoliberal Washington Consensus policies, the Bolivian government reprivatized oil and mineral resources as well as vital services and utilities such as social security, electricity, and telecommunications. The government also contracted transnational corporations to administer water supply systems in the cities of La Paz and El Alto in 1997 and Cochabamba in 1999. Until then, both had been administered by municipal companies and water user collectives. This policy change led not only to increased water rates for municipal customers but it also entailed dispossession of water sources and systems owned, built, maintained, and administered by water users themselves. As a result, revolts broke out against water privatization, first and most dramatically in Cochabamba’s 2000 Water War, in which broad and heterogeneous sectors of the population mobilized.


Deprived of oil and mining revenues by 2003, Bolivia faced a deep crisis that culminated in a massive revolt later called the Gas War. The tide turned once again toward national control of natural resources, aligning with popular demand for broad social change. Evo Morales was swept into power. One of the first actions of the Morales administration was the nationalization of hydrocarbons in 2006. This measure, which responded to the clamor of the population, was also part of a historical tradition of the Bolivian state to assert national sovereignty. One of the Bolivian government’s toughest negotiations in 2006, amid the Morales government’s gas nationalization, involved not the Spanish company Repsol but the state-owned Brazilian company Petrobras.30 Something of a historical irony, here was an apparently Indigenous-led struggle over natural resources that pitted state against state, leftist neighbor against leftist neighbor—with a former colonial player in the mix as well.


Others joined the twenty-first century’s “Great Game.” Since 2005, China has steadily replaced the United States as Bolivia’s most powerful customer for frozen meat, concentrated mineral ores, and tropical lumber, creating close economic ties. Some have argued that soaring Chinese (and other Asian) demand for primary materials has largely enabled “new extractivist” regimes to flourish regardless of political persuasion. Bolivia appears to be no exception. During the Morales administration, the reprimarization of the economy (understood as the expansion of activities associated with the primary sector) intensified due to the growing export of minerals, soybeans, timber, and cattle to China.31 Alicia Gómez argues that “between 2000 and 2014, annual bilateral trade between China and Bolivia increased from $75.3 million to $2.25 billion. In 2015, the Bolivian government owed more than $600 million to Chinese banks (primarily the Export-Import Bank of China and the Chinese Development Bank), constituting 9.2% of the country’s total foreign debt.” With China’s assistance, Morales boasted, Bolivia achieved independence from US-dominated financial institutions like the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. However, Gómez argues that “behind the discourse of financial sovereignty, the reality is one of greater dependency on extractivism and foreign capital,” effectively “substituting one imperialism for another.”32


To conclude this historical overview, it is important to underline the sometimes contradictory role played by the Bolivian state. On many occasions, the central government worked hand in hand with local, regional, and global interests to expand the geography of capitalism. As Orsag Molina points out, this is particularly evident in the state’s incursions into the Amazon amid the rubber boom. Yet there were other occasions when the national government provided the tools that social movements needed to limit the power of corporations and multinationals. In such cases, the state nationalized resources precisely when social movements were demanding control over them. However, the authors also point to the fragility of these political victories. There were repeated instances when the Bolivian state, after years of political mobilization and revolutionary transformation, enacted laws to nationalize strategic natural resources only to see these efforts diluted when subsequent governments came to power and signed contracts, agreements, or laws that changed the rules of the game once again.


Thus, the history of Bolivia in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has followed the path of a boomerang, defined by cycles of nationalization and privatization. Revolutionary and reformist Bolivian governments loudly celebrated moments of resource nationalization as grand popular conquests. By contrast, policymakers silently privatized resources, as Sarah Hines points out, amid acute economic and political crises. The expansion of commodity frontiers to encompass much of Bolivia’s expansive geography mirrors the expansion of global capitalism. This history of “commodity continuities” amid whip-saw political changes is essential to make sense of the Bolivian past in order to assess its present dilemmas and future promise.







A Deep History of Natural Resources: The Bolivian Cases


This book begins by examining three Bolivian resources at the center of political dispute since the early colonial period, namely land, water, and minerals. Soliz, Barragán, and Hines show that, as in the colonial and early republican past, these resources have remained the focus of political contention to the present day. Until the end of the nineteenth century, Bolivia’s battle over natural resources was primarily concentrated in the highlands and inter-Andean valleys. Beginning in the 1860s, the bicycle and soon the automobile industry triggered demand for natural rubber found in the heart of the Amazon. Orsag Molina analyzes the impact of this extractive economy at the turn of the twentieth century. The book concludes by examining two resources that are central to understanding the last century of Bolivia’s history. Young examines fraught business of hydrocarbons and Grisaffi, the coca/cocaine circuit. Extraction of each commodity shaped its own peculiar geographical space and social structure, and terms of conflict, even as each took on national dimensions, shaped the broader discourse of dependency versus development.


