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THE COLONATO SYSTEM ON THE BOLIVIAN ALTIPLARO
FROM COLONIAL TIMES TO 1952

" Peter De Shazo

,-The. sixteenth-century conquest .of, Peru and Alto Peru (pregemt-day

Bolivia) by Spazn marked the beginning of centurzcs of ﬂXp101tatrou€ﬂNL

the Indian population of those regions. AlmostwdEmediately after the-arrival
of the first conquistadores,.-s Biruggle arose between the-Spanish Crown and

individual Spaniards over the services and land of the conquered Indians.

The interplay between these two forces during the period . of Spamish volonial
rule resulted in the gradual breakdown of preconquest land tenurc patterns

in Alto Peru. After independence from Spain was won, the restructuring of
land tenure was accelerated, culminating in the colonato system wvhich char-
acterized the Bolivian agrarian sector during the firut half of the twentieth
century.

,:‘”Thg.purpose of this paper is to investigate the development, structuré}‘
and function of the colonato system as it existed on the altiplano of Bolivis,
a region of large indigenous population both at the time of the Spanish con-
quest and at the present time. Although the colonato found its way into the
valley region of Bolivia and the lowlands, or Yungas, its deveiopment on the
12,000-foot altiplano was more dramatic and significant, forming by the
twentieth century what Herbert Klein has called "the most exploitative peasant-
hacienda system in the New Worly" (Klein, p. 8). The paper will also treat
Indian resistance to the colonato, as well as the system's destruction as

& result of the Bolivian National Revolution of 1952.

Coloninl Land Tenure Patterns

The basic preconquest economic and social unit of the Aymara Indians on

the altiplano was the nyllu, or comounity. Each ayllu consiated of plots of
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land called sayafias, officially held by the community but parcelled out to
each individual mewber family, which enjoyed the benefits derived from the
holding and could pass it on from generation to generation. Because each
holding was communally owned; no family had the right to sell its land.
In addition, some community lands were not divided, but were worked or
grazed cooperatively.

Alto Peru was conquered between 1535 and 1550 and incorporated into
the Viceroyalty of Peru. All land passed immediately into the possession
of the Spanish Crown, which rewarded major cortributcrs to the ccnquest by

granting them encomiendas or repartimientos. An encomienda consisted of

the right to the tribute ol a group of Indinns and control over their land
for two generations. Tribute payment could be rendered in cash, kind, or
personal seivices, depending on various legal and practical circumstances.
In return, the person who received the encomienda (the encomendero) was held
responsible for the christianization and hispanizetion of his Indian wards.
Repartimientos did not involve land, but merely the use of comsunity (non-
encomienda) Indians as corvée laborers.

Both the Crown and individual Spanish settlecs realized that Indians,
more than land, werc the basis of wealth in Alto Peru, since mines and
agricultural estates were werthless without Indien laborers to work them.
For this reason, the Crown maintained a lepal monojoly over boih land and
Indiann. Until the end of the sixteenth century no outright lond prants
were conceded Lo individual Spaniards, and during the entire colonial period
Indiann were considered vasanla of the Crewn and therefore not subject to
enslavement..  In theory, the Crown was the paternnlistic defender of the
Indinnn agninat other elenments of aociety which were enpger to exploit them,

In practice, however, thio arrangement often broke down, since the Spanish
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Kings vere at various times forced by finaacial difficultles. to exchange
aom:e,, Of their control over Indian lands and services for increased.revenues.
Ontgt£e¥_occasiong. the very institutions set up by, the Crown to protect,,
hisp;nize. and christianize the Indiaba,led.to the loss of their community
lands and their eventual impoverishment. The encomienda, for example, sig-
nified the end of communal life for many Indians, while the substitution -
of tribute payments in kind instead of currency proved detrimental to the.
Indians, even though it was designed by the Crown as a reform (Peflaloza,

¢u§511;2)’ s
... Other processes caused community lands to fall into the hands of indi-
vidua;.Spaniards. Perbaps the most important was composicibn, employed in
Bolivia during both the colonial and republican periods when state funds .
became scarce. Composicién was the process by which the Crown recognized
thq ;ul; possession of land by individual Spaniards upon payment of a fee,
and.ﬁhe right of Indians to hold their community properties not as legal

, .owners, but as tenants. Philip II instituted the first composiciénm in 1501
to raise money for his fleet, while financial difficulties caused Philip IV
pébdecl;re another in 1631 (Peflaloza, 1: 118). On both of these occasions,
land which had previously belonged to Indian communities but had since been
turned into encomiendas passed into the permanent possession of Spaniards.
For those Indians whose communities were recognized by the Crown, the fee
charged for such recognition also proved burdensome.

Reduccidn, the process which literally "reduced" the Indians to a more
hispanized way of life by forcing them to move their communities from remote
areas of the anltiplaro to zones of Spanish occupation, was another means by
which Indinng were despoiled of their lands (Peflaloza, 1: 119). Furthermore,

increased cuutact with Spaniards also led to a more extensive use of the
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Indian as a source of free labor and tax revenues. Each male community
Indian was expected to pay a tribute tax to the Crown, as well as serve
periodically in the mita, or forced labor levy for the mines and publi%

works projects. Local Spanish officials called correpsidores worked in

conjunction with caciques, or Indian chiefs, in collecting taxes from com-
munity Indians and recruiting them for mita service, an arrangement which
gave rise to countless abuses during the colonial period.

