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Preface

and for the Peace Corps had been strongly psychological and oriented toward questions concerning the personal adjustment of Volunteers in alien
settings. The RISM project was geared to focus on the situations in which
Volunteers work and the sociocultural factors involved.
Since Bolivia is one of the least urbanized countries of Latin America,
there was a compe11ing sociodemographic case to concentrate on the
rural population. This was further reinforced by the dramatic impact of
the Revolution on rural Bolivian society. A review of published reports
revealed that little satisfactory information was available either on rural
society or on its health problems. In 1964 Bolivia was still regarded as
"practically terra incognita, as far as studies of the contemporary culture
are concerned" [Strickon, 1964, p. 146). Despite the passage of a decade,
this is still substantially true, though the amount of research, at various
stages of completion, has increased markedly.
As the rural community is an important component of developing societies, a focus of research in social anthropology, and the locus of Peace
Corps Volunteer activity, it was selected as the unit of study, and research
strategy was based on the comparison of contrasting communities. Comparison has general1y been treated more in the abstract than substantively
in social anthropological field research, particularly where individual field
workers are involved. Its scientific value is unquestioned, however, and
large-scale projects provide the opportunity for a broadened research design. The consequences and complications of this decision cannot be
reviewed here in adequate detail, but a brief comment explaining the
structure and roles of the Bolivia Project Staff and acknowledging their
respective contributions is in order.
An initial comparative community study design was developed which
concentrated on community social structure and problem-solving, especially in the area of health. It was further determined to provide basic
medical data as a framework for the behavioral data on health, and an
epidemiological survey, designed by Dr. Mahfouz Zaki, was added to the
community studies. The anthropological research design focused on community politics and social stratification as the critical dimensions in community organization and problem solving to provide systematic data for
a comparison of communities on these variables. Community selection
thus became critical to the research, and the months of July through September 1964 were spent reconnoitering the three major ecological zones
of Bolivia: western highlands, central valleys, and eastern lowlands. These
community surveys were carried out by a team consisting of Dwight
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Heath, William McEwen, and Victor Novick. Dr. Zaki found it impossible to meet the field schedule to survey the epidemiological study requirements, and he was replaced by Dr. Abdel Omran, who joined the
reconnaissance team in Bolivia and subsequently revised and developed
the epidemiological fieldwork plan. The results of the epidemiological
surveys, augmented by some of the medical anthropological data, have
been published by the Research Institute for the Study of Man [Omran,
McEwen, and Zaki, 1967).
It was initially planned that two anthropological field teams would each
study two sets of communities over a two-year period, while an epidemiological team would survey all four communities during a one-year period.
Administrative and staffing problems encountered in the normal course of
large-scale fieldwork make flexibility in planning field research an absolute
necessity, which may turn out to be beneficial. As a result, six communities
rather than four were studied for varying lengths of time at different
periods between October 1964 and December 1966. Fieldwork in Reyes
was carried out between October 1964 and September 1965, in Coroico
between December 1964 and October 1965, in Campi between December
1964 a~d January 1966, in Villa Abecia between October 1965 and June
1966, m Sorata between November 1964 and February 1965 and again
between July 1965 and September 1966, in San Miguel between April and
September 1965 and between July and December 1966. A major effort was
made to include both Bolivian as well as United States nationals in all the
field teams.
Major credit for collecting the basic data analyzed in the present account is due to the anthropological field team. Each field team was headed
by a senior anthropologist: Victor Novick in Reyes and Villa Abecia
~wight Heath in Coroico, Solomon Miller in San Miguel, Hans Buechle;
m Compi, and vVilliam J. McEwen in Sorata. \Vhile the first four are not
r~spons.ible for the present analysis, this book would not have been posSible without their contribution. This holds true also for the other team
members, both Bolivian and North American. All are identified in the
personnel roster, but two must be singled out for their very considerable
field assistance: Katherine Barnes von Marschall, who work~d in Coroico,
Villa Abecia, and Sorata; and Eloy Robaline S., who worked in Coroico
and Sorata.
In order to coordinate the fieldwork and establish the bases for comparisons, an ext~nded outline of research topics and questions was prepared for the gmdance of the community study teams. During the course