In chapter 1, Carmen Soliz explores three waves of land concentration that displaced Indigenous people and small farmers from the colonial past to the present (colonialism, liberalism, and dictatorship). The chapter also examines critical moments of Indigenous and peasant political struggle that successfully reversed some of the effects of Indigenous displacement and political marginalization. In particular, Soliz discusses the three agrarian reform programs that took place in Bolivia in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (1953, 1996, and 2006), all aimed at guaranteeing fairer distribution of land.


The chapter advances three arguments. First, the liberal oligarchic period from the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries witnessed the greatest waves of land dispossession at the expense of Indigenous communal property after independence. Second, in the second half of the twentieth century following a revolution, two distinct trends emerged. One trend saw Indigenous and peasant communities successfully obtaining a favorable redistribution of land in both the highlands and valleys. The other trend saw elites expanding their landholdings in the lowlands. Third, during Evo Morales’s tenure as president, pressure from elite landholders forced his government to make concessions in order to maintain political stability. This partnership between his administration and powerful landowners significantly hindered the ability of Indigenous peoples to gain access to land and win representation in politics.


In chapter 2, Rossana Barragán analyzes Bolivia’s long history of mineral extraction in Potosí, the emblematic center of silver production. Incredible as it may seem, the Cerro Rico or Rich Mountain is still in active exploitation after more than five hundred years of short booms and long crises. Barragán argues first, that minerals destined for the global market expanded the commodity frontier from one mineral to another, enlarging the geography of mining. Second, that a process of “deindustrialization,” understood, in this context, as a rupture between extraction and refining processes, took place with the shift from silver to tin production. Third, that there is no continuity among mining elites across time. Barragán begins with the first silver boom that lasted from the sixteenth to the end of the eighteenth century. The tin boom is next, from the first half of the twentieth century through nationalization of the mines in 1952 to the bust of the 1980s. Afterward comes the boom of the 1990s, characterized by the proliferation of cooperatives, the arrival of transnational companies, and the return to Potosí of the state-run Mining Corporation of Bolivia (COMIBOL). Finally, Barragán examines the opening of a new geographical frontier with the exploitation of lithium. Key actors are considered in her chapter: the Spanish Crown and later the nation-state with its policies regarding property rules and relations with capital and transnational firms; the private entrepreneurs, the owners of the mines and the refineries; and the multiple types of workers from the colonial period to the late formation of the proletariat and up until the consolidation of independent artisanal mine workers and cooperatives. Particularly relevant in her analysis are the workers’ individual and collective struggles and their politics of resistance, the internal divisions and rivalry between their organizations, and the peculiar power dynamics that emerged in each historical period.


In chapter 3, Sarah Hines studies the fraught history of water in Bolivia. Her chapter constitutes a pioneering contribution to Bolivia’s environmental history. Hines analyzes water management and ownership claims across four broad periods: the Inca and Spanish Empires (ca. 1400–1825); the early Bolivian Republic (1825–1935); the era of reform, revolution, and dictatorship (1935–1982); and the neoliberal era, with its “water wars” and their aftermath (1982–2019). Focusing on the Cochabamba region, Hines demonstrates that one of the worst moments of water dispossession for Indian communities took place in the late nineteenth century under the halo of liberalism and a second occurred almost a century later, under neoliberalism. Hines argues that although land appropriation was more visible, water appropriation was more extreme. Her analysis of the twentieth century demonstrates the importance of the military socialist regimes and the 1952 revolution for democratizing water access. The neoliberal reforms of the 1990s sought to privatize water and other critical resources, sparking mass protest.


Led by peasants, irrigators, and city dwellers, Cochabamba’s 2000 Water War put an end to neoliberal water policies. Rather than an isolated event, Hines asserts that the 2000 showdown resulted from a long history of social struggle over water management and property rights. She argues that users gained increasing control over water resources and infrastructure in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries through their labor, expertise, mobilization, and steady demands for state and international financial and institutional support for what she calls “vernacular hydraulic development.”