Under the strain of heavy texes and the dreaded forced labor of the
mita, many community Indians fled their traditioanal holdings to become land~-
less laborers on the private estates of the Spanish landholders, where they
vere at least safe from being sent to the mines. Their new status was
that of a yanacona, which in Inca times designated a person who had beén
enslaved for life as a result of participating in a rebellion. Since
Spanish law prohibited the enslavenent of Indians, the term yanaconhudid"‘
not retain its Incaic meaning in colonial times, but was used to describe’
Indians bound to the services of the owner of a hacienda and was the colonial

version of the nineteenth- and twentieth-.entury colono. The yanacongazgo

system vas considered a blessing by Spanish landowners, who sought a stable
and well-controlled agricultural labor force. According to Luis Pefialoza:

The landownere quickly saw in the yanacongazgo system

a means of attracting a labor force to their properties,
benefiting from the fiscal avarice which weighed heavily
on the 'free' Indian and protecting him from being drafted
for the mita. It wag in their interest to maintain the
Indians as workers vithin the linits of their estates

and wvas a morc benirn system than the mines (Pefinloza,

1: 122).

The contradictory policy of the coloniel regime, while alienating some
crmmunity land from its orisinal owners, did nevertheless help to maintain

the existence of most of the indigenous communities on the Bolivian altiplano.
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ThHe Crown:clearly realized that the ‘communities were a gignificant source
of wealth, since tribute payments.and mita service fell only on community
Indians. In their desire to centralize powver as much-as’possible,'tﬁeif
Spanish Kings sought to curtail the’' power of local elites by‘limiting their
~access to land and Indians. The rise of the haciends as a permanent re-
~placement for the encomienda took place when the Crown was too financislly
weak to resist the sale of royal lands or to curtail the massive exploita-
"tion of Indians. During such moments of financial stress, the Spanish-’
1*Kings laid .the foundation for 'the colonato system of the late-nineteenth
.a1nd ‘early-twentieth .centuries by turning royal land over to private indi-
viduals while at the same time providing them with'a source of extremely

cheap ‘labor. -

The Republican Period, 1824-1864

By his Decrees of Trujillo and Cuzco, issued in 182h and 1825, Sim6n

o
.“ o

Bolivar attempted to radically alter the economic and social position of

e e :

J-the Indians of Alto Peru (Bonifaz. PP. 1—5) Since all citizens,of thei
nevly liberated sltiplano were to be equal, Bolivsr abolished slavery,‘
forced labor. and indigenous tribute payment, and hereditary titles of _
nobility for both whites and Indians. Community Indians were to be granted
indiv1dusl ownership over their saysﬂss and landless Indisns vould receive
parcels of land from the state. The Decree of Cuzco also contained swsti-

‘nulstion aesigned to protect the Indians' land against encroachment by .

'vhites and mestizos; no land held by Indians could be sold until 1850. In

this manner, Bolivar sought to make small landholders out of the Indians,

"yeoman farmers" in the Jeffersonian sense, who would provide a sturdy agri-

cultural backbone for Bolivia. Indian communities could maintain a de facto
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existence, but since all land would in theory be worked and owned indivi-
dually, the community was no longer the semi-legal entity that it had been
during the colonial period.

Bolivar's system was extremely unpopular with many Bolivian elites.
Creole landholders suddenly found their sources of free Indian labor dried
up, the Church lost its traditional right to the unpaid service of commu-
nity Indians, and the caciques had their power base undercut when the in-
digenous tribute was abolished. In 1826, these groups halted amy further
parcelling of land to Indians and saw to it that the registration of lands
already given out was drowned in a sea of bureaucratic red tape (Bonifaz,
p. 15; Peilaloza, 1: 270).

During the presidency of Marshal Andrés de Santa Cruz (1829-1838),
the Bolivian government assumed a role not unlike that of the Spanish Crown
in regard to the treatment of Indians. Once ;gﬁin, the state pecame the
arbiter of the Indian's fate, secking to protect him against'nbuse thle
at the same time acknowledging the desire of elite gréups in BolivianAsociety
to regain their previous access to indigenous labor. In 1829, Santa Cruz
ordered community Indians to resume peying the tribute contribution and
two years later reinstated the tithe or diezmo, which every Indian was
expected to pay to the state in support of the Church.1 By a decree issued
in 1831, the caciques regained their former position as middlemen between
local governmental officials and community Indians. The Church was given
the right to draft Indians as unpaid laborers, although this privilege was

denied the military. Community Indiens were to be peid a wage and humanely

1For the text o7 the decrees and proclamations of the Sante Cruz regime,

see Miguel Bonifaz, Legislacidn Agrario-Indigenal (Cochabamba, 1955), pp.
18-80.
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v.itreated while working in any other capacity, as previously stipulated by

., Bolivar. -In regard to land tenure, Santa Cruz declared in 1831 that all
.. Indians who had maintained possession of their plots of community land for

. the past ten years now legally owned them. When it became clear that many

.. Indians had s0ld the lands granted them in 1825 and 1831, Santa Cruz.in

1838 reinstated Bolivar's order that no Indian could sell his land until
.1850. To further prevent the alienstion of Indian land, an 1838 law decreed
.- that the inheritance of lands held by Indians be governed by primogeniture.

- The Santa Cruz stipulations regarding the titling of Indian land: were
-never.carried out and de facto indigenous communities continued to-operate
much as they-had donc before independence. On December 14, 1842, a'decree
, issued by General Ballivién reestablished:another colonial concept, that
. land held by Indian communities did not belong either to' individual comunarios
or. to the.allyu, but. to the state. ~As long as the tribute and other:taxes
..were paid, the Indians enjoyed the usufruct right to their ‘land, but’dever
.were legal owners (Bonifaz,:p. 89).. This. stipulation remained in effect

until 1863, when General José Marfa de.Acha:dought to reestablish Bolfvar's

-

system of.land.tenure as specified in the Cuzco Decree. : Acha's :Decrée of
February 28, 1863, noted that many Indians were landless &nd therefore not
contributing any tax revenues to the state (Bonifaz, pp. 146-153). To
remedy the situation, the decree proclaimed that every Indian would be guar-
anteed the legal title to his own plot of land which he could sell once he
became literate. Unclaimcd lands, called baldioa, would be sold at public
auction to raise funds for the national treasury. Within a year's time,
Acha was deposed and his decree annulled by Congress.

