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Reinventing Progress
Things are quickly changing in Bolivia — some say for worse, some say for the better. But what does it mean for things to improve? This is precisely
what’s currently being debated across the country. félix Cárdenas, Vice-Minister for Decolonisation helps us understand some of these material and
semantic changes.
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GLOSSARY

ALTEÑOS

ARUSKIPASIPXAÑANAKA

Citizens of El Alto

PRESTE

A large party hosted by a member of a community, often in honour of a saint

‘It is my personal knowledge that it is necessary for all of us, including you, to make the
effort to communicate’

TALLERES

Workshops

BOLSITA

‘little bag’, a common term to denote the soft
plastic bags in which drinks are sold across
the city.

CAMPO

Countryside

CHOLA

Indigenous woman in traditional dress and
bowler hat

CRIOLLO

Used im Colonial times to denote a person born
in South America from European parents

KULLAWADA

INDIGENISTA CATARISTA

An Aymara traditional dance

An activist for indigenous culture

INDIO

Pejorative term to refer to socio-ethnic
indigenous people, sometimes appropriated by
indigenistas

K’EHUA

Aymara word describing neither man
nor woman

POLLERA

Long, flowing one-piece skirts, sometimes
embroidered, worn by cholitas

PONGO

Indigenous domestic servant

NUEVA RANCE
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with equal conditions for men and
women’. Bolivia’s unique set of quasiauthoritarian political traditions within
rural communities, in part legitimised
by the Constitution, only adds to the
consciousness of democratic scepticism. Inevitable tensions between legitimacy, tradition and democracy are
only now beginning to surface. And yet,
tremendous strides have been taken in
the last ten years, indicating that Bolivia is indeed moving towards a more
democratic State and society.
The sweeping reforms of the 2009
Constitution created a fourth and distinct branch of government dedicated
exclusively to elections. The Plurinational Electoral Organ, as the branch
is called, is composed of five sections,
each with different responsibilities, all
geared towards the purpose of carrying
out free and fair electoral processes.
As a Madisonian instrument within
a system of ‘checks and balances,’ it is
certainly a laudable institution. But, at
the end of the day, this advance mainly
serves to solidify a process that prece-

des it in chronology and arguably in
importance; namely, the enfranchisement of social majorities.
For the majority of Bolivia’s history,
the country’s indigenous population
was under-represented both in their

The election of Evo Morales was not
just a symbolic victory for the
indigenous majority, but also a real step
towards true political equality.
access to fundamental rights, and
politically within the legislative and
executive bodies. The election of Evo
Morales was not just a symbolic victory for the indigenous majority, but
also a real step towards true political
equality. The renaming of the country
to the Plurinational State of Bolivia
matched a corresponding explosion in
the number of rights given to the indigenous majority, many of which were
enshrined in the Constitution.

UNDER CONSTRUCTION
Democratisation in Bolivia

ONKEL INN

TEXT: FRANS ROBYNS
PHOTO: AMARU VILLANUEVA RANCE

emocracy is a recent development in Bolivia. It isn’t really
possible to classify Bolivia as
anything approaching a democracy until at least 1987. Plagued by
years of military dictatorships, corrupt
bureaucrats and nepotistic politicians,

D
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it is easy to see why democratisation in
this country has, for a long time, been
more an ideal than a reality.
Democratic rights only dreamed of
before have now been enforced; the
social majority of Bolivia has been

recognised and enfranchised; and Bolivians now even elect some members
of their judiciary. However, there’s a
grander claim in Bolivia’s Constitution which says the country is already ‘a
participatory democratic, representative and communal form of government,
reinventing progress

how previously, almost all civil servants
and government officials came from
the same set of privileged schools, even
families. The hegemony of power in
Bolivia created by years of neoliberalism has been taken apart, and what we
now see are new political elites coming
from parts of the country that were
previously underrepresented. The change has not merely been symbolic. This
radical shift in political elites has had a
real, tangible effect on Bolivian society.
7
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With it’s latest Constitution, Bolivia has laid the foundations for a new era
in its history. While civil society has undergone important transformations,
democracy is still being developed.

The country’s traditional elites, historically seen as the guiding force for
Bolivia’s development, have almost
been completely uprooted, politically
speaking. Manuel Canelas, a political
analyst and host of the TV panel show
‘Esta Casa no es un Hotel’; points out

When asked about examples of racism
and discrimination, more than one
person spontaneously brought up the
example of ‘Forum’, a nightclub located in the Sopocachi neighbourhood
of La Paz (see issue #25) which historically has been host to some of the
most exclusive
crowds in the
city. Just a decade ago, there are several
reports of this
discotheque
denying entry to people
with an indigenous appearance, or who appeared to belong to a
lower social class. The bouncers at the
gate would inform them either that a
‘private party’ was going on inside, or
that they needed an invitation to enter, while freely admitting well-dressed
white people standing behind them in
the queue.

an extraordinary amount of pressure
on Morales’ government to change the
economy.
The first aim of Morales’ government
was to generate revenue surpluses for
the treasury, and did so by nationali-

of this problem, and President Morales
has set the eradication of corruption as
primary goal for 2025, and is keen to
be seen to be adopting a zero-tolerance
approach.
A cornerstone of democracy is the
right to free
speech and to
the freedom
of the press.
While Bolivian law technically guarantees both
types of freedom, a report
filed in 2010
by ‘Freedom House’ describes Bolivia
as being only ‘partly free’ due to ‘actions designed to restrict independent
media or to encourage self-censorship’.
The Morales government has undoubtedly had a strained relationship with
the press and, in November 2010, the
President himself stated in response to
a journalist’s question, that ‘the largest
and the greatest opposition [to this government] are the journalists. Who can
deny that? Can you deny this?’ This relationship can be explained by reference
to his first term in government, where
most major media companies were owned or controlled by opposition members. This trend is now reversing, but
what remains lamentable is that these
organisations are, by inertia, forced to
choose sides, resulting in a dearth of a
truly independent press.