In chapter 4, José Orsag Molina treats the history of rubber, beginning with the arrival of the nation-state and commercial interests to the Indigenous territories of Araona, Pacaguara, and Ese’ejja at the end of the nineteenth century. Orsag Molina argues that the state’s ability to dominate the rubber-bearing territory and to build infrastructure has been the standard metric by which to measure development, progress, or failure. This developmentalist narrative obscures the violence of the conquest and colonization of Indigenous territories, a precondition for capitalist expansion and the formation of the state. From this perspective, the rubber boom appears as one of the most catastrophic phases of extermination of Bolivia’s diverse Indigenous population.


In chapter 5, Kevin Young discusses the three episodes of hydrocarbon nationalization that took place in 1937, 1969, and 2006, arguing that nationalization united a variety of social sectors that otherwise shared few common interests. Young argues that nationalization has helped mitigate regional, ethnic, and class frictions while also reducing the government’s incentive to pursue other reforms such as a progressive income tax that would directly target wealthy Bolivians. There were also contradictions between discourse and economic policy. Young notes, for example, that while it was the nationalist MNR that privatized oil in 1955, the right-wing dictator General Hugo Banzer kept hydrocarbons under state control. The Bolivian government then turned to gas and oil privatization under democratic regimes starting in the 1990s. Finally, Young analyzes the hydrocarbons policy of the Evo Morales government. Morales’s higher taxation of gas companies enabled the state to capture a larger share of the profits generated from gas exports. While not a “nationalization” in the classic sense, this policy did provide new revenues for poverty reduction and public investments. Government figures suggest an impressive decline in poverty: The poverty rate has fallen from 60.6 percent in 2006 to 35 percent in 2019, and the extreme poverty from 37.7 percent to 15.2 percent over the same period.33 Despite this unquestionable success, Young points out how the government marginalized the voices of Indigenous leaders and environmental groups that questioned hydrocarbon exploitation in Indigenous and protected forest areas. Morales also silenced left-leaning groups that demanded that the government create economic alternatives to oil and gas exports.


In chapter 6, Thomas Grisaffi examines the cultural, economic, and political dimensions of coca production. He argues that in Bolivia the coca leaf is not just a commodity but also a marker of Indigenous identity and a sacred substance according to many Andeans who consume it. The production of coca leaves, more than any other commodity, has strained relations with the United States, and thus it is not surprising that anti-imperialist sentiments are most deeply rooted among coca producers.


The production of coca leaf and cocaine trafficking has lubricated Bolivia’s economy. In the middle of the country’s worst economic crises, hyperinflation in the 1980s and structural reforms in the 1990s, the coca and cocaine trades revitalized the Bolivian economy and prompted a construction boom in the cities, where office buildings, roads, and houses went up at an unprecedented rate. Grisaffi argues that the illicit cocaine trade provided a safety net for those workers and peasants impoverished by neoliberal structural adjustment. After more than a decade of forced eradication and police repression, the Morales government, under the slogan “Coca yes, cocaine no,” petitioned the UN to remove coca from the list of globally banned substances, and, despite US opposition, successfully gained an exception in 2013, allowing for traditional uses of the leaf in the country. The amendment was an important international victory, yet not all sectors in Bolivia have been equally pleased with Morales’s victories on this matter. Indigenous lowland groups have struggled against the incursion of coca growers into Indigenous territories.


Finally, Myrna Santiago and Ulbe Bosma provide the volume with separate epilogues. Santiago, who specializes in the environmental history of Mexico, and Bosma, one of the leading voices of the commodity frontier approach to global political economy, highlight the role that extractivism has played across different political and economic historical phases. Both underscore the role that extractivist regimes have played in the construction of capitalism. Overall, this volume tells the story of the commodification of natural resources and the incorporation of complex, often Indigenous geographies into the global market. The book illustrates how policy makers, elites, workers, and other subaltern groups struggled to control valuable natural resources. Going back to colonial times, they forged conjunctural alliances in order to do so and developed strong political cultures featuring their claims to rights and sovereignty.


The history of Bolivia, seen through the lens of specific natural resources converted into commodities, helps us situate land, metals, rubber, oil, water, and coca in a network of transnational and global relations and connections that defies national borders. Narratives that revolve around the nation-state and the role of local elites and popular groups can obscure the persistence of transnational corporations and their adeptness at circumventing local-level shifts. Focusing on extractivism and commodity frontiers also highlights the fierce struggles and competition for key resources that have developed between countries and regions, as well as the competition for their appropriation, industrialization, commercialization, and consumption. Bolivia’s long and troubled “extractive history” also reminds us that technological changes are another crucial and strategic part of the story, sometimes shuffling market positions overnight. Indeed, technologies often develop at lightning speed, rapidly upending upstream and downstream flows and linkages, and remaking global extractive geographies. The struggle for natural resources in Bolivia, as elsewhere, shows no signs of letting up.
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Map 1.1. Geographic differences between Bolivian highlands, valleys, and lowlands. Map courtesy of Fundación Tierra.



