The succession of military men who governed Bolivia from 1829 to 1864

generally attempted to protect the Indian's right to hold his own land,



-8

partly for paternalistic reasons but much more significantly because land-
holding Indians were subject to the tribute, or head tax. According to

the regalist philosophy of the Spanish Kings, the Indian paid triﬁute and
served in the mita as rent payment, since he was living on royal land if

he was a member of an indigenous community. Bolivar sought to eradicate
this notion, but by 1829 Indian tribute was re-instituted. During the nine-
teenth century, the size of the head tax paid was directly related to the

- amount of land held by each community Indian, whether he had a legal title
to his land (which was most uncommon) or not (McBride, p. 9). In fact,
taxes levied on community Indiens constituted the Bolivian government's most
importent source of income throughout the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, since the nution was during this period in a state of severe economie
decline. According to Klein, "whereas the prime sources of colonial govern-
ment income had been mining production and sales taxes, the republican
government obtained the bulk of its funds from a head tax on Indian land-
holders and received only a minor income from production, trade, or mining
and smelting" (Klein, p. 5). The figures given below demonstrate more graphi-

cally the importance of Indian taxes to the Bolivian governuent:
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Table 1

Bolivian Taxes and Budrets, 1832-1865
(in Bolivianos)

Year' - ' Indian Head Tax Head Tax plus Tithe Fational Budget
1832 " 695,000 973,000 1,500,000
"18U51L6" 729,000 990,000 © 2,000,000
185152 919,000 1,100,000 12,100,000
1860 812,000 1,140,000 2,250,000
1865 867,000 1,170,000 2,130,000

Sour¢é: Luis Peflaloza, Historie Econfmica de Bclivia, 2 vols.
(La Paz, 1946), 1: 251,

It is, therecfore, of little wonder that every governmeit before 186k
at;smptcd in one way or another to insure that the pumber of Indian land-
bolders remaincd large. Nevertheless.Athqre occurred during the early. .,
republican period a steady movement toward the conqolidation of the haciendas,
since many governmental decrees wvere contradictory and only partially:en-

forced.2

Republican Period, 186k-1952

' During the second helf of the nineteenth century, the process of breaking
Up the Indian communities vas greatly accelerated while the colonato system
' was strengthened and began to assume its modern form. The man responsidble

for the most dramatic attack on the comzunities vas General Mariano Melgarejo,

20pinion nf cuthor based on proclamations of the various Bolivian re-
gimes, ibid., pp. 18-153.
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dictator of Bolivia from 186l to 1871 and one of Latin America's most in-
famous tyrants. Even before Melgarejo came to power, however, there was
a movement afoot in the Bolivian National Assembly to completely dissolve
‘the indigenous communities and sell their lands in order to raise funds
for thé treasury. Such proposals were usuelly cloaked in terms of more,
humane treatment for the Indian end of progress. One such governmeptkqffie,
cial declared in 186k:
We consider that to conserve the Indian in firm pos-

session of his lands is to perpetuate the eternal igno-

rance and backwardness in which he himgolf prefers to

dwell...to deprive the Indian of his land is to convert

him from a poor and miserable landholder to a wealthy

and comfortasble colono, since he will continue culti-

vating the land which he previously owned, but in the

capacity of a sharecropper whose master will always be

in need of him (Antezana, p. 21).

"Due to heavy expenditures for his army and lavish gifts to ffiend55' 

EINTCC ot LR

"Melgarejo had by early 1866 drained the national treasury'énaEféuﬁd7it_;
necessary to undertake what was in essence &.>ther compoéiéiéﬁrj %ﬁigigd:
Decree of March 20, 1866, the tyrant declared that all iénd heié?5§${§&§-
viduals in Bolivia must be legally titled, that a heavy feé of 25 tb'iéé
bolivianos would be charged for the service of issuing deeds, and thagm¥
anr land not titled within sixty days would be confiscated and sold at
public auction (Bonifaz, p. 168). Tais decree was especially aimed at the
community Indien, hoping to either collect a fee from him or raise money
by selling his land. In 1867, Melgarejo broke with established custom when
he ordered landless indians to begin paying the head tax, indicating both
that his need for revenue was great and thet he was confident that many

community Indians would be made landless by his "land reform" (Resolution

of February 6, 1867, in Bonifaz, p. 1Th4).
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By -1868, the fiscal-irresponsibility and-corruption:ofihis government
-i:forced Melgarejo to take more drastic action. -On: September 28, 1868, all
comrunity land was declared state property and much of it was confiscated
to-be sold at public auction. In order to insure the success of these
frauctions, Melgarejo founded the Banco Crédito Hipotecario de Bolivia, which
lent..funds to those who wished to buy the confiscated ayllus (Antezana,. p. -
.55).. The rush to auction off and buy up community properties left. hundreds
of -thousands of Indians landless and with no other.recourse than.to.serve
a8; colonos on the new haciendas which were being consolidated.3
Melgarejo's effective control over Bolivia came to an end during the
last.months of 1870, when various sectors of the elite groups.as well as
~Indians rose .in armed rebellion against the tyrant.. Even before Melgarejo
swas driven into exile in January of 1871, the prefects of the various depart-
ments: of Bolivia had received orders from the revolutionary government-in
.{{La Paz ordering them to assure the Indians that their confiscated lands:
- j'would.be returned to them (Bonifaz, pp. 206-T).: The . primary reason for -
-.,:the revolutionary government's haste .in.promising reform was the presence
.. of 20,000 armed community Indians outside the city of La Paz, & forcewhich
had been raised to help overthrow Melgarejo and could at any moment  break

into complete rebellion if not placated (Condarco Morales, p. 45). On™:

3Isaac Grober, La Reforme Agraria en Bolivia. Proceso a un Proceso
(Santiago, 1969), p. 43, states that 300,000 community Indians were de-
spoiled of their land by Melgarejo. Another source he cites claimed that
650,000 were left landless after 1868, but this figure seems much too high.
Judging by Table 2 of this study, the figure of 300,000 mey also be high,
given the non-application of the Law of June 31, 1871. The actual number
probably lies between 100,000 and the Grober figure.
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June 31, 1871, the restitution of Indian lands confiscated by Melgarejo was
‘mede legal; those who bought land between 1866 and 1870 received ' compen-
‘sation in verious forms.