The hegemony of power in Bolivia created by
years of neoliberalism has been taken apart,
and what we now see are new political elites
coming from parts of the country that were
previously underrepresented.

To understand how recent political
events have ameliorated such forms
of tacit discrimination, it’s important
to understand democratisation as a
process which transcends the political
sphere. One can speak, then, of democratisation of access to goods and
services across all spheres, public and
private. Economic elites are rapidly
changing, and with them the social
structures which used to underlie them.
But socio-political change is not the
only story to tell about Bolivian democratisation. One of the chief achievements of the Morales’ government has
been the recovery of Bolivian economic
sovereignty. During the neo-liberal administrations of the 90s, political and
social power was centralised in very
few hands, and economic power went
to large multinationals, or to Bolivian
businessmen with foreign links.
The State and the average citizen were
left vulnerable. The government mantra was that Bolivia had to wait for
macroeconomic growth and that after
that, the wealth would ‘trickle-down’.
Yet in practice, the resources generated either fell short of expectations,
or fell in the hands of a few powerful
businessmen. Popula classes were, for
all practical purposes excluded from
the decisions surrounding the management of these resources. When the
people were finally given a say, they put
8

sing key companies. While this practise has been heavily criticised by voices
on the right, the economic indicators
of Bolivia have been overwhelmingly
positive. As Manuel Canelas tells me,
GDP per capita has increased substantially as well as tax revenue collections.
Poverty has decreased by 13% and,
for the first time in its history, Bolivia
has as many people below the poverty
line as above it. Yet neoliberals still cry
foul, arguing that under these socialist
policies the economy will stagnate,
shattering consumer confidence and
purchasing power; yet consumption
has gone through the roof. Morales’
socialist policies appear to have been
successful, even by capitalist standards.
At the same time, Bolivian democracy
can be said to be developing precisely
because it is not yet fully developed.
While tremendous progress has been
made in the economic sphere that I
have just discussed, there is still substantial progress to be made in the area
of state management of institutions
and nationalised companies.
This is caused by an unfortunate combination of old and corrupt bureaucrats, and the new and often inexperienced civil servants. There are more
opportunities than ever for bias and
arbitrariness. As these newcomers see
more money than ever coming into
the public sphere, there is more temptation than ever for corruption – and
there is plenty of it – a large scale corruption ring involving officials close
to the highest echelons of government
was recently disbanded. Corruption,
however, can be primarily understood
as social problem, and as such is ubiquitous in all spheres, public and private.The government is acutely aware

Freedom of choice, which is after all
key to democracy, by definition is only
made possible through the existence of
alternatives. Unfortunately, there seems
to be no strong or coherent opposition
force in Bolivia. All that exists is a large number of fractured and quarrelling
groups of dissatisfied voters, unsure of
the alternative they desire, along with
antagonistic and power-seeking opposition candidates unable to articulate
an independent discourse or proposal
in positive terms.
So, is Bolivia a democracy? Yes and
no. Has democracy in Bolivia developed over the past years? It certainly
has, but there is still a long way to go.
The people of Bolivia are still caught up
emotionally in their newfound political
power, and are more determined than
ever to create an equitable state. Bolivia
has found its Mandela, now it needs an
Aung San Suu Kyi.
reinventing progress

Tourism and Sustainable Development:
Bolivia Looks to the Future
Tourism in Bolivia has skyrocketed over the past ten years. Emerging trends are communitarian, eco-friendly
and have a marked development agenda.
TEXT: HAYDEN ALDREDGE

PHOTO: MICHAEL DUNN C.

beaches, casinos, and partake in that type
of consumerism’, says Minister of Culture
Pablo Groux, who oversees the work of
the Vice Ministry of Tourism. ‘What we
can sell are landscapes, history and identity.’ To that end, Bolivia’s latest campaign
focuses on community and nature tourism, which it hopes will create an integral
experience that shows the world what it is
that makes Bolivia so special. As Marko

first carbon-neutral company in Bolivia,
but also to assist the tiny rural villages that
are located at the end of the ‘Death Road’.
These small communities, set amidst the
idyllic jungle-covered mountains and
valleys of the Yungas region, are struggling immensely due to the opening of
the new road connecting Coroico to La
Paz across the valley. This diverted almost
all traffic, the lifeblood of these village’s

water tanks and electricity in the mines,
something that Wilber F. Garnica, operations manager for Koala Tours Agency
in Potosí, and a leader on the ground for
Amigos, says many other groups have
imitated in Cerro Rico. The ultimate goal
of the organization is to provide young
men in rural areas surrounding the city
alternative career paths to mining. Amigos de Potosí is now focusing on voca-

‘What we can sell are landscapes, history and identity.’
Machicao explains:
There are perverse models, such as Cuzco,
where you see an almost cinematographic exposition of who the people are. We think people
want to come to Bolivia to know communities
as they really are. Another reason they come is
that they want to see a country under construction. Who we are is still being defined.

rom the majestic snow-covered
peaks of the Cordillera Real to
the dense jungles of the Amazon
Basin, Bolivia possesses rich natural beauty. The Salar de Uyuni is growing
in renown, and Lake Titicaca is already
a popular destination. In addition, cultural and historical roots in Bolivia are less
corrupted and more immediately palpable
than elsewhere. Yet Bolivia remains one of
the least-visited countries in South America.