Chapter One



Five Hundred Years of Land Struggle


Carmen Soliz




Introduction


Land has long been at the center of political struggle in Bolivia, making it impossible to understand Bolivia’s colonial and postcolonial history without delving into processes such as land grabbing, rural migration, Indigenous and peasant politics, and agrarian reforms. While it is hard to capture such a long and complicated history of about five hundred years in just a brief review, this chapter examines on the one hand, three waves of land dispossession suffered by Indigenous populations under colonial, liberal, and dictatorial rule. On the other, it examines critical moments of subaltern struggle for land redistribution. These waves of land dispossession that led to the marginalization and exclusion of Indigenous peoples and to the currently unequal distribution of land are important for understanding the history of dispossession of Indigenous populations in Latin America more broadly.1


The first wave of land dispossession in the Andes started in the sixteenth century. Spanish colonialism brought about a far-reaching process of restructuring Andean communities. The second wave took place under liberal regimes decades after Bolivia became an independent republic in the early nineteenth century. Many of the Indigenous communities of the Bolivian highlands that continued holding communal lands during the colonial period lost them when liberal elites pushed for the privatization of communal property and opening the land market. The third wave of land dispossession, which started in the 1950s but accelerated under the dictatorial regimes of the 1970s and early 1980s, targeted a different geography and a different group: the Indigenous peoples of the eastern lowlands. From colonial times until the 1950s, land conflicts had been concentrated in the highlands, in the western part of the country. From the second half of the twentieth century to the present, Bolivia’s most serious territorial conflicts were centered in the lowlands.


Bolivian history has been characterized by important moments of Indigenous and peasant political action, government reform legislation, and party-political struggle combating elite land accumulation along with peasant displacement and political marginalization. This chapter discusses the three agrarian reform programs that sought to guarantee fairer land distribution during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. It also assesses the goals and actual achievements of these policies as well as their limitations. Focused on the years of left-leaning Evo Morales’s presidency (2005–2019), it explores the political dilemmas driving Bolivia’s land struggle in the lowlands. It examines the competing agendas of three groups: agroindustry, one of the strongest economic and political actors in the region; lowland Indigenous groups demanding recognition of their ancestral territories; and peasant migrants from the highlands who have settled in the lowlands since the 1950s demanding their rights to land.


This chapter makes three sequential historical arguments. First, the liberal oligarchic period between the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries was responsible for major dispossession of Indigenous and peasant lands and of land concentration in the hands of the elite. Second, the postrevolutionary period after the mid-twentieth century was marked by two contrasting tendencies, one in which Indigenous and peasant sectors were able to attain a favorable redistribution of land in the highlands and lowlands, and one in which elites were successful in expanding their lowland land holdings. Third, the MAS government under Evo Morales yielded to pressure from landowning elites to guarantee political stability. This unexpected alliance between a left-wing government and large landowners severely compromised Indigenous people’s access to land and political representation.







Land Dispossession in the Colonial Era


The conquest of the Inca Empire marked the beginning of a three hundred–year history of dispossession and marginalization of Indigenous communities. After years of military incursions and skirmishes, the conquistador Francisco Pizarro and his native allies captured and executed Atahualpa in the Battle of Cajamarca in 1532. This was the first step in a long campaign that ended with the colonization of the Inca Empire, which was later called the Viceroyalty of Peru. One of the factors that drew the Spaniards to this area was the discovery of silver in Potosí in 1545. The Spaniards founded the city of Potosí that year and the city of Chuquisaca, the most important administrative and judicial center of the Real Audiencia (royal court) of Charcas, in 1548.2 The Real Audiencia of Charcas later became the territorial base for the formation of the Bolivian Republic in 1825.


After colonization, Spaniards used and reoriented precolonial institutions and systems of labor and tribute for their own benefit. For instance, Spaniards forced the ethnic groups—the Kana, Kanchi, Lupaqa, Pakasa, Sura, Killaka, Kallanka, Charka, and Qulla—in the region called Upper Peru (now Bolivia) to pay the tribute that they used to pay to the Inca.3 During the first two decades after conquest, encomenderos or ex-conquistadors accumulated most of the tribute. In compensation for their service to the Spanish Crown, the conquerors were granted encomiendas or rights over Indian labor and taxes. The encomiendas were reserved for a small group of Spaniards and served as one of their most crucial wealth sources in the sixteenth century. Some persisted. Herbert S. Klein notes that by 1650, there were about eighty-two encomiendas in Upper Peru, twenty-one of which had more than one thousand Indians each.4 Although peasant communities were well accustomed to paying tribute, historians have calculated that the amount demanded increased significantly during the colonial period. Bridikina et al indicate an increase of some 880 percent.5 Encomenderos exerted pressure and even inflicted violence on ethnic authorities to extract tribute. For instance, Alonso de Montemayor, encomendero of the Sacaca community between 1549 and 1556, held the mallku (Indigenous authority) Alonso Ayaviri as a prisoner in Potosí for almost six months, threatening to hang several caciques (other Indigenous leaders) if he did not receive tribute payment.6


