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In June 2005, popular protests cut off access

to La Pa z , the capital city of Bo l ivi a .

G overn m ental of f i ces were be s i eged , gas and

food were in short su pp ly, pri ces rose and

n erves frayed . Mobi l i z a ti ons disru pted econ om i c

activities in other areas of the country as well.

Bolivia’s second president in three years, Carlos

D. Mesa Gisbert , re s i gn ed . Mesa found the

n a ti on ungovern a ble as com mu n i ties ra ll i ed

around the leaders of relatively new political

p a rties and sought the re - n a ti on a l i z a ti on of

petroleum-based industries, among other goals.

As the U. S . Dep a rtm ent of S t a te pull ed

n on e s s en tial pers on n el and the specter of c ivi l

war was ra i s ed , the media sought ex p l a n a ti on s

that lacked historical con tex t . We s tern , a n d

p a rti c u l a rly U. S . , m edia ra rely cover Bo l ivi a ,

but ph o togenic pro te s tors com bi n ed with the

tension of the moment to attract news coverage.

The media frequently searched beyond Bolivia’s

borders for the re a s on behind the upri s i n g.

Cuba’s Fidel Castro, Venezuela’s President Hugo

Chávez and Colombian drug cartels were all

speculated to be the foreign instigators of the

upheaval.

S t a n ford profe s s or Herbert Kl ei n , a preem i n en t

s cholar of Bo l ivian history, ad d re s s ed that

m i s percepti on and out l i n ed the internal histori c a l

f actors that led to devel opm ent of powerful soc i a l

m ovem ents in Bo l ivi a . Those factors inclu de the

h i s torical prom i n en ce of trade union s , the publ i c’s

ex peri en ce under neo l i beral econ omic po l i c i e s ,

govern m ental decen tra l i z a ti on and improved

educational opportunities. The key player in

Kl ei n’s analysis was the Bo l ivian fo l k , a n d

p a rti c u l a rly ch ol o s, who have indigenous roo t s

but are arti c u l a te in We s tern cultu re . Th ey

s peak Spanish, in ad d i ti on to Quechu a , yet sti ll

em brace Indian cultu re and wear trad i ti on a l

cl o t h i n g. Kl ein argued that the em er gen ce of

the ch o l o s , and their su ccessful pop u l a r

m obi l i z a ti on s , h ave a novel ch a racter wh i ch

is disti n ct in the history of L a tin Am eri c a .

Ot h er repre s s ed groups have been able to

i n corpora te them s elves into the dom i n a n t

c u l tu re . However, it has of ten been thro u gh

a process of a s s i m i l a ti on . Cholos see k

i n clu s i on and parti c i p a ti on but on term s

that integra te and re s pect their trad i ti on a l

i n d i gen o u s identities.

About 62 percent of Bolivia’s 9 million citizens

self-identify as indigenous. Colonial and post-

colonial elites have historically valued them only

for their labor and tax revenue. Their role in the

economy was generally limited to agriculture

and mining. The patron - cl i ent rel a ti on s h i p

between the nativ e people and the olig archic

white elites — and therefore the state — was not

in the long-term best interest of the majority of

the people. No investment was made in their

future, and resources from their mother country

bl ed abroad . Th ey were disen f ra n ch i s ed ,

dependent and exploited but not complacent.

Klein made it clear that cholos in Bolivia today

are aware and proud of their history of collective

resistance to dominant regimes.

The culminati on of Indian re s i s t a n ce to that

ex p l oi t a tive past was the Revo luti on of 1 9 5 2 ,

l ed by Vi ctor Paz Esten s s oro and the Na ti on a l

Revo luti on a ry Movem ent (MNR). It was on e

of a handful of true peasant revolutions in Latin

Am erican history. Its met h ods were ch a racteri zed

by the parti c i p a ti onand directi on of i n d i gen o u s

peop l e , who were the ben ef i c i a ries of t h e

organizational strengths of syndicalism. Their

goals included: universal suffrage, educational

i m provem en t s , land reform , the captu re of

the state and the creation of state-run industries.

The revo luti on en ded the rei gn of the ru ral wh i te

el i tes and marked the beginning of the em er gen t

cholo middle cl a s s . From com mu n i c a ti on s and

a i rlines to mineral and en er gy indu s tri e s ,
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multiple nationalized companies were created in

the wake of the Revolution. At times, Bolivia’s

government employed more than 50 percent of

the population.

The reforms of the Revolution transcended a

s eries of su b s equ ent military regimes from

the late 1960s to the early 1980s. Th ey were

l ed by an eclectic mix of dictators. Some had

s ocialist leanings ; o t h ers were ri gh t - wing and

con s erva tive . Ma ny rel i ed upon vi o l en t

repre s s i onto qu ell dissen t . However, s y n d i c a l i s m

and solidarity amongst cholos were in some

ways solidified in reaction to such repression.