F

This is changing: according to a report by
the Bolivian Institute for Foreign Trade,
tourism in Bolivia grew by a staggering 83
percent since 2001. This is a good thing,
and not just for tourists: more people visiting Bolivia translates into more money for the Bolivian economy and the
Bolivian people, and it also brings with
it new forms of development. I met with
Vice Minister of Tourism Marko Machicao Bankovic, who explained the ways
through which tourism can be an instrumental part of how the country develops.
With new campaigns such as Bolivia Te
Espera (Bolivia Awaits You), the industry
is trying to attract more visitors. It is clear,
from talking both to private sector tourism
companies and the Vice Minister, that the
10

industry is shaping how Bolivia develops.
A common view of tourism, especially in
developing countries, is that it is exploitative. There is a beautiful beach, then some
conglomerate builds a large resort on it,
sucks money out of the natural beauty
until it is no longer profitable, and then
moves on. It’s a paradox: on one hand,
the industry brings money into the local
economy; on the other hand, it is often
exploitative of either the natural richness
of an area, or the people who live there —
many times both. Marko Machicao, the
Vice Minister of Tourism tells me:
Traditionally, tourism worked towards development by generating small jobs and some
basic infrastructure for the community. We’re
now seeking forms of empowerment. Private
companies must have the ability to develop
local competencies, they must develop leaders
and local entrepreneurs who can take over
the tourism sector. It’s to change the assistance-oriented tourism approach to one more
focused on partnerships. We must generate
initiatives which allow local communities
to manage their own offerings and work in
healthy competition.
The government’s objective for to become a major tourist destination by 2025,

precisely involves reversing this trend. As
the Vice Minister of Decolonisation Félix
Cárdenas tells the BX:
We cannot continue projecting the image
of impoverished Bolivian indios searching
among the rubbish, asking Europe for help.
It’s to exploit the poverty of these people, instead of showing their lives and worldviews.
Communitarian tourism would involve an
equal exchange; for an English family, for
example, to live alongside a Guaraní family,
and for this process to be managed by the family itself, instead of a tourism agency. I believe that we have to show that we’re not a
museum piece, we’re a reality.
Bolivia is in a unique situation, though.
Tourism in the country didn’t become popular in the second half of the twentieth
century like it did in other South American countries, such as Brazil, Argentina,
and Peru. But tourism is now increasing
at a frenetic pace. According to the Vice
Ministry of Tourism, the industry generated $378 million in revenues last year and
was responsible for 250,000 jobs. Now,
with the popularization of ‘eco-tourism’,
or ‘good-conscience tourism’, Bolivia is
becoming an increasingly popular country
to visit. ‘We’re not going to start selling
reinventing progress

But no matter how much time and money the government spends on the tourism industry—through advertising or
the ubiquitous tourism offices in city
centers— true change must come from
the private sector. Private companies are
responsible for developing the industry,
and it’s incumbent on them to develop
responsible practices that will contribute
to the positive growth of this country. Two
privately-owned organisations have begun
this practice and are setting a standard that
others are already following.
Gravity Assisted Mountain Biking, founded in 1998, was the first company to run
trips down the ‘World’s Most Dangerous
Road’. Gravity is now leading the charge into large-scale eco-tourism. With its
carbon-neutral 2012 initiative, the company is seeking to not only become the
BolivianExpress

economies, away from the ‘Death Road’.
Gravity, which in an extensive study calculated its emissions at ninety tonnes of
carbon dioxide per year, partnered with a
group called Inti Illimani to provide solar
ovens for these communities. The ovens
reduce the reliance on gas and firewood,
can last eight to ten years, and offset an
average of over two tonnes of carbon
dioxide per year. Not only do the ovens
reduce the overall production of carbon
dioxide, they provide a means for rural
families to cook that isn’t dependent on
the energy grid—or how much they can
pay for power.
Another major Bolivian tourist destination, the city of Potosí, sees roughly
74,000 people annually, most of whom
visit the eerie mines of Cerro Rico, the
cone-shaped mountain that casts its
shadow over the city. Many tourists
who exit the still-operating mines leave
feeling that something should be done
about the horrible working conditions
under the mountain. Following her visit
in 1994, Margaret Kamphuis did just
that. The Netherlands native is now the
head of Amigos de Potosí, an organization dedicated to improving the lives of
local miners. Amigos has provided large

tional training in the surrounding rural
areas. Guided tours that show the terrible conditions of Cerro Rico have
long been one of the most exploitative
tourist attractions in Bolivia. But Amigos de Potosí is now part of a number
of organizations that are attempting to
turn this particular aspect of the tourism industry into a positive.
While there are a number of things
that must be addressed within Bolivia
in terms of tourism, from better transportation systems to improved safety,
perhaps the most important goal that
everyone involved in the industry must
focus on, is maintaining the culture
and natural beauty of Bolivia. At the
same time, opportunities must be provided for Bolivians themselves to find
development and economic security in
their own terms. Whatever happens, it
is extremely crucial for the organizations that influence these things—such
as the government and organizations
like Gravity Assisted Mountain Biking
and Amigos de Potosí—to understand
that this is a most important period of
development for the tourism industry
in Bolivia, and in many ways, for the
country itself.
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According to Lithium Specialist, Juan
Carlos Zuleta Calderón, Bolivia holds
the key of the electric era. It could inject enough lithium in global markets
to control and dominate prices, the
way Saudi Arabia has been influencing the global price of oil. Given the
quantity of lithium resting underneath
its territory, Bolivia could play an important hand in determining the prices of lithium batteries, making them

cess increasingly difficult. On the other
hand, these additional resources could
be an added value for Bolivia, as magnesium, which has similar properties to
aluminum, could be used as a substitute
for steel.
On a political level, analyst Juan Carlos Zuleta Calderon raises the question
and consequences of Bolivia’s alliances
with Iran and Venezuela, direct com-

Bolivia holds the key of the electric era.
It could inject enough lithium in global
markets to control and dominate the
prices the way Saudi Arabia has been
managing its oil.
accessible to people and accelerating
the adoption of the electric car.
Unfortunately, Bolivia is not yet ready
to face this challenge. Chile, the leading lithium producer in the world,
with 66 000 tons extracted per year,
and Argentina, have been extracting lithium for almost twenty years.
Bolivia’s resources have been known
since the eighties, but have only recently started to be explored.