By the mid-sixteenth century, the encomienda system started to decline. The encomenderos were certainly interested in preserving these grants for their heirs, but the Crown began to recover the wealth it had endowed to the encomenderos. Viceroy Francisco de Toledo, who ruled the Viceroyalty of Peru between 1569 and 1581, broke the power of the encomenderos and limited the encomienda patrimony to three generations. Toledo pressed for the return of the encomiendas to the Crown and the establishment of a direct relationship between the Spanish Crown and Indigenous communities. The king’s interest in directly accessing tribute revenues drove the Crown to protect the integrity of Indigenous communities and their traditional system of authorities. Enrique Semo’s classic study of colonial Mexico indicates that the Crown’s protection of communal property and the collection of tribute were two sides of the same coin. It was a system of exploitation of communities, not individuals.7 Tristan Platt named this system the colonial tributary pact. Indian communities in the Andes were able to maintain communal control over land and a margin of local political autonomy for much of the colonial period in exchange for tribute in cash and labor.8


It was also on Toledo’s watch that Indigenous communities faced dramatic territorial restructuring. To offset sharp decline of the Indigenous population due to labor overexploitation and European epidemics, Toledo relocated Indigenous communities by following the model of Spanish towns. These new units called reducciones forced Indians to live in villages established around a square, a church, and a town hall. Until then, Indigenous communities had extended control of their territories and access to different ecological zones. “Reduction” gave priests and colonial authorities more control over Indigenous groups. Under Toledo, 129,000 Indians were congregated in forty-four villages in Upper Peru.


To guarantee labor for the mines, Toledo also reimposed the mita—an Inca labor system that required people to perform a multiplicity of tasks in favor of the empire. The system forced one-seventh of all adult men of every community to work in the mines once every six years. Each year, the mita mobilized over eleven thousand Indigenous people from the highland provinces between Potosí and Cuzco. Sustaining the mita was another factor that helps explain the Spanish Crown’s interest in protecting Indigenous communal land ownership.


In the precolonial period, mitayos or Indigenous workers received support from the state and compensation in goods. The Spaniards also set a ridiculously small salary for each mitayo. Thus, mita service plus the tribute that Indigenous communities were already paying the Crown in cash constituted the two heaviest burdens on Indigenous workers for much of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In the eighteenth century, the Crown imposed new burdens on Indians, such as the repartimiento (the distribution of goods that communities were forced to buy whether they needed them or not) and taxes on locally traded goods.


The hacienda was a new feature of the colonial landscape. Due to the demographic collapse and forced relocation (reducción) of Indigenous communities, many lands that previously belonged to these communities became available. Starting in the second half of the sixteenth century, the Crown started to sell those allegedly “empty” lands to wealthy Spaniards in a process called the composición de tierras. Haciendas developed largely in the temperate valleys of Chuquisaca, Tarija, and Cochabamba, where they produced large quantities of corn, wheat, cereals, and coca leaves. The Catholic Church became the single largest hacienda owner during the colonial period.9 Most of this production found a buoyant market in Potosí.10 The fertile soil, mild climate, and proximity of these regions to the mines made them a prime site for expansion of the hacienda. The hacienda landowner became a serious competitor to the Crown and mineowners for Indigenous labor. Members of Indigenous communities were willing to migrate to a hacienda and eventually lose their access to communal land just to avoid paying tribute and working in the mines.