By 81l indications, very little land was actually returned to the
.Indians after 1871.!4 Furthermore, during the following two yeers, several
laws were enacted by the government which prohibited Indians from taking
direct legal action to recover their lands (Bonifaz, pp. 224-26, 220-30).
Rather unconvincingly, the state declared itself "protector of Indians"
and promised that the legsl technicalities involved in transferring the
~land back to its originnl owners would be taken cure of in do time.

The so-called Leyes de Ex-vinculacidén (anti-entail laws) passed by

' the National Assembly in 187k, reopened the doors to the total usurpation
~,0f community land by whites and mestizos. Cloaked in terms of Bolivarian
liberalism, these laws called for the dissolution of the ayllus and the
granting of titles to the families living on the sayafias (Bonifaz, p. 231).
In a sense, the Indians were being forced to accept the legal responsibility ‘fﬁ

for their land, a situation which placed their well-being in Jjeopardy, éincei

... the laws also gave them the right to sell their land as they plessed. Land

not registered as being held by an individual would automatically become .
government property.
After 187k, the lands of community Indians were virtually fair game

for usurpation by anyone who wanted to buy them. Frank Keller, in his

N
This assumption is generally held by the authors cited in the study.

None gives any figures. See: Alfredo Sanjinés, La Reforme Agraria en
Bolivia (La Paz, 1932), p. 210; Grober, La Reformn Agraria, p. bb; Luis
Peflaloza, Historia FEcondmica de Bolivia, 2 vols. (Le Paz, 1946), 1: 260;
Arturo Urquidi, Feudalismo en América y la Reforma Agraria Boliviana
(Cochabambea, 1966), p. 175.
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study, of the colonato on the altiplano, has noted several ways in which
the Indian was despoiled of his land. The easiest and most. successful way
was to get the Indian into debt by tricking or foreing him to accept a loan
at an exorbitant rate of interest. When the Indian defaulted on the loan,
the local hacendado who had arranged the transaction would then have the
legal right to cogfigca&e(the_man's land‘in payuent of the debt, leaving
.‘the Indian with no.other recourse than to Join the labor.force of the hacienda
.88 & colono. Parish priests and local officiels also colluborateu with the
hggenda@os in tricking the Indi;ns intq dcbt, In,0pg case noted by Keller,
the priest in a community where ‘one particular piece of land was especially
desired by & hacendado ordered the Indien who held the land in question to
sponsor a religiopsarestiya;,_gn obligation which required an expenditure
...of about f;ftyldol;ars. Being,ylikekmpst Indians, obedient to priests,
“JJthevholder of’the land borrowed the_necessary money from the hacendado at
VA iP?evp?iest'§ suggestion. “After the fieste, the Indian defaulted on the
%9&3;59% wag promptly dispossessed (Keller, P. 43). In yet another instance,
a}pggggp'assembleq/the indigenous,mgmbersAof his parish at the church cenme-
Enahﬁggy} _After drawing a line through‘the,middle_of the graveyard, he declared
&1u?§§~half to be heaven and the other half hell; when the next Indian died,
\Pﬁg priest ordered him buried on tpe‘"hell" side of the cemetery, much to
the horror of his relatives.‘ In order to "rescue" their deceased kinsman,
the Indians were forced to donate a certain sum of money to the Church,
money which could be obtained only by a loan from the ever-present
-haqendado, with predictable results (Keller, p. 43).
Another means of driving the community Indian into debt peonage was

by taxing him so heavily that he was forced to give up his land in payment
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of his tax obligation to the government. Corrupt local officials were
empovered to collect the Indian head tax, the tithe, and the state tax
(primacia) twice a year. If payment was not made within fifteen days,
a 25 percent interest rate was added to the amount due (Condarco Morales,
p. 33). If the Indion failed to pay in the next instance, his lund and
goods veere confiscated and sold, even to the point of having his uimple
poncho taken from him as payment (Reyeros, p. 208). Indians in such a sit-
uation often had no choice but to enter the cervice of n neerly hacendado,
vwho managed to obtain the Indian's land frorm the povernient after it was
confiscated.

The usurpation of cowmunity lands and the binding of Indians into a
system of debt peonnpge went virtuslly unchecked during the last quarter
of the nincternth ceniury and the first half of the twentieth. There vere
geveral rensens for this developrment, perhnps the most sipnificant relating
to the declining importanee of the hend tax paid to the state by landholding
Indians. 1In 1865, for eryuuple, taxes pnid by Indians accounted for more
than half of the national budpet, while by 1881, the figure hnd dropped
to only 2h pereent (Klein, p. 17).  1n the 1870s, the mining and exportation
of silver, Bolivia's trwlitional source of income during the colonial period,
expericnced o pliencmenndl rate of prowth which lifted the national economy
out of n fifty-yenr periot of decline and stoagnation (Peiinloza, 20 1k
Kicin, p. 10). Feonomie prouth attracted foreign capital to Bolivia, ea-
pecinlly after the War of the Pacific. A rubber {ndustry bepgan to develop
in the yunen repion of northern Bollvia during the lant quarter of the
century, nud by 1900 tin mining bepgan Lo take {tpn place as nn {aportant,

source of natfonal wealth., With the provth of urban and mining centers
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and the expansion of the railroads along the altiplano, land values rose
accordingly, thereby increasing the pressure put upon community lands by
whites and mestivos (Hetride, p. 20).