THE WHITE GOLD
LITHIUM

TEXT: CAROLINE RISACHER
PHOTO: LUCA GALUZZI-WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

he need for alternative energy
sources is increasingly becoming a worldwide priority.
Oil and natural gas, on which
we have become so reliant, are not
sustainable sources. Efforts to change
our ways, however, seem to be moving
slowly, and have stagnated due to political interests that continue to benefit
the large energy firms. In this international game, the arrival of lithium
an alternative energy source could potentially alter a global dynamic, introducing a new and unexpected player:
Bolivia.

T

Lithium is used in glasses, ceramics, lubricants, chemical products, aluminum
and pharmaceuticals. It is the world’s
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lightest and least dense metal, and
offers remarkable properties. It is also
a component of mood stabilizing medication to treat bipolar disorder. Yet
lithium is mostly commonly known
these days for its current use in our
mobile phones and laptop’s batteries,
as well as for its potential use in powering the electric car of the future. For
political, technological and economical
reasons, the electric car has failed until
now to become a convincing replacement to cars that run on gasoline. That
said, the development of more efficient
lithium batteries could help the electric car not only become a reality, but
also a commercial success. Today, there
are 300 000 electric cars in the world,
but some economists predict that in

the next 10-20 years, more than 16 million could be produced and sold.
Bolivia’s lithium is present in pools
of brine located under the salt flats,
mostly in the Salar de Uyuni (4,086
sq mi) and Coipasa, both of which are
located in the regions of Potosi and
Oruro, where according to some calculations, the country has 100 millions
tons of the metal. Even by conservative estimates, Bolivia has more lithium
than the rest of the world combined.
United States, China, Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Australia also have lithium
deposits and exploit them to varying
degrees.
In the case of Bolivia, which has the
largest reserves and the greatest poreinventing progress

tential, the presence of natural gas in
the country’s territory could represent
an important advantage to its lithium
extraction. Bolivia’s enormous natural gas reserves could help it produce
lithium at a minimal cost and in a selfsufficient manner.
Energetic resources are becoming the
new gold of this century’s challenge,
and Bolivia, with 50 to 70% of the
world’s lithium reserves is ideally placed to benefit. Lithium could be more
than a financial gain for the country
(a ton of lithium carbonate sold for
around $5000 in 2012), it could give
a strategic importance to Bolivia that
could sway the geopolitical balance of
the region – even the world – in its favor.
BolivianExpress

Regrettably, the focus of Bolivia’s
lithium project has generated more
political than scientific activity. Uncertainty from foreign investors, a lack of
political motivation, and a clear plan
has worked against its advancement.
The major problem is the dearth of
Bolivian experts with the knowhow
to extract and transform lithium. Technically, exploiting lithium is an
extremely difficult task, and making
batteries from it even more so. Even
if China, Chile, the United States manage to extract and treat their lithium,
those techniques can’t just be copypasted to Bolivia’s salt flats.
The extraction of lithium in Bolivia is
made difficult by two technical difficulties. First, its lithium is located in
an area where the evaporation process
conventionally used is slower than
normal, delaying its extraction for
months– if not years. Secondly, unlike
in Chile or Argentina, the magnesium,
borax, potassium and other components present in the brine need to be
separated in order to obtain lithium
in its purest form. This makes the pro-

petitors in the energy race and potential obstacles to the development of a
lithium-based economy.
To be able to sell lithium batteries of
Bolivian production will take several
years and will require higher efforts
from the government to accelerate the
ongoing process. After years of discussions with France, Korea, China, Japan, and even Iran, Bolivia let Korean,
Chinese and Japanese companies start
working on their proposed projects. In
January 2013, the Bolivian government
inaugurated a lithium plant, with a 19
million dollars. This pilot plant is initially expected produce 40 metric tons
of lithium carbonate per year, a minimal quantity compared to the overall
potential of the Salar’s resources.
For now, the opening of the plant appears to be more symbolic than a true
advancement, and is unlikely to tangibly affect the lives of common Bolivians. But the promise is there. The
challenge for this country is to act faster, to avoid plundering from foreign
companies, and to ensure that locals
benefit from the gains, involving local
communities in a consultation.
Bolivia aims at industrializing 100%
of its lithium and at initiating production of batteries. If this can be achieved, Bolivia could indeed become the
‘new Saudi Arabia’ of South America
and experience a growth similar to
countries such as South Korea. The
first step in this marathon has been
taken, we now need to make sure we
remain in the running.
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‘POVERTY CAN BE VERY CREATIVE’
Paul krugman, misquoted in - THE ECONOMIST -

PHOTO: AMARU VILLANUEVA RANCE

vian Constitution which declare all forms
of discrimination against race, age, gender
identity, and sexual orientation, to be illegal, and which understand freedom of sexual orientation as a fundamental human
right.
Despite the discrimination being tightly
woven into dominant social attitudes, the
LGBT community has sought new forms
of expression and found increased engagement with society at large, most notably
in La Paz and Santa Cruz, the two largest
cities in Bolivia.