The number of haciendas and workers on them grew significantly between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. According to Thierry Saignes, there were 5,500 Indians working on 374 haciendas in 1574 and 8,000 Indians working on 1,200 haciendas in 1609.11 Despite the profound restructuring that Indigenous communities faced in access to territory and their work systems, Klein argues that the boundaries between communities and haciendas began to stabilize by the end of the seventeenth century. Population in the rural communities had also begun to recover. The eighteenth century was marked by a crisis in the mining industry. Since most of the haciendas’ production was destined for the mining centers, the hacienda also plunged in value, reducing pressure on Indigenous communities. In fact, populations grew in the communities in the 1700s.12







Land Encroachment in the Liberal Era


Despite three centuries of profound economic and political change during the colonial period, Indian communities continued to control about two-thirds of all cultivable land. Another serious threat to Indigenous communal property started during the republican period in the second half of the nineteenth century.13 Shortly after Bolivia achieved its independence, the ruling elites, seduced by liberal ideology like many of their counterparts in Latin America, began to promote a land ownership system based on individual private property. It took decades for local elites to implement this project in the countryside, which led to the gradual dismantling of the Indigenous communal land-base. In 1824, Simón Bolívar, the hero of South America’s wars for independence and Bolivia’s first president, abolished the colonial tribute paid by Indigenous communities, something he considered one of colonialism’s most repugnant legacies. His efforts to create an individual property system, however, were short-lived. Two years later, President Antonio José de Sucre, another hero of the independence, was forced to reinstate the Indigenous tribute. After fifteen years of war, the mining industry and commerce were in ruins, and the new republic had no alternative source of income. In that chaotic economic context, the Indigenous tribute, which was rebranded as an “Indigenous contribution,” represented the state’s most important income source until the 1860s. The payment of the tribute illustrated the state’s implicit recognition of communal property. Tristan Platt’s research shows that, contrary to what one might assume, Indigenous communities willingly paid the tribute to guarantee their territorial control. This fiscal pact between the state and Indigenous communities lasted for approximately four decades.14


In the second half of the nineteenth century, once state revenues began to rise again from mining exports, Bolivia’s elites became less dependent on Indigenous contributions. In this new context, the ruling elites resumed the old project of land privatization. In 1866, President Mariano Melgarejo (1864–1871) launched a brutal attack on Indigenous communal lands. Melgarejo declared the state to be the owner of all communal properties. All Indians residing on state-owned lands were now required to purchase individual titles within a sixty-day period.15 If they were unable to pay that sum, the land had to be sold at public auction.16 Unable to pay these fees, the Indigenous people lost their communal land.17 Historian Laura Gotkowitz writes that “between 1866 and 1869, government auctioneers sold the lands of 356 communities to private bidders.” This took place in the most densely populated provinces of Omasuyos, Pacajes, Ingavi, Sicasica, and Muñecas.18


Melgarejo’s decree triggered a series of Indigenous uprisings that culminated in his overthrow in 1871. President Tomás Frías (1874–1876), who took power after Melgarejo, promised to return the property to the Indians and cancel all auction sales.19 Yet, in 1874, he signed the so-called De-Entailment Law (Ley de Exvinculación), a more refined attempt to abolish Indigenous communal property. In contrast to Melgarejo’s decree, Frías guaranteed that the process of dividing individual plots among Indians could only take place with the consent of community members. The privatization policies of the late nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century had severe effects on Indigenous communities’ control over land. In 1825, Indigenous communities controlled two-thirds of cultivable land, but by the 1950s, they only held roughly one quarter of the land.20 Table 1.1 shows the structure of property in 1950. Landlords held 44 percent of cultivable land, Indigenous communities held 26 percent of the land, and 18.8 percent of lands belonged to independent farmers. These small independent farmers were primarily located in the valleys of Cochabamba and the Yungas of La Paz.


Land privatization in the second half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century was not only a Bolivian phenomenon. After independence and until the mid-nineteenth century in much of Latin America, most cultivable land continued to be in the hands of Indigenous people and small owners. Talking about El Salvador, for example, William C. Thiesenhusen highlights that nineteenth-century visitors “spoke of the absence of extreme poverty … All residents seem to enjoy access to land; the hacienda existed but did not seem to monopolize the rural economy.”21 Beginning in the 1850s, the ruling elites’ desire to boost exports and railroad construction made rural areas much more attractive to private national entrepreneurs and international companies. In Mexico, for example, President Porfirio Díaz encouraged the privatization of state land by inviting foreign entrepreneurs to invest in Mexican agriculture. During the Díaz regime, thirty-nine million hectares of untitled communal land were converted into private property, about a fifth of Mexico’s total land area. Luis Terrazas, the Chihuahuan magnate and perhaps the largest landowner in all of Latin America, owned roughly fifty haciendas and ranches, totaling nearly three million hectares. The Richardson Construction Company in Los Angeles owned 547,000 hectares in northern Mexico, and the newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst acquired a large estate measuring 350,000 hectares in Chihuahua.22




Table 1.1 Structure of property according to the 1950 Agricultural Census


[image: Image]

Source: Ministerio de Asuntos Campesinos y Agropecuarios, Censo Agropecuario 1950, ii.