A civilinn olivarehy, with tilver and later tin mining as ita cconomic
base, brouph! a pericl ol relutive politicel stabllity to Bolivia Juring
the last quarter of the nineteenth century (Kleio, pp. 15-25)., Tl clites,
while acknowlei/in: their economic lebt to lurope and e Unlted D0 oen by

adopting muny European cultural norms and isrerting liuury items from abroad,

d4id nevertheless lock to landholding as a treditional source of preatige

and profit. The position of the Indian in Bolivian society of the late
nineteenth century was perhinpa worse than {t had cver Leen in the past,

A priest, vriting in 1870, deacribed white Bolivia's concept of the Indien:
"It {6 vndeniable--the Indfan coitinoes to be conzidered by us aa a degen=
erate VLolug torn to ecrve, 1o Le erxployed vithout pay in the vileat of
occupations, claseificd {n tho caute 6f the untonchables, and incapable

of elevating himself to our ovn level® (Cundarco Moralee, p. 31). The
liberal argusent that the Indfap community constituted wa arehale remnant
of Bolivia's pre-historic and culonial pant 8nd therefare was not £it to
exfat in a "milern™ soclely wes often yofcalto Justify desjxiiling the Indian
of hia land., I 1url, brestdent taavedra accused the ayllu of teing a reags
tionary fnstftution, "tecause It maintains an CRIntus platus suo vhieh
fapedes all sliesiils at reform and progreos and ralttaine, in Jatent forwm,
Lthe anclent hatred of the Inlian againetl the viite fare which ft accuses

of wiurpation and v trescion”™ (Kielu, 1, tu), “Frogreza,” Uy the liberal
oligurcnh's dofinition, meant & Jtecarious erislence for the fev remaining

cOMURArive #nd an even hareher way of 1ifs for colonos,
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The rise of the colonato system at the expense of Indian communities
had indeed been dramatic, 1In 1846, the apricultural population of Bolivia
was broken down as follown: 601,000 community Tndiana, 360,000 colono
Indians, 3,000 white hacendados (Rlein, p.o 7). Potween 1256 and 1950,

the community Indian population dropped by more than TS5 percent.,
Table 2

Community Indiana in Bolivia, 1846-1950

Year Number of Indians

1846 621,000

1877 500,000 ;
1900 250,000 |
1950 140,000

Bourcea: the 1AL6 flgure {n from Herbert fi. Klein, Part{es and Poli-
tical Change in holivia (Camtridge, Fng., 1964), p. T, taken from Josd N,
mTkt im-ln ratmi‘u!h‘ .t1r lh]iviu (Sucre, 1851): the 1817 figure
{8 from Gcorpe O, Helride, ihe Agracian Indien Communities nf Nieghland
Polivia (few Y rn, 1. 1). t. 1, and is based on head tax fhu—rr for that
yoar, the 14w flgure (8 baged omoa map, 01, ¢ 2%, the 10450 figure ie
from Holivia, Censo Demografico, 1900 (Ln Faz, 14%%), {ntroduction,

The ectual nusber of cuammunities declined from an estimated 11,000

*

in 18L6 Lo 1,119 6 1w’ Colone ludians probably increased to a million

f,
or mors in pumler Ly 1440,
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Table 3

Distribution of Farm land, 1950
(in hectares)

Farm airze No. of farms ¥ of total no. Total farm area % total aresa

Less than 10 59,988 69.k4 132,934 A
10 to 500 19,437 22.5 1,467,488 L.L8
More than %00 6,952 8.1 31,149,398 95.1

Bource: Isaac Grober, La Reforma Apreria en Bolivia. Proceso a un
Proceso (Bantiago, 1969), p. 48.

A closer analysis of the largest landholders in Bolivia shows that in 1950,
0.7 percent of all landholders ovned 50 percent of Bolivia's total farm land
(Perragut, p. 5).

The process of the consolidation of the latifundias not only skeowed
land holding patterns in pre-revolutionary Bolivia, but alsc resulted in
& state of stasnation for Bolivian agriculture: "the agrarian sector re-
mained dintant, clomed within ituelf, maintaining itself ns a scignorial
egonomic atructure, impenetrable Lo technological progreen and centered on
production levels pesred to nubniatence” (Abdie-Aicardi, p. 7). High prices
for agricultura) producta, coupled with an almoot non-existent national tax
on land (1.5%¢ per nere in 1940) cuaranteed a profit for the hacendado but
provided him vith ){ttle incentive to fncrease production or put more acre-
age under cultivation (Klein, p. 164}, 1In 1950, 0.3 percent of Bolivian
land van Lelng farmed, the lovest percentage in all of Latin Americn (Heath,
et al., p. Ih). In the aame year, 71 percent of all Bolivians were engaged

in agricultural pursufts, while only 32 percent of the national income was
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derived from that sector (Abdie~Aicardi, p. UT). A full 35 percent of
imports to Bolivia in 1950 were agricultural products (Grober, p. T1).
Thus, a backward agrarian sector and the colonato system develoned together,

and were so closely relnted as to be indistinguishable,

The Colonato in Practice in the Twentieth Century

A colono in Bolivia wasn on arricultural laborer who, although legally
free, was in practice bound to the will of hin IL’L‘_LK{’I‘_' the owner of a large
estate. Colonon in the twenticth contury were invariably Aymard Indians in
the northern part ot the nltiplano (near Lake Titicaca) and Quechua Indians
in the wvouthern altiplano and the valleys.

The weans which bound colono to patrén was a verbal contract specifying
that the Iadian wonld work as an unpaid laborer in the service of the patién
in return for the risht to use part of the patrdén's lend to support himself
and his fumily. ‘This relatioaship usually involved the coloino going into
his patrén's debt, from which he would never recover.