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of the fieldwork, copies of the typed field notes were sent at monthly intervals from Bolivia to Berkeley, California, where a bilingual team coded
and processed the data according to the community study outline. These
topically organized and chronologically ordered notes provided an overview of fieldwork in progress in the communities and the development of
categories for analysis . The processing, based on a complex coding scheme
of the voluminous field notes, was an extremely arduous and demanding
task. The final analysis and write-up depended ~n this work, and the coding team deserves a full measure of credit, especially Adrienne Aron, who
completed by far the largest part of this task. Finally, several members
of the Berkeley staff were recruited to undertake analyses of the processed field dat~, a task which they carried out with great skill. Special
recognition must be given to Blanca Muratorio and Marta Calleja, who
completed drafts for the analysis of Villa Abecia and Reyes, respectively;
to Adrienne Aron and Isabella Conti, who completed drafts for some of
the sections on Coroico and Sorata; and to Joan Medlin, who prepared a
draft of the section on the San Miguel setting. These analyses greatly
facilitated preparation of the present volume.
In addition to the focused ethnography, which employed traditional
methods of participant observation, an interview survey was carried out
in the six communities at the end of the community study fieldwork.
The interview schedule was designed to cover the central topics being
investigated by the anthropological field teams . This pretested schedule
was administered to probability samples in the six communities. Two
interviewing teams, one Spanish-speaking and the other Aymara-speaking, were recruited and trained for this work, partly from the anthropological teams which were then disbanding. Blanca Muratorio helped
develop the interview schedule and directed the pretesting and final survey in Bolivia. She was assisted by Michael Pettitt, who headed the
Aymara-speaking team . They and their team members, who arc listed
on the roster, deserve great credit for successfully carrying out an unusually difficult job. Anyone who has attempted a survey in rural Latin
America will appreciate the magnitude of the problems they faced. The
results of this work are expected in subsequent volumes.
Because of its size and complexity, this multidisciplinary field project
involved considerable administrative responsibility, interlarded with the
usual run of expectable but not predictable field crises. Day-to-day administrative responsibility was carried by the staff of the Research Institute for the Study of Man in New York. In order to minimize admin-
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istrative costs, no central office was established in Bolivia. Once procedures and arrangements had been worked out for the project, each team
leader was responsible for his own research administration, and each also
assisted the epidemiological team, which drew on the expertise of the anthro~olo~ical teams wherever possible. RISM oversaw the flow of epidemiOlogical and anthropological supplies to Bolivia and the return of
data. to ~ew York and on to Berkeley. The laboratory analysis of epidemiOlogical samples and data processing also had to be organized.
Among thos~ ~t RI~M who contributed to working out the myriad problems of admmistratiOn at a distance are Carol Dickert, Dena Hirsh, June
Murray Anderson, and Andrea Talbutt.
Beyond th.e day-to-d~y logistical work associated with keeping a large
research project functiOning, there is the vital administrative level of
policy management. The planning, organization, and over-all direction
~f the study were the responsibility of the undersigned. Frequent meetmgs were held to discuss the progress of work and to make key decisions,
and our correspondence was voluminous. Despite a variety of obligations
we .coordinated our schedules so that, for example, when McEwen, th;
project research director, was not in Bolivia, either Comitas or Rubin
could be there without any lengthy interludes.
. A number of persons who assisted the project also should be menhoned. Among the~e are the staff of Peace Corps/Bolivia, Acting Peace
Co.rps Representative (PCR) Daniel Sharp, PCR Jason Edwards, intenm Peace Corps Director Richard A. Griscom, PCR Arthur Purcell
and their administrative assistants, all of whom helped with shipment~
of field notes, handled correspondence, and provided general logistical
support for the.project. We are also indebted to many Peace Corps Volunteers for their friendliness and assistance with difficult chores. Grateful acknowledgment is also due Juan Forster, Director of Caritas/Bolivia,
~eo~ Shertler of Food for Peace, and the Bolivian Indianist Institute and
Its director, Dr. Oscar Arze Q., and his staff. We are most indebted to
the Bolivian Ministry of Health and its professional staff for their collab~ration in the epidemiological study and their continued cooperation
dunng the course of the project.
In the earlier epidemiological and anthropological reports as well as in
this publication, the contemporary names of the communities are empl~yed. This has been dictated by epidemiological practice, in which the
sahence o.f th~ findings, and their verification or comparison, requires
such speCification. On the other hand, the names of all persons, except
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Introduction