The privatization of communal property in Latin America ended with the massive transfer of land into a few hands. Many communities fell within the property of a single owner, and their inhabitants became dependent estate laborers on the new hacienda. National and international elites used their political power to seize Indigenous land. This was the case, for example, with Bolivian President Ismael Montes (1904–1909), who used his time in office to confiscate the lands of the Taraco community for himself. The hacienda’s most significant expansion was the product of a republican and liberal regime rather than a colonial one.


Privatization of Bolivia’s best farmland and concentration in a few hands did not occur without resistance. Beginning in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Indigenous leaders fought illegal encroachment by the hacienda system. In 1899, Indigenous leader Pablo Zárate Willka led one of the nineteenth century’s largest Indigenous rebellions, demanding the restitution of communal land. In the context of the Federal War (1898–1899) in which liberals fought conservatives, Zárate Willka pledged his support to the Liberal Party in exchange for the promise of restitution of communal lands. This pact between the Liberals and Indigenous forces was established between Zárate Willka and José Manuel Pando, who would later assume the presidency of the republic.23 However, the pact was broken when Liberal troops were killed by “hostile Indians” as they passed through the town of Mohoza. It is unclear what happened that night, but some historians claim that the Indians mistook the Liberal soldiers for Conservatives. The “Mohoza Massacre” brought about the end of the pact, and Zárate Willka was directly charged with responsibility for the events and tortured during his time in jail. The elites who followed the trial, steeped in the Social Darwinist ideology of the late nineteenth century, insisted that the Indians had decided to start a race war against the whites and tried to eliminate all traces of the old pact.24


Despite this repression, in the first two decades of the twentieth century, Indigenous communal representatives (called caciques apoderados) organized a broad movement that compiled official documents to demonstrate legal ownership of lands that had been violently seized by private landowners. The caciques apoderados traveled to the historical archives of Lima, Peru, and Sucre, Bolivia, to obtain copies of land titles and then traveled to La Paz to represent their communities in court.25 Along with this legal mobilization, there were violent Indigenous rebellions in Jesús de Machaca (La Paz) in 1921 and Chayanta (Potosí) in 1927, demanding restitution of communal lands.26 In these protests, Indians clearly stated that their subjugation had not ceased after independence. Aymara historian Roberto Choque found that a manifesto published in 1929 entitled “La Voz del Campesino” (The Peasant’s Voice) vehemently denounced Indigenous marginalization: “For more than a century and thirty years we have been suffering the most iniquitous slavery that could happen in the republican hour that independence offered us, that cost us Indian life and blood to free us from the Spanish yoke that made us groan for more than four hundred years or four centuries. The cudgel danced marvelously, [we felt] the kicks in our backs in those years of barbarism and today the brutality is repeated with more force amid a century of freedom.”27 These attempts at resistance largely failed because the landowning elites also controlled political power. Beyond the promulgation of some decrees that encouraged public officers to comply with the law, the result was a considerable transfer of land from Indigenous communities to private hands.


As the Indigenous and peasant struggles continued in rural areas during the first decades of the twentieth century, left-leaning intellectuals began questioning the extreme concentration of land in a few hands and the exploitative system of work that the colonos (dependent estate laborers) faced on the haciendas. Klein notes that in the 1920s, Bolivian youth started enthusiastically reading Karl Marx and José Carlos Mariátegui’s Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality.28 The most prominent and radical voice of this generation was Tristán Marof, who led the group Túpac Amaru.29 The group argued for a revolution that would eliminate the latifundio and rural feudal relations. Marof stated, “Indian liberation will only happen when Indigenous people recover the lands usurped by the whites and the Creoles from the colonial period to the present.”30 Yet Klein points out that in the first decades of the twentieth century, these radical ideals were only embraced by a minority of intellectuals and had a limited impact on the mainstream political parties.31


It was only in the late 1930s that the ruling classes in Bolivia began to discuss important legal changes in favor of Indigenous communities. Between 1932 and 1935 Bolivia experienced a devastating conflict—the Chaco War—with neighboring Paraguay. After Bolivia’s defeat, a large number of veterans, many of them Indigenous forced conscripts, returned from the war ready to condemn the nation’s leaders for Bolivia’s defeat. They also criticized the economic and political system that had systematically excluded them. It was after the war, and as a result of the economic crisis that shook the country, that Bolivia’s elites were forced to rethink the liberal project consolidated at the end of the nineteenth century. It was in this context that the self-proclaimed socialist and military officer Germán Busch (1937–1939) seized the presidency and called a constitutional convention to revise the liberal constitution that had structured the country since 1880.