By the ternms of his contract, the colono received land in one of two
principal ways. Applicntion of the sayoila, or plot systenm meant that the
Indian would be graunted the right to use one portion of hacienda land to
build his house and grow his crops. By the less common amoka system, the
colono would receive a smaller plol in cach of the different crop ficlds
(Heath, et al., p. 177). 1In ndlition to his goyaila or wypoka, the colono
enjoyed the right of prazine whatever animals he might possess on the hacienda
pasturagc.

Not all colonos were of equnl rank on the haeienda. A "full person,"
or adult colono with o fo.ily was nllobted more 1and than a "half person,"

generally a widow who had her sayafin halved after the death of her spouse,
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Because the plot of a "full person" was pessed on to the eldest son after
his death, other sons became "third persons" and received a smaller parcel
of land cn the hacienda. After marriage, a feanily, and longer residence,
a "third person" could hope to becom= a "full person" and receive more and
better land (Heath, et al., p. 177). Sayafias for a "full person" generelly
" ranged from one to scveral dozen acres, depending on the will of the patrén.
The number of colonos on each hacianda elso variazd greatly. Frank Keller,
in his study of 13 altiplano haciendas in 1946, found that the smallest
nunber of colonos on any latifundia was 16, while the largest was 2,867
(Keller, p. 56).

The basic obLligation of the colono was to provide three mewters of
his farily to work 3 to 4 days o weck in the patrdn's fields. Keller noted
that, on the average, 13 percent of huacienda land was under cultivetion,
with 37 pcercent of this lend belonging to the patrén end 66 percent asllotted
to the colonos (Keller, p. 54). The putrén's land was generally more fertile
than that of the colono, and on one hecienda, G2 percent of the land under
cultivation belonged to the patrdn.

In addition to work done in the patrdn's fields, every member of each
colono family was subject to perform vhat several authors described as a
"rosary" of unpaid service obligations collectively called ponguesje.

.This labor obligation was considered to be the most oppressive element of
the colonato system, for pongos could be ordered to do any Job at any time
if their masters so willed. Colonos were used as domestic servants, both
in the patrdn's house on the hacienda and in his home in the city, since
only 10 percent of all owners of latifundias lived on their land in 1945

(Abdie-Aicardi, p. 50). Colonos also had to serve as animal herders for
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.a stipulated period determined by the patrdén or his overseer, the mayordomo.
Gathering firewood, spinning and weaving cloth, and meking ggiggg(corn liquor)
were other obligations. Children, when not at work on their parents' sayaflas,
were employed in tending animals and frightening birds away from the fields.
The colono also had the obligation of cacha, the marketing of the patrén's
crops and animals, a process which often weant a long and tiresome Journey
at the colono's expense.

The colono was also expected to provide his own seed, tools, and draft
animals for use on his sayafin., If he could not do so, the patrdén would pro-
vide them, udding their value to the debt owed him by the Indian and raising
the number of hours of work that the colono had to perform in hacienda
fields (Klein, p. h1).

The major crops pgrown on the altiplano were the potato, barley, oca
(a root crop), quinon (a grain), corn, and broad beans. Of the domestic
animals, sheep were the market product, while cattle, llamas, pigs, chickens,
and ggi‘(nuinea oigs) were consumed on the hacienda,

Synthetic fertilizer was almost unknown to the altiplano, whose soil
was enriched only by animal manure. Aprricultural technology remained at
a medieval level throughout the first half of the twentieth century; the
wooden plow pulled by oxen was in common use, as was the hoe nnd an agri-
cultural mace used by women and children to brenk up clods of earth over-
turned by the plow. One author told a story demonstrating why pre-revolu-
tionary Bolivia had no use for advanced farm technologsy:

The owner of a great estate in the Department of
Potos{ bought a tractor and used it a very short time,
returning quickly to primitive forms of work. When
questioned about his rapid change of mind, he claimed

that the tractor produced too meny expenditures; it
required a driver, repairs, pasoline, lubricants, ote.,



while the Indian, free laborer that he is, required

nothing more than a little cooked corn and some coca

(Canelas, p. 18).
In 1950 there were only 280 tractors in use in the entire country (Canelas,
p. 18).

Legally, all Indians were classified as nationals of Bolivia and were
guaranteed. the same rights to hold property, file petitions, appear in court,
obtain a public education, pass freely from place to place, and receive just
. eompensation for their work us any other Bolivian., In practice, however,
the colono enjoyed none of these basic rights., Since important government
officinls and hocendados were generally one and the same before 1952, the
colono found few means to invoke the law on his behalf (Reyeros, p. 57).
According to one author, "The Indian experienced the Bolivian government
as an alien power, which when it didn't ignore him, sought to use him and
nothing more" (Molloy, p. 27).

Politically, the Bolivian Indian was a non-person, since the Constitution
of 1826 declared that only citizens could vote and hold public office, and
only literate pcrsons could be citizens. The Constitution of 1861 further
stipulated that only a pcrson holding property of considerable value could
be & citizen. Before 1952, Bolivian Indians were not permitted to enter
certain sectors of La Paz and were not allowed to own fircarms (Heath, et
~al., p. 383).

For all practical purposes, the will of the patrén was law for the
colono, since verbal contracts were not bound by law and, ecven if they
were, the governnent had no desire to control the patrones. Two government
social investipgators noted in 19h0:

no vther norm ig npplicable than the will of the
patroén. le can deprive the colono of irrigation
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facilities, prohibit him to sell his own animals

and the products he grows himself, obligate him

to sell them at ridiculous prices, and restrict

his movement on the hacienda itsclf; the colono

lacks & means of taking action against the land-

owner and any attempt to do so would expose him

to being thrown off the land. On the other hand,

the patrdn is bound by no legal obligation or

restriction whatsoever.
Colonos rarely left their sayafing for fear of corporal punishment by their
patrones, while they could be thrown off the hacienda if the hacendado saw
fit to do so {Heath, et al., p. 96). Colonos passed from master to magter
when haciendas were sold and the vrice of a latifundia was directly related
to the number of colonos it contaiued (Grobvr, P 50),  Tnstances have
even been recorded of a pntrdn selling colonos to other hacendudos in return
for o certuin amount of moncy annd payment of the coleno's debt (Grober,
p. 51). This wos accomplished by forcing the colono to epres to a new debt
and verbal contract (Canelas, p. 20).