land as opposed to range land depends very much on accessibility to local markets and thus there has been a limited struggle for land proximate to towns. The agrarian reform also outlawed debt peonage, thus
freeing most of the ranching labor force, many of whom tried their hand
at farming, found it less profitable than they had anticipated, and drifted
back to the ranches. The other two towns, Coroico and Sorata, were in
classic agricultural hacienda zones. In both, the hacendado families that
had dominated these towns have lost all or most of their lands and have
either left the communities or remain with but a vestige of their former
wealth. In Coroico a set of middlemen, drawn from all social strata, have
emerged as the center of economic power in the community, while in
Sorata there has been a great expansion in both the market orientation
of ex-peon agricultural producers and in the network of middlemen,
drawn both from town cholos and the Indian peons themselves, that
transports produce to city markets, resulting in a diffusion of economic
power. In both areas peasant unions are strong, active, and generally
highly politicized. In Sorata they have succeeded in gaining control of
the town and provincial government, whose offices are now filled with
Aymara-speaking, peasant politicians.
These community summaries indicate that the MNR reforms were
capable of producing profound institutional change in rural Bolivian society, but did so in varying degree, depending on a variety of factors.
The major social and political effects have been a decline of the hacendado class following the weakening of their economic base; the disappearance or slackening of lines of control over hacienda peons; the organization of peasant unions as corporate interest associations having a
variety of legal and political as well as economic and social responsibilities; the extension of a national political role for the peasants, extended
throughout the countryside and organized both through the governmental political party and through the peasant unions; and the strengthening of old as well as the creation of new economic opportunities, especially for ex-hacienda peons-all of which effects have undermined the
traditional social stratification.
In the following chapters, detailed characterizations are presented of
each community, beginning with the hierarchically stratified communities and describing, first, the least politicized, then the moderately politicized, and, finally, the two highly politicized communities. Then the
two unstratified communities, varying from little to moderately politicized, are presented. Each community is described separately in order to
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bring out the interconnections between the different features of each. In
every case the central focus is on status and power, on social stratification and politicization. Particular attention is paid to community power,
authority, leadership, political participation, community status, status
groups, group membership, group leadership, and inter-group relations.
Finally, in order to show how these elements of community social organization affect each other, one or more efforts at community problemsolving are described. Each of these communities tells us something of
the character of rural society in what was one of the most traditional of
the Latin American nations. Taken together, they also show how that
rural society has been changed through sociopolitical revolution. The
Revolution of 1952 ended many years ago, but its effects can still be observed. Where those effects occurred and the forms they took, as well as
where they did not occur and how this was possible, can help us understand the meaning of social change and stability in the rural sectors of
the developing nations.
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Villa Abecia

-the sindicato is supposed to defend the poor. The older cam
who knew Chumacero agree that he \\·as the only leader who
the meaning of agrarian reform. Th e younger peons, who did not
Chumacero, have little interest in political action.