Democracy returned to Bolivia in the early

1980s. In 1985 Victor Paz Estenssoro became

president again. The rebellious leader of 1952

bro u ght abo ut a series of policies wh i ch

contradicted the original revolutionary designs

of the MNR. Under the direction of the U.S.

govern m en t , E s ten s s oro immed i a tely began a

process of s tru ctu ral ad ju s tm en t . The ort h odox

s h ock call ed for the priva ti z a ti on of com p a n i e s

own ed by the state , l i bera l i z a ti on of the econ omy

and cuts to government spending. The principal

goal was to reduce the hyper-inflation crippling

Bolivia’s economy. Monetary inflation rates were

in the thousands. The stru ctu ral ad ju s tm en t

policies su cceeded in bri n ging inflati on down

to a manage a ble ra te but also threw unprep a red

i n du s tries and workers into the free market and

redu ced the trad i ti onal social servi ce role of

the state . Cholos were , and con ti nue to be ,

d i sgru n t l ed with the stru ctu ral ad ju s tm en t .

Th ey bel i eve that the policies ben ef i ted pri m a ri ly

the white elites and failed to adequately promote

econ omic growt h .

In a 1995 compromise designed to ease the

ef fects of s tru ctu ral ad ju s tm en t , form er

Pre s i dent Gonzalo Sánchez de Loz ada and the

MNR overs aw the implem en t a ti on of t h e

Popular Pa rti c i p a ti on Law wh i ch inclu ded

provi s i ons for the decen tra l i z a ti on of t h e

govern m en t . Wh ere on ly 24 mu n i c i p a l i ti e s

existed before, 327 were created by the law, and

the state remitted 60 percent of tax revenues to

them. At the same time, constitutional reforms
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opened the door for new polit ical entities to

emerge. Traditional parties such as the MNR

believed that they would campaign and compete

effectively in the local e lections. However, they

found themselves confronted with local cholo

advers a ries who were bet ter able to iden tify and

con n ect with the peop l e . One of the many parties

that emerged as a result of the reforms was the

Movement Toward Socialism (MAS), led by Evo

Morales, a cholo leader and president of the coca

growers’ union. He is currently a senator with

presidential aspirations. If he manages to win

the presidency, he will be the first cholo to do so.

His leadership has been crucial to the efficacy of

popular mobilizations.

Kl ein cited edu c a ti onal opportu n i ties as

a n o t h er of the re a s ons for the em er gen ce of

ch o l o s as a po l i tical force . Bo l ivia has made

d ra m a tic improvem ents in public edu c a ti on

during the past 60 years, increasing access to

education and improving literacy rates. This is

particularly impressive given that Bolivia is the

second poorest country in Latin American. Klein

noted that the majority of graduates from public

universities are now from the cholo class.

The econ omic and po l i tical devel opm ent of

Bo l ivia since 1999 has been incre a s i n gly impacted

by cholo mobi l i z a ti on s . Popular pro tests in

the city of Cochabamba in 2000 obl i ga ted the

govern m ent to ren ege on an intern a ti on a l

contract to pr ivatize the city’s water system. In

February 2003, just seven months into Gonzalo

Sánchez de Lozada’s second presidency, cholo

pro te s tors obj ected to his en er gy policies and

s et govern m ent bu i l d i n gs aflame. In October

2003, mobilizations by cholos brought tens of

thousands of people to the streets of La Paz. De

Lozada was forced to resign and fled the country

after violent clashes between protestors and the

military resulted in several dozen deaths. Finally,

the resignation of his successor, President Carlos

Mesa, in June 2005 was the most recent example

of the power of cholo popular movements to

influence, if not dictate, the national agenda.

L i ke his predece s s or, Mesa was a vi ctim of

dissatisfaction with the nation’s energy policies.

Na ti on a l i z a ti on is a cen tral demand of t h e

cholos. Under the rallying cry el gas es nuestro

(the gas is ours ) , t h ey have dem a n ded state

control of oil revenue and  cholo participation in

the ad m i n i s tra ti on of en er gy indu s tri e s .

However, Klein stressed that there are multiple

cholo demands, and they are not always well

articulated. Cholo platforms identified by Klein

included: political participation, ethnic quotas,

d i rect repre s en t a ti on , ending of coca erad i c a ti on,
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vague calls for a socialist govern m en t , en d i n g

the Wa s h i n g ton Con s en sus and rej ecti n g

s tru ctu ral ad ju s tm ent po l i c i e s .

Mesa’s departure left a power vacuum that has

yet to be filled. An already deficient economy

was battered by the disruptions caused by the

protests. The future direction of the country

rests immediately with the elections scheduled

for December 18, 2005. There are myriad issues

and ch a ll en ges to be faced , and Kl ein was

reluctant to speculate on the future. Whatever

political formulation results, poverty reduction

must be a governmental priority if Bolivia is

going to enjoy stability.

One encouraging indication might lie in an

image eloquently described by Klein that reflects

the possibility of a fusion of cultures. As he

walked by the main public university on a recent

visit to La Paz, Klein noticed a chola dressed in

traditional billowing skirts and long shawls with

a bowler hat and braided hair. She was headed

into the university with a laptop computer and

books in tow. In the past, he noted, cholas would

h ave on ly been found out s i de the ga tes sell i n g

food . Kl ein rem a rked that he was the on ly on e

p aying any mind to this. It seem ed to be a

common occurrence for the people of La Paz.

Perhaps this is a sign of a hope for the future.

What can be said for certain is that ch o l o

po l i tical parties and popular mobi l i z a ti on s

a re not a flash in the pan sparked by forei gn

meddling and external instigation. They will

continue to demand an influential role in the

development and administration of Bolivia on

terms that reflect their cultural heritage and not

solely the values of the dominant white elites.
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