Such lepnl powerlessness in the face of greed led to o nigerable way

of life for the colono. At work in the fields, he wng liberally treated
to the overseer's whip. Ao a pongo, he was foreed to show docile respect
for his vhite nmasters. VFeller deacribed the protocol of a letifundia in
19L6:  "While visiting altipiano estates in ecompnny with toeir owners, the
writer and his wife found it difrficult Lo cover their embarcassment ot
witnessing the wny in vhich colonon would come farwnrd and bow humbly at
the feet of encii prerason bhefore continuing with their preseribed tanks”
(Keller, p. h9). In other places on Lhe nltiplano, colonog were forced to

genuflect or kneel bLbefore thelr patronon,

A Bolivian nuthor described the colono's house nnd Living condltionsa:

Herbert 5. Klein, Partien and Political Chnnge in Bolivia (Cambridge,

Eng., 1969), n., p. 162, For the text in Spanish from which I made my trano-
lation, nce Grober, ln Reformn Aprarin, p. 52,
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Peasant housing in the nltiplano lacked the most
basic elements of hygiene and comfort: the house isg
-built on a very small aren and is made up of only
one room in which all of the members of the family
eat and sleep in cemplete promiscuity. They have
neither light nor ventilation nnd lnck furniture.
The houses are built of nmud anl the rocfs of straw,
Lackine wcod, the colonos use dried 1'aze o cow
dung as fuel for cookins. ‘The corrnls for sheep
generally nre installed aloneside the hut, while
chickens and pirs ueually share the one room of
the house with the faily., Everyone sleeps on
goutskins or sheepsking (Crobes, p. Sb).

In 1950, the nverars colono received 1,500 calories per day from the
food he consumedy i, ) ure considered minimal for a person performing agri-
cultural Inabor (Ferraput, p. 30). The infunt mortality rate among Indians
of the ultiplnny wus %0 percent in 1950. Doctors rarely ventured outside
of the [ruvineiny capitals, co that the Indiun had to "~ ure himself or die"
(Heath, +t nl., p. 20). 1In 1945, 04 percent of all Indiar adults in Bolivia
werc )] !iterate, meny not even Leing able to speuk Gpanish (Grober, p. L6).
The chuences of n colono child attonding even the first grades of a primary
school were practicall, nil.

The colono wng alirost totally cut off from the Bolivian money economy.
If he was lucky enouph to have any produce left over after consumption, it
would bie cxchnuried for nee f or tools or aps payment on his debt. As a market
for natiounl products, the colono was negligible., In 1950, 59.9 percent of

the Bolivinn jopulntion (read Indians as almost all non-conpumers) did not

ovn any manufactured itenms (Canelas, p. 23).

Tndian Renetion to the Colonato

The colono noupht. to alleviate the minery of hin nervile condition

in one of three wny oo Vhe first, and monst comnon, wns to dull hio oenses
by drinkinge Intyee woounts of chichng, which the patrin prladly provided him

at certnin timea of the yenr, amd by chewing cocn lenves, which allowed
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him to work hard without being aware of his effort; Coca was distributed
by overseers and patrones as a tranquilizer which kept the Indians docile.
It is little wonder that the white man's idea of the Indian as a drunken
gavage or an insensitive moron was wideépread.

The second means of relief available to the colono was to leave the
hacienda, a risky prospect for reasons already discussed.

The Indian's third means of resistance was violent rebellion, a phenome-
non which often occurred on the altiplano during both the colonial and re-
publican periods. Before independence, the mita and heavy taxes were the
general causes of indigenous revolt, such as the rebellions of Tupac Amaru
and Tupac Katari in the 1780s. Although thesc movements were brutally sup-
pressed by royal authorities, the mita was finally abolished in Alto Peru
and the corrupt corregidores were replaced by the intendentes of Charles
III's newly centralized bureaucracy (Peflaloza, 1: 263). After 1866, however,
"the direcct cause of Indian insurrections was the conversion of community
land into latifundia" (Condarco Morales, p. 42). Community Indians rose
up egainct Melgarcjo on various occasions, triggering bloody reprisals by
the dictator's army during which thousands of Indians were killed (Condarco
Morales, p. hli). As mentioncd earlier, 20,000 Indians were included in
the ranks of the revolutionary forces which overthrew Melgarejo in 1871.

The most serious and widespread revolt of community Indians, however,
was that which took place during the Civil War of 1899. with Conservatives
and Liberals at odds with each other, community and colono. Indians in
the Departments of La Paz, Oruyo, and Potosi rose ﬁp, slaughtering hacendados

"and spreading terror. Hoping to gain permanent benefits for themselves,

the Indians, partially united under Zarate Willka, a literate community
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Indian, aided the Liberal army and were instrumental in defeating the Con-
:gervatives. When the Indian leaders saw that no reforms were forthcoming
_after the Liberals assumed power, they ordered the massacre of hacendados
~and the invasions of land to be resumed. The slogan of the Indian cause

called for death to all whites and the establishment of an Indian consti-
~tution - (Condarco Morales, p. 367). ' The poorly armed and organized Indians
~were not able to withstand the Liberal army, however, and the rebellion
-was brutally stamped out, followed by the prompt execution of Z&rate Willka

and the other leaders.

- - In 1921, community Indians of the Cantén Jesfis de Machaca rose up and
'killed the local corregidor, usually the first target for Indian wrath, and
_then the hacendados. The army quickly restored order, slaughtering hundreds
-of Indinns (Klein, p. 69).