GOVERNl'vlENT AUTHORITY
Some of th e characteristics of government in Bolivia have produced
ditions and consequ ences that cannot be predicted from the other
of the power system.
Villa Abecia, as th e capital of the Province of Sud Cinti, is the seat
both a town government and a regional governm ent. The latter is
by a sub-prefect, appointed by the prefect (hea d ) of the Department
Chuquisaca in Sucre, who has authority over the entire population
the province. The sub-prefect is primarily concerned with
of the law in the province. He is assisted in this by a provincial chief
police, appointed from Sucre but responsible to the sub-prefect. In
provincial community-including V illa Abecia-the sub-prefect is
sented b y a corregidor, whom he appoints.
The town government of Villa Abecia is headed by an alcalde, who
assisted by an official mayor (deputy alcalde) and an intendente
ipal, the supervisor of public works and facilities. The responsibilities
the alcalde include the maintenance of streets, plaza, public nnllnlll,,.
and sanitary facilities of the town, as well as the regulation of pu
water, and .the levying of municipal taxes. He is supposed to keep
public informed of town problems and of th e management of pu
funds.
Ideally, the alcalde and sub-prefect are selected by the prefect in
from a slate of three nominees for each position put forward in an
meeting in Villa Abecia. In practice, there are many variations on
pattern: th e "open" meeting may not be open; the nominating nrr lf'P.<Idures may be strictly controlled by local politicians and others in
tial in the community; and finally, the prefect may reject the entire
and substitute any person of his choice, including non-residents.
Other offices in Villa Abecia include a unit of the low·est level of
national court system, a court of first jurisdiction, staffed by a judge
a secretary, in which initial proceedings in most civil and criminal
are heard . There are, also, an official notary, who is head of the
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(office of Public R ecords); a tax agent, who collects levies on wine,
,_.....merce, and property; administrators of th e post and tel~g~aph off!IIID. the director of the public primary school, and the physiCian who
~'ts the local public hospital. There is also a branch of the federal
~way agency ( Servicio. de Caminos), whose }.ob is to I~1aintain the
:rth-south highway leadmg to Potosi and TanJa . Exceptmg the subfeet and the alcalde, none of the occupants of th ese offices wields aubeyond the narrowly interpreted limits ?f his official duties. Some
lack authority in the performance of theu work and depend more
~eir extra-official status to carry out their duties, as in the case of the
:Ctor, who is a large landholder and whose occupation carries consider-

:rity

able prestige.

.
One other office, public but not official, is that of the local pnest.
Since he is German and regarded as an outsider, neither his cassock nor
his person has given him any large measure of power in the community.
He remains rather aloof, but many consider him a good priest precisely
because he does not meddle in local affairs. He devotes considerable
time to the campesinos in the surrounding area, but has not been very
successful in persuading them to participate in church activities. He
commands most respect among the women, but his influence is largely
in religious affairs.
This sketch of officialdom is an outline of local government as it is
locally defined. In actual operation, however, local government rarely
conforms to the definition s. Responsibilities and jurisdictions overlap to
such an extent that correct procedure is never clear. A consequence of
this overlap is constant conflict between officials. In any given instance,
justice may be dispensed by the sub-prefect, the alcalde, the judge, the
chief of police, or even some other-or all of them may get involved . Officeholders frequently lack relevant qualifications. In some cases adequate qualifications are not specified, and in others they may be but are
ignored. Tenure is likely to be uncertain at the local level, so there are
few who resemble a ca reer official. Rather, th ere is likely to be a shuttling back and forth between private enterprise and public office, though
indeed it may be hard to distinguish between the two positions. A patr6n does not sell his land because he has been appointed to an office,
nor does anyone expect him to . Public servants typically lay as much em
Phasis on the private gains extractable from an official position as they
do on the duties they are theoretically expected to perform. Graft and
corruption are all but synonym ous with public office.
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The result of all this is a great reduction of effectiveness in local
ernment. Yet the responsibilities of maintaining order, dispensing
tice, and providing basic public services are carried out, though often
only a very limited extent. Some officials may become effective
of their high status in the community and the far-flung social re,a<•uno~•
ships from which they draw support. This is the sub-prefect's method
accommodation. He devotes himself to the surrounding villages,
the town to the alcalde. In the villages he deals with campesinos as
large landowner, as patron to peon . In Jailia, where he has comn:~t1r<>·•.....•
relations with numerous peons, he is recognized as a socially sur>enrnll
person, though he does not assert himself among them . He acts
rectly, a condescending and paternalistic patron . He even delivers
babies without charge, since there is no midwife in Jailia and he l:~n.np,,,.
to have some experience in this work. He is generally treated with
tiona} deference, and he is frequently sought out for legal advice and
settle disputes.
Another effecti ve form of accommodation within the confusion of
cal government is to rely on one's own force of character, personal
sources, and abilities-essentially a personalistic method . The ·
alcalde, Jose M adrigal, says he is effective because of his
his force of person. What he means by personaliclacl is that he
effectively in public, handles difficult situations without getting
and is able to convince and persuade others. His general policy is to
national governmental rather than local support for all local
projects. For example, a crisis developed when a severe hailstorm
aged the public water system, interrupting the flow into town. ln,•u••F."~•
proposed a request for federal aiel, but many residents said the s
ness of the matter would not wait on time-consuming nego
Under considerable pressure, he was forced to call an open meeting
discuss his proposal, but he so intimidated the people that no one
·
willing to stand up and oppose his position . He contained the
and then sought a way to resolve the problem as he worked. In
course of the discussion the priest made a suggestion in accord with
alcalde's policy, and this he seized on. Exploiting the respect held
the priest, he brought the suggestion to a vote, announced it as arrE~Dtc~
without a tally, and was able to close in his own favor what had
as a hostile meeting.
There is a third form of accommodation to political office, not so
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rtant in Villa Abecia, but it stands out in some of the other communiThis is accommodation through inaction. \ Vhen officials lack peroes.
· status, they are 1ef t wit· h f ew means wit· h.m
nal skills or supenor
~~vemment to accomplish anything. And that is what many accomplish:

~

nothing.
The police of Villa Abecia are the most corrupt and abusive of all
public authorities. Local people lay the blame on national officials. They
say the less competent, poor performers among the police are sent to the
provinces. But perhaps ~ more import~nt fa~tor is a regulation req~iring
the appointment of pollee to areas with which they are not acquamtecl
and for limited periods of time. The justification for this rule is that it
lessens the probability of personal and social involvement that could
compromise the exercise of official duties. In fact, the opposite effect
would be preferable, since one of the great constraining forces on local
officials is their social involvement, their need to protect their status in
the community. The policeman, a stranger on the scene for but a short
time, is free of almost all restraints in pursuit of his private interests.
It is the peons who feel the rub. The patrons and the better educated
members of the community fight back. If a police official makes himself
obnoxious they are likely to telegraph to his superiors in Sucre, demanding his replacement. And if the demand is insistent enough they get action. The peons, on the other hand, feel impotent when faced with
officials, including the police. Take the following exchange between
Marequita and one of her peons:
Marequita
Peon
Marequita
Peon
Marequita

Wh at happened with the police?
He made me pay twenty pesos [$1.60].
Ah , hija , I told you not to go in there.
But Mamita, what could I do?
Nothing, I guess, but you knew he'd collect a fine.

Police and government what they are, it is not surprising that most
people avoid the procedures of formal justice and seek solutions to their
problems through informal and traditional means. Patrons negotiate directly with each other. Peons turn to their patrons to decide their
disputes.
There are no trained lawyers in Villa Abecia. For legal aid, peons go

~0 the tinterillos, two self-tutored, self-styled lawyers with no legal trainIng. The important people consult professional lawyers in the cities. The
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The Setting

Reyes

Cattle are tended more closely, moved to high ground during the rainy
season and to water sources during the dry, so that good physical
tion can be maintained and the loss of animals minimized, but
measures have made cattle raising more costly. Most cattlemen
own no more than a few hundred head. A few have herds of one to two
thousand, but none is greater than 5000. The small breeder, hardest hit
by increasing costs, is least able to get bank loans, for the Banco "'"'n""·'requires that the assets of the borrower be three times greater than
loan. Even so, loans are for short periods and interest is high.
Most of the cattle in the Reyes area are sold to a middleman who
them butchered in Reyes and ships the carcasses by air to La Paz.
tlemen can make a greater profit by shipping the meat themselves,
they risk a considerable loss since there are no local refrigeration
and bad weather may halt air traffic. Under these cricumstances the
must be processed locally as charqui (dried, salted meat), for which
tlemen get about half the fresh meat sales price.
To reduce the cost of air shipment, most of the local meat dealers
range to have the meat planes return with goods for resale in Reyes.
provides the town with an important, though expensive, source of
goods. A direct but not very profitable by-product of cattle raising is
local work in leather. A small tannery near town employs several
and more make leather goods in their homes. Saddles and other
articles required by cowpunchers, and shoes and sandals, are the
cipal types of leatherwork. They are produced for local con uu•uu•v•
only, and demand is light and uneven.
Another significant group in terms of concentrated wealth and ·
tance in the local economy are the retail merchants. While dozens
people in town sell goods, especially as a part-time activity, three or
merchants dominate retail trade. Their stores carry the greatest quan
ties and largest assortments of merchandise. Almost all household
can be obtained in any one of these stores, much of it brought in
La Paz. The larger merchants are also moneylenders, to whom
farmers pledge their harvests for loans and credit, an arrangement
favorable to the merchants.
Reyes is now in another of its periods of economic decline, this
through the loss of its position as the only shipping point of beef for
large area . The CBF, which once had a work force of more than
now has only thirty people on its payroll, though it continues to
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work to a substantial number by contracting for specific tasks such as
posts for range fences . There is no other source of employment that
compares with the CBF. The estancias have work crews, but each one
employs no more than a handful of vaqueros. The stores and other businesses in town employ even fewer persons. Men who have few skills or
almost none find a living at odd jobs, and many families depend entirely
on small game and fish and what they can raise in their own gardens and
on their chacos, their small subsistence plots of farmland beyond the
town. Nearly every family raises poultry and pigs. Lack of work and
short-term employment are causes of much complaint.
The full-time farmers, over 25 per cent of the male labor force, raise
cash crops, but primarily for the local market. Rice, maize, yucca, and
guinea (a variety of banana) arc the most common crops. Tobacco,
sugar cane, and coffee are also cultivated, but to a lesser extent. No fertilizers are used. Depleted soil is simply abandoned. Neither are insecticides used. Only the montes, the woodlands cleared long ago, are available for farming. The pampas arc entirely in the hands of the cattlemen .
Independent agricultural work was the goal of many of the mozos,
the peons of the cattle ranchers who were freed of their debts by the
Agrarian Reform Law. While still working as mozos, many had cultivated a small chaco on the patron's estancia. Then they received a few
acres of land under agrarian law, but many have now returned to the cattle estancias to work for wages. Their farms yielded very small profits at
best in the limited Reyes market, and it was not unusual for these men
to discover by harvest time that they owed more than the value of their
crops.