As historian Rossana Barragán states, one of the most important outcomes of the convention was an opportunity to publicly rethink the role that the state should play in the economy and in guaranteeing workers’ economic rights.32 This political reconsideration of nineteenth-century liberalism was not new in Latin America. In the 1930s, many countries rewrote their constitutions to assign a more significant role to the state in the economy. Beginning with the Mexican Constitution of 1917, “Latin American states wrote detailed chapters on the social responsibility of capital, the economic rights of the worker, and the state responsibility for the protection and security of all its citizens.”33


The agrarian question was subject to fierce debate during the Bolivian National Convention of 1938. Representatives Gregorio Balcazar, Eguino Zaballa, Víctor Paz Estenssoro, and Walter Guevara Arce proposed a new constitution that required rural landed property to fulfill a “social function.” This principle followed Mexico’s 1917 constitution and challenged Bolivia’s liberal constitution of 1880, which prescribed the sacredness of private property. After an intense debate, the proposal was approved, dealing a hard blow to rural landholders.34 Bolder options were on the table, as when future National Revolutionary Movement (MNR) party leaders Paz Estenssoro and Guevara Arze proposed dismantling the latifundio system, a plan severely criticized and rejected.35 Representatives from the Bolivian lowlands denied that Bolivia’s problem was a lack of land.36 They argued, “There is plenty of land in Bolivia. The problem is that we do not have the resources to occupy (colonize) and to make the vast lowlands suitable for agriculture.”37 The 1938 constitution for the first time legally recognized and guaranteed Indigenous communal land rights. This was a great departure from the 1880 constitution which only recognized private property. At the same time, President Busch passed labor legislation that granted the right to unionize to workers in cities, mining centers, and the countryside. This opened an unexpected opportunity for peasants working on haciendas to negotiate with landowners as a union.


However, many of the changes remained as unenforced constitutional principles. Unable to handle mounting political pressure, the young President Busch committed suicide in 1938. After Busch’s dramatic death, conservative presidents Lieutenant Colonel Carlos Quintanilla (1939–1940) and General Enrique Peñaranda (1940–1943) strived to dismantle many of his reforms. President Quintanilla, in an effort to curb mobilization in the countryside, prohibited the unionization of colonos on the haciendas.38 Later, President Peñaranda exiled dozens of peasant leaders to the recently created penal colonies of Coati Island, Todos Santos, and Ichilo after landowners reported generalized sit-down strikes on their haciendas.39


After five years of conservative governments ruling the country, nationalist Colonel Gualberto Villarroel took power in December 1943. The government of Villarroel represented a new attempt to realign power relations in rural areas. The government convened 1,200 Indigenous representatives from across the country to the First National Indigenous Congress in May 1945 to discuss the problems they faced in the countryside.40 At the conclusion of the Indigenous Congress, Villarroel signed four executive decrees to regulate labor relations between hacendados and colonos in the countryside. The new legislation ordered that colonos could not be forced to perform any services other than agricultural tasks, unless landowners and colonos agreed to some form of fair economic compensation beforehand. It decreed that colonos owned their harvest production, which they could either use or sell. Additionally, landowners could not force colonos to pay property taxes; landowners or hacienda administrators could not use physical violence against colonos; and landowners had to erect schools for colonos’ children on their properties.41 These decrees demonstrate that the government—rather than tackling the structure of property—concentrated on regulating labor relations by limiting the power of the landowners over resident colonos.42


Villarroel’s decrees would not be executed. In 1946, a coalition of right- and left-wing parties overthrew the president. This represented a radical move by mining and landowning elites to regain political power (with the unusual support of the left against a nationalist regime). Although the ensuing conservative presidents Tomás Monje Gutiérrez (1946–1947), José Enrique Hertzog (1947–1949), and Mamerto Urriolagoitía (1949–1951) did not dare to repeal Villarroel’s 1945 decrees, all of them cracked down on peasant leaders’ attempts to actually implement them in the countryside. Indigenous uprisings spread across the Altiplano in the departments of La Paz, Oruro, western Cochabamba, and northern Potosí. To pacify the country, President Hertzog sent troops to arrest, jail, and even torture hundreds of peasant leaders as well as leaders of the workers’ federation, the Federación Obrera Local, which allegedly supported and gave weapons to the peasants, as well as members of the Partido Obrero Revolucionario and the MNR, which had supported Villarroel’s regime.43
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