Community Indiens were generally more apt to revolt, since ‘control:

.over colonos was much tighter. In 1942, however, approximately 50 :percent
-of the colonos in the Department of Oruro staged a.sit-down strike of brazos
.caidos, literally "fallen arms" (Reyeros, p. 2kl). The strike precipitated

the formation of an investigatory committee by the government which after-
vards urged that the conditions under which colonus worked be improved;;

Such insurrections created a tremendous fear of the Indian on the part
of the whites; citizens of La Paz, surrounded by haciendas and the remaining
communities, conjured up frightening images of hordes of drunken savages
sacking the city and murdering at will. The army seemed perfectly able

to put down any revolt, however, with predictable results: "Unfortunately

for the Indian, the final outcome of the occasional outbreaks of violence

invariably has been a disproportionate letting of Indian blood as government

troops restored order" (Keller, p. U6).
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" The Destruction of ‘the Colonato '

" Support for the oppressed Indian was hardly widespread during the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. By the 1920s, however, genuine leftist
organizations were taking root in Bolivia and labor was slowly and painfully
organizing itself against the entrenched oligarchy. Protest ageinst the
exploitation of the Indien was voiced by students of the University of La
Paz during the 1920s and in 1930. Bolivia was actually invaded from Argentina
by a smell group of nationalist radicals celling for land and freedom for
the indigenous populetion.

A great watershed in Bolivian history proved to be the Chaco War with
Paraguay. Rising out of a border conflict over a practically uscless stretch
of‘wasteland, full-scale warfare broke out in 1932 and lasted until 1935,
leaving the Paraguayan forces in complete control of the disputed territory;
During the wer, colonos were diafted en mesge for the army, serving as cannon
- fodder at the front while white officers remained safely in the rear. 'In
. all, 25 percent of all combatants, or 65,000 Bolivians were killed or ﬁissing,
most of them Indians (Klein, p. 187). Throughout the conflict,raccasté?system
was maintained in the army; soldiers were Indian, officers white or mestizo
(Klein, p. 187). Defeat at the hands of tiny Paraguay had a staggering
effect on the thinking of Bolivian intellectuals and army officers; the
corruption and inefficieacy of the Bolivian government became so obvious
that, in 1936, a reformist coup took place within the army, bringing to
power the "Military socialist" regimes of David Toro and Germéin Busch.

The post-Chaco War era marked a rebirth of "Indianism," the glorifica-
tion of the indigenous background of Bolivia and e renewed appreciation of

the worth of the Indian as Bolivia's source of production. Indians who
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ijnserved in the war returned to their homes with a broader idea of what Bolivia
really was; some learned Spanish while serving in the army and were more pre-
-pared to take an active role in resisting the colonato. The year 1936
- marked the formation of the first rural syndicates among Indians, the work
of José Rojas in the Cochabamba Valley. The Busch government in 1928 also
. recognized the right of an Indian community to exist as such. When a con-
vention met in that same year to draft a new constitution for Bolivia, the
- prospect of land reform was brought forward as a possible article in the
constitution, only to be rejected in the end (Klein, p. 290).
In 1939 the oligtrchy regained power, only to be overthrown in 1943
l?y a coup led by Major Gualberto Villarroel and the Movimiento Nacional -
.i .Revolucionario (MNR) of Victor Paz Estenssoro. Strongly populer in nature,
g}the.Villarroel government sought to mobilize the Bolivian Indian by pro-
.iteeting him from his patrén. The Villarroel-MWR Constitution of 1945 called
nofor the end of unpaid services, the return of usurped comrunity land to the
original owners, placed the colono under the special protection of the state,
and adopted the term campesino (country-dweller) to refer to indians in
- place of the demeaning word indio (Bonifaz, p. 534). In 1946 a special
. campesino congress wes set up by the MNR.

A military coup in 1946 sent the MNR flying into exile and saw Villarroel
hung from a lamp post in the main square of La Paz. For the next six years,
Bolivia and the colono experienced the 0ld order all over apain, with most

» of the Villarroel reforms overturned.

The national revolution came in 1952. Backed by the MNR with armed

support of miners and Indian campesinos, Paz Estenscoro defeated the Bolivian

army in pitched battle and took over control of the country. From his past
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experiences with Villarroel, Par realized that the miners and Indians would
become the bulwark of the MNR only after thelr socio-political positions
were dranticnlly iuproved. In 1952, the tiu mines, Bolivia's basic indua-
try, vere nationnlized, with miner's syndicates given a say in their opere-
tion. Literucy ant property fequirements vere abolished by the nev consti=
tution, 5o that the electorste rose from 200,000 in 1951 to almost ) million
in 1992 (Klein, p. hoh),

In 1953, the MNR paasned the Bolivian Agrarian Reform lLav, After the
Revolution in 1952, colonos had been engafed in occupying the lands of
the hacendados but it was not until rfter the Meform lav that the eolopato
was really atolished. The Reform ended the colonuta outright vy trearing

up the ;r-at estuten, something which all other effurts at refura had railed

to do, Nach colounu waz grantel tho legal title to his sayule end the right
to petition for more land. Lanthsldires v a certain nise wer~ esfropriated
and redistributed to the ex-colunoa, Pongueale was declarcd sbulished and
Indiana vere given the ripht Lo muve stout frecly. Camjcaino syndfestes
organized by the Indians with goverusent eponsorship worked 16 atasp Gut
any remaining vestipge of hacentado pover, Free markeling of fircducts brought
the Indian into the rouey ecotoamy, while Jteracy po lects helynd to further
integrate the Indian {nto naticrel 1ife.

Thue, the Indfan Lecase at a strcke & free man and e ctlrafndlchiald
of the great landowners on rural helivia was Lroken, Most f the great
hacendadne left the cuuntry, as 411 the tih magnates {Heath, ot al., §. 3nd),

By 1967, 20 milliun acres of land had leen redistritated ta Indian campepinoa,
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