OUT OF
THE
CLOSET,
INTO
THE
FIRE?

TEXT: FELICIA LLOYD
PHOTO: K-OS GALÁN

Changes in Bolivian laws signal some progress towards recognising sexual freedoms, though for gay rights to improve in
practice, society must follow suit. Can culture hold the key for
change?
good starting point to understand the historical development
of gay rights in Bolivia, is an
examination of how the LGBT
community was regarded in pre-colonial
times. According to Bartolomé de las Casas (a Spanish historian and Dominican
friar), upon the arrival of the Spanish in
Latin America, the amount of sexual diversity in practice amongst the indigenous
people was ‘surprising’. Brothels with male
prostitutes offered light relief for warriors
coming back from battle, and images of
men dressed as women were worshipped in sacred buildings. In fact, if a man
wished to dress as a woman he could do
so, find a husband and marry. Unsurprisingly the conquistadores, sentinels of the

A
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intransigent Catholic Church, found these practices abhorrent and promptly set
about eradicating them.
Since the Catholic Church bases its attitude towards homosexuality on interpretation of the Scriptures, which define
homosexual acts of intercourse as being
in opposition to the divine nature of
procreation, such behavior is considered
‘disorderly’. Interestingly, a dominant interpretation of the Scriptures holds that
while homosexual desires isn’t itself sinful, the acts to which these desires give
rise are. As a consequence, the Church’s
response at the time was to deliver the
corresponding treatment to those engaged in this type of behaviour, and regard

all homosexual conduct as ‘diseased’. Yet,
as we now know, this wasn’t an attitude
confined to former Spanish colonies; the
world as a whole had to wait until 1990
for the General Assembly of the World
Health Organisation to remove ‘homosexuality’ from its list of mental illnesses,
marking the long overdue evolution of attitudes within Western society.
Despite these advances, more than 500
years later, the Church (in it’s various guises, from Catholic to Evangelical), still
exert a strong influence over Bolivia’s public morality. It goes without saying they
don’t support the now universal fight for
sexual rights. As a result, many ‘out and
proud‘ homosexuals in Bolivia are subject
to discrimination across various sectors
of society. A national survey founded by
‘Emancipación Conexión’ in 2011, reported that 33% of Bolivian gays have said
they have been discriminated against at
school, by both teachers and classmates,
with 15% claiming unequal treatment in
access to healthcare services. This happens
despite several articles in the 2009 Bolireinventing progress

While there have been important advances in urban areas, as far as gay rights and
social acceptance of homosexuality are
concerned, rural regions seem to exist in
a different time-space continuum. In the
campo, Andean conceptions and beliefs
are combined in mysterious ways with
Catholic values. Reflecting upon his work
in the community of Wila Kjarka, the
anthropologist Andrew Canessa explains:
‘they know about different sexuality, they
know about homosexuality, but they don’t
do it themselves. Homosexuality for them
is what mestizos and gringos do. [Other
researchers] might say I’m wrong, but I
have no evidence at all that people have
same sex relations’. Whether or not widespread same-sex relations exist, they
appear to be virtually invisible. Traditional
metaphysical beliefs, in which the sun and
moon have a union of ‘duality and complementarity’, hold that men and women
should emulate this cosmic duality. Those
who are deemed to be homosexual, are
dubbed k’ehua—neither man nor woman.
Either due to discrimination or alienation, many rural gay people migrate to the
comparatively more accepting urban areas.

Although far from being internalised
by civil society, the recent additions to
the Constitution signal a development
towards a more accepting attitude, as
well as a desire to make room for minority communities in Bolivian society. After all, in a Plurinational State made up
of 36 nations, almost everyone is part of
some minority or another. Yet there are
ongoing challenges. In 2012, two bills
were submitted to the legislature, one
requesting the right to a ‘cohabitation
contract’ for same-sex couples, and the
second for the introduction of gay marriage with a right to adoption, though
there’s been minimal progress to date on
both fronts. The Constitution itself hasn’t
been without its setbacks: an early draft
declared that marriage was a civil contract
between two people, yet the final version
of the Constitution adopted in 2009, was
altered to specify that this civil contract
was between a man and woman, no doubt influenced by the Church’s ‘invisible
hand’.
Statistics from the 2011 survey report
that when members of the LGBT community come out to their family, 65% say
they were accepted, yet 22% were ‘chased
from their homes’. So what is it like to be
an out-of-the-closet gay in Bolivian society? I asked Maria Galindo, an openly
declared lesbian activist, whose feminist
group Mujeres Creando not only promotes depatriarchalisation, but also urges
society to confront homophobia. Galindo
says that by outing herself as a lesbian,
she ‘started a social fight,’ and that the
problem lies in ‘a concept of normality in
which there is no space for the gay man,
the lesbian, the single mother, the clever
girl or the fat girl’. Nevertheless, Galindo says that although as a woman in a

DAVID ARUQUIPA/DANNA GALÁN
At the start we used to be marginal, but the Familia
Galan has now been co-opted by society, who’ve
taken over and appropriated the Familia. By being
a standard feature of Carnival [through Kullawada],
we’ve forced our entry into the sphere of what’s most
sacred in popular culture: traditional dance. Entering
this space has resulted in the Family not acting from
the margins, but becoming inﬁltrated at the core of
society like a virus. We want to engage in a constant
deconstruction of cultural dynamics to transform
this space. We are penetrating popular culture.
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machista society she faces male threats of
violence, she also receives a lot of love and
acceptance from those around her.
Another out gay Bolivian, David Aruquipa, is a member of the self-identified drag
queen family La Familia Galán. Danna
Galán, as he goes by, says that this family
does not submit to the ‘conservative and
Christianised concept’ of traditional families, and that they are ‘free, poetic, loving
and connected’ to each other. Although La
Familia Galan are a family of drag queens,
they prefer not to be defined and categorised by their identity; be it heterosexual,
homosexual or transvestite. Their cultural
and political activities, most recently given
a platform by their TV show ‘Transformando’, have been as much about performativity as sexual diversity.
From talking to Maria and David/Danna, it’s both surprising and refreshing to
see that discourses surrounding gay rights
have evolved substantially from traditional
stories of pure oppression and discrimination. In these new voices, their communities are finding exuberant, fierce, and creative expressions capable of reaching new
corners of society. Moreover, their unique
experiences suggest it’s not necessarily
possible to speak of a single LGBT community in Bolivia. The sexual diversity that
can be found in the country is as beautifully fragmented as the voices it gives rise to.
So what is the future for the homosexual
community in Bolivia, if it’s conceivable to
speak of such a univocal entity with a single set of interests? One can hope Bolivian
laws and attitudes ride the wave of events
happening elsewhere, and legalisation of
gay marriage eventually arrives. Given the
influence the Church has maintained over
the centuries, this may not happen soon.
One important lesson from the Constitution is that laws are useless without a
change in social attitudes. As Maria Galindo puts it, ‘there is nothing more useless
than a rhetorical law’. As far as society is
concerned, David Aruquipa seems to have
found that the best remedy for discrimination can’t come from outside, it must
come from within;
I criticise the notion that gender and sexuality are peripheral issues which are not part
of culture, that they only belong to gays and
lesbians. Culture has never engaged with
these themes upfront. We are here to say that
gender is not simply the concern of feminists,
and that sexuality isn’t simply a property of
TLGBs. We take culture as the starting point
from where everything is transformed.
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The issue of race is not black and
white here, like in America,’ Bethel
Nuñez explains, ‘It is extremely complex
and nuanced; It is such a difficult issue,’
she tells me, ‘that it goes beyond consciousness.’
As a foreign journalist in Bolivia, I have
found that, in this palpably diverse Latin
American country, there are more differences of opinion regarding race —and
contradictions between them— than I
ever expected. What I have found is a
story of progress and setbacks, of hope
and disillusionment; a story that, despite
government efforts and valiant activism,
ends with a question that remains unanswered: how far or how close does Bolivia
stand today from becoming ‘post-racial’?

Bolivia:

tioned and not worth seen as confronting.
Experts say that racism in Bolivia has held
back its development due to how it has excluded and demotivated a great portion of
the population that now finds it difficult
to integrate into modern society as equals.
This is not to say that there has been no
progress at all on the race issue in recent
years. Economically, the formerly oppressed and exploited classes of Bolivia
have quickly become a rising and affluent
group within the country.

Rainbow Nation?

Bolivia is now officially plurinational, has
South America’s first indigenous President, and is developing in unexpected
ways. But with a racial past as murky as
Bolivia’s, can the country overcome its
differences to become a true rainbow nation?

‘While white people and the upper classes
still have money, most of this is through
inheritance.’ Marcusaya told me, adding
that ‘indigenous people are becoming rich
through businesses such as importing and
trading.’
Indeed, a cursory glance at the mainly
non-white city of El Alto demonstrates
the upward mobility of many indigenous
people, their place within Bolivian society
has decisively improved.

TEXT: CARLOS (KAAMIL) SHAH
PHOTO: PABLO PANIAGUA

Ever since the conquest of South America, when the indigenous population suffered in manifold ways at the hands of its
colonizers, the racial past of Bolivia has
been dark and taboo. Unlike in Europe,
the wars during the conquest in Latin
America were not assumed to be wars
between equals, local historian Magdalena Cajías tells me. According to her, the
origin of the anti-indigenous racism that
exists to this day stems from that period.
Bolivia’s independence did very little to
improve the life of Bolivia’s majority in
this respect. Until the Revolution of 1952,
indigenous people practically had no
rights or power to speak of. Many were
ruthlessly exploited by the powerful classes, as Eduardo Galeano points out, speaking of the plight of the Bolivian pongo.
Before the revolution, he explains: ‘the
pongo slept beside the dog, ate the leftovers of his dinner, and knelt when speaking to anyone with white skin’.
Some might say that racism in Bolivia isn’t comparable to that experienced
by slaves in Southern USA or apartheid
South Africa, but it is hard to deny that
its wounds have cut
deep into Bolivian
society.

allowing them to both take the natural
wealth of the native people and exploit
them for labour.
In a society historically founded on racism, the election of President Evo Morales in 2005 came as shock to many. People expected Morales to help write a new
story of race and power in Bolivia.
His critics, though, say that instead of
ushering in a new era of post-racial and
modern development politics in Bolivia,
Morales has done the very opposite. His
opponents claim that Morales has used

wing Peruvian presidential candidate and
Nobel Laureate, Mario Vargas Llosa, said
with reference to Evo Morales that ‘to put
the Latin American problem in terms of
race is reckless, demagogic and irresponsible.’
Morales’s controversial discourse around
ethnicity and identity throughout his presidency, may be the cause of the fear that
has arisen in Bolivia around the idea of
‘reverse racism’.
According to members of the Observatorio del Racismo (Observatory of Racism),
the concept of
reverse racism
is more complicated than it
seems. Politically,
they explain, it may have manifested itself
as a result of the current climate, but it is
in no way similar to the racism suffered by
indigenous people within the institutions
of the country.

‘We wan
nt a Boliv
via free off racism by 2025’’

Carlos Marcusaya,
an indigenista catarista, told me in a recent interview, that in Bolivia ‘blanco used
to be a synonym for rich’. And indeed,
nowhere more so than in Latin America
has racism so clearly had an economic
slant. Galeano argues that, worse still, ‘the
Indians were victims of their own wealth.’
Racism suited the Criollo upper classes,
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his race as a political tool, increasing the
tension and hostility between different
ethnic groups in Bolivia. Luis Eduardo
Siles, a journalist writing from the opposition, put it bluntly: ‘Morales had the
chance to be the Mandela of the Andes,’
he said, ‘but instead he chose to be the
Mugabe.’ In a similar tone to Siles, right-

In a study conducted by the Observatory,
the centre found that racism and inequareinventing progress

lity are endemic within the walls of the
educational system in Bolivia. There exists
an inequality of outcome between white
and indigenous students as well as a lack
of social mixing within these groups.
If you talk to indigenistas about the ‘phenomenon’ of reverse racism, they’re likely
to laugh at the thought of it. According
to them, there are more severe, underlying
problems of racism towards non-white
people in Bolivia than those that affect the
white population.
Marcusaya, one such indigenista, claims
that open racism still exists at an institutional level in the country. For example,
military schools in the country, he said,
still discriminate applicants based on physical characteristics and the origin of their
surnames.
Something similar happens in the media. While a local TV station here might
see fit to use an Aymara presenter in its
screenings, this is much less common on
national TV. To a foreigner, it might be
astonishing to learn that in a country with
BolivianExpress

an indigenous majority, people from these
ethnic groups are confined to appearing
as museum pieces, their identity confined
to the traditions they are associated with.
They appear wearing polleras and typical
indigenous dress and are never associated
with ideals of beauty or modern development.
Even worse are the incidents of racial
violence, of which the indigenous majority is most often the victim. In 2008, for
example, in the city of Sucre, an anti-Evo
Morales demonstration became a racist
attack against his mainly indigenous supporters.
Just as damaging to indigenous people in
Bolivia is their internalisation of racism.
In a conversation with Carlos Marcusaya,
the activist compared racism to sexism in
terms of how easily both become normalised. This is how the insult indio has entered into common use.
Aymaras, Quechuas and Cholas of Bolivia have experienced racism over such
a long period that it often goes unques-

On its side, the Bolivian government has
been making significant efforts to combat
racism in the country. On interviewing
the Vice-Minister of Decolonisation —
possibly the only senior government official with such a title in the world— I was
given an insight into the efforts to cure
Bolivia of its institutionalised discrimination. According to the Vice-Minister, the
government aims for ‘a Bolivia free from
discrimination and racism by 2025.’
A recently passed racism law in the country has pushed the issue to the top of the
political agenda. The enforcement of that
law, however, has proved a difficult task
for the government.
The case of journalist Claudia Soruco,
who upon being attacked and racially
insulted tried to take legal action against
her attackers, is especially illustrative of
this point. Despite Soruco’s efforts, the
state failed to lend her support, making
her unable to follow up the investigation.
Progress is clear in the fight against racism in the country and in the improvement of the lives of indigenous people.
Their growing affluence in previously
impoverished socio-ethnic groups in
the country, along with the renaming
of Bolivia to a ‘Plurinational State’, are
clear signs of the advancement of indigenous people in this society. Ultimately,
though, only a concerted effort from all
sectors of Bolivian society can make racism truly a thing of the past.
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Connor Larson explores how art is helping El Alto’s youths find personal growth. A volunteer, an MC, and the Minister of
Cultures Pablo Groux help her understand how their cultural expressions can also help society develop.
TEXT: CONNOR LARSON
PHOTOS: MICHAEL DUNN C.

l Alto is a city of contrasts. The
seeming lack of consistency in
the appearance of not just the
people but the city itself adds
a certain indefinable charm, as though
El Alto was not designed or planned, but
simply came to be. A well-dressed businessman rushes past a begging mother,
whilst a red traffic light leaves a brandnew SUV idled next to rusted taxi. Walking through the bustling streets, it’s
hard to believe that a mere sixty years
ago this sprawling city was home to only
approximately 11,000 inhabitants. Severe droughts in the 1940s, a subsequent
agrarian reform, government-driven neoliberal initiatives in the ’80s, and a longterm national shift towards urbanization
resulted in a mass migration of indigenous
Bolivians to El Alto, transforming the insignificant airport town into the fastestexpanding urban area in Bolivia—though
it has only been officially acknowledged

E

as a separate municipality for twenty-five
years. Today, though the city is infamous
for its high levels of poverty and petty crime (this I can confirm, as I had my phone pick-pocketed there on my second day
in South America), El Alto holds itself
with an air of accomplishment and pride,
a uniqueness acquired from its unusual
community-based organizational structure, and its stance of defiance towards
discrimination, in part caused by its mockingly close proximity to La Paz, Bolivia’s
contrastingly well-developed and beautified administrative capital.
Citizens of El Alto—or alteños—are
typically first- to third-generation migrants; a generation of youth having both
indigenous and urban roots, at high risk
of being marginalized and disregarded by
elders unfamiliar with this ‘dual socialization’.
How do the people of El Alto identify

themselves in such an environment? For
youth in particular, elements of racism, political exclusion, poverty and lack of proper
education create a mixing pot of potential
destruction in terms of self-identification.
There’s also an inherent conflict between
the growing Westernization of Bolivian
society and a still-strong traditional indigenous background. Growing up in El
Alto, youths risk marginalization, with a
large amount of discrimination from the
wealthier, whiter citizens of La Paz. But
it isn’t just the inhabitants of El Alto
who are discriminated against: Bolivia as
a whole has been exploited and its people disregarded by much of the Western
world for centuries. Alteños not only live
in one of the poorest cities in the country, but in one of the poorest countries
on the continent. As a result, parents can
overcompensate by trying to ‘westernize’
their children, giving them Spanish names and ignoring Aymaran traditions,
leaving them with little sense of pride
about their heritage. Lack of education is also a huge problem, with many
youths leaving school at a young age in
order to work and earn money for their
families. This in turn provides no stable
basis for the next generation to remove
themselves from the poverty they were
born into, creating a vicious circle. A
lack of opportunities, little government
support, higher-than-average illiteracy
rates, and poor role models also deter
these youths from breaking the cycle.
Additionally, there is also a strong distrust of politicians, creating a rift between youth and government bodies,
pushed further apart by the standard
authoritarian parenting style, giving
young Bolivians little influence, even
in their own households.
The youth of El Alto have hence turned to their own peer groups in search
of social approval, a change which
could potentially have disastrous consequences. Interestingly, however, a
diverse array of youth groups which
channel their struggles with injusti-
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ce through art, music and dance,
have appeared. I spoke to Charlie, a volunteer for COMPA, the
umbrella organization for Teatro
Tono, a theatre space in El Alto
providing free talleres for young
people. The organization is housed in a building made completely of recycled materials, reflecting El Alto’s ‘inconsistency’. No
two doors are the same, the walls
are splotched with multicolored
paint and doodlings, and a cylindrical staircase spirals through
the building’s centre. ‘It’s a family here’, Charlie insisted, when
asked about the bonds formed
among the youths at COMPA.
COMPA tries neither to direct
nor ‘mould’ the youth participants; its only ideology is ‘we accept everything except fascism’,
allowing these youths to explore
‘inwards, to their core’, and find their own
balance between their indigenous roots
and the inevitable ‘migration of culture to
the West’. Another notable quality of this
form of expression is that nothing is preached or forced upon these youths, they
‘don’t supply the recipe, only the tools’.
Thus allowing the children to find their
own identity, and preventing a return to
previous ways when the influence of the
group is absent.
I went to talk to Minister for Cultures Pablo Groux about what
development means in
the context of culture.
In our interview, he acknowledged the value
of positive intervention without limiting
youth in their expressions, explaining the
country gives rise to ‘various hues of what
you could define as cultural expressions’.
Most importantly, he explains why his is
a Ministry of CultureS, in the plural. ‘One
of the reasons for this has to do with the
variety of ecosystems and environments
you find within these million or so square kilometres’, he tells me, and goes on to
explain how ‘many of these are expressions
of indigenous resistance which show the
strong colonization process that took place
here [...] We need to emphasise recuperation without overlooking new emerging
cultural forms currently in the making’.
The government show themselves open to
supporting cultural initiatives which arise
from civil society. ‘We try to support projects which arise from society without any

type of restriction’.
There have been many success stories:
a program director was stopped on the
street by a mother of one of the girls involved in COMPA. She began to tell him
of her own upbringing and traditions,
how her family maintained quite formal
relationships, in which affection was never a priority. But her eyes lit up as she
told of the changes in her daughter since
being part of the theatre program. Not

Many of these are expressions of indigenous resistance which show the strong
colonization process that
took place here.
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only had she become more expressive and
affectionate with her mother, but she had
hugged her for the first time in years. The
program’s most commonly stated outcome is ‘a big growth in self-confidence and
self-love’, and it ‘creates an alternative for
expression that’s nonviolent and nonaggressive’, giving these kids a way to ‘have a
voice’. But it isn’t just the youth who join
these organisations directly that benefit
from such cultural movements; these influences have also gained popularity beyond the streets, touching more lives than
a single organization ever could.
Ariel Desmond, an MC I interviewed
in La Paz, was not at all like I expected.
He smiled shyly and chewed his water

bolsita as I introduced myself in broken
Spanish. After an hour-long interview
three things were clear: he was in no way a
thug or menace to society, he was very far
from apathetic towards the struggles of his
community, and rap meant more to him
then a drum beat and profanities. Desmond first discovered his talent at a hiphop marathon in El Alto in 2005. ‘The
competition brings us together’, he comments when asked about the camaraderie
that unites him to his fellow rappers. He
tells of his first experience with hip-hop
and how, on stage, he ‘let himself free’. He
agreed that hip-hop deters young people
from drugs and crime, but accepted that
he had his own ‘rebellious stage’, during
which he found condolence in using rap
as his ‘diary’. Desmond epitomizes the
positive benefits of these artistic movements. While Desmond doesn’t describe
himself as a revolutionary, he says that
‘politics are in everything’ and ‘anyone
who does rap is like a politician, his rap
is his word’.
In a community where so few have a voice, Desmond’s testimony of the benefits
of self-expression through unconventional means is only one from a chorus
of young people emanating the same
expressive desires. Such is the impact of
the movement that even those who aren’t
associated with an organization such as
COMPA have began to explore the art
of self-expression independently, with
positive benefits. In such a unique, and
in many ways unjust society, anything
that allows the release of frustrations and
exploration of identity through non-destructive ways should be greeted with open
arms and an open mind.
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EDITORIAL

How can we know
(let alone
e preserv
ve) who we are if we’re
constan
ntly chan
nging?

By Amaru Villanueva Rance
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N.B.

Several Spanish and Aymara words are marked in bold throughout this issue.
Their meanings can be found in our glossary
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