r

The area around Reyes offers a number of other means of livelihood.
Though none of these provides full-time work for anyone, they are important economic supplements. Rubber is still produced on a very small
scale, and many varieties of trees in the nearby forests are cut for house
construction, furniture, light poles, roofing material, and other uses.
Wild cats and jaguars are hunted for their fur, small animals and fowl
are hunted for their meat, and fish are abundant but are caught only for
home consumption.
Money for most families seems constantly in short supply. There is
continual borrowing and chronic indebtedness. Workers regularly seek
advances on their wages. Most retail stores sell on credit and make direct loans. Interest varies widely, depending on the amount of the loan
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allocation to peons. There was almost no expropriation under the
and even when confiscation is alleged to have taken place it was
of land that had been abandoned, land that had become the property
the state under the new national law.
The economic dominance of the ganaderos has been threatened
by agrarian reform than by poor technical management and the
of nature. Neglect during periods of heavy rain or intense heat
heavy losses among cattle. Worse still, rampant diseases have
entire herds. Not a few prosperous ganacleros were wiped out in a
attack in the clays before the now widespread use of vaccines.
Ganaderos of once great power and prestige are now but shadows of
former prominence based on large holdings. Others have fallen from
ganaderos class altogether, and have been forced into unskilled work
make a living. The effect has been a hindrance to the continuity of
inance by this group and to the development of an elitist tradition,
as that among the patrons of Villa Abccia.
The power of the ganaderos over their workers traditionally took
form of debt peonage. \Vorkers were forced to pay very high prices
the goods they needed and high interest rates for essential money,
their wages would rarely permit repayment. Further profits were
out of their ignorance, through easy falsification of accounts. By
means the mozos became hopelessly indebted, and their debts in
were inherited by their children. The effect was a stable supply of
controlled labor. Agrarian reform crippled this traditional peonage
tern by abolishing all debts contracted by agricultural laborers prior
the Revolution, and by requiring formal work contracts which must
ify the rights and wages, as well as the obligations of the worker, and
the rights and obligations of the employer. Nevertheless, mozos
still depend on patrons for work and patrons still make loans of
or money to their mozos. These debts can no longer be inherited,
they are certainly collectible so long as the patr6n can force the mozo
wo;k and local ;uthorities support his doing so. Here, too, the
tion wrought a change. The public floggings to which mozos
ally were subjected arc now prohibited. In this and other ways,
reform has greatly restrained the once almost unlimited power that
patr6n in Reyes had over the peon. The peon of today is less
more independent in outlook and action. Still, he must eat, and
sustains the power of the ganadero, for the smaller estancias employ
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more than three to four vaqueros, the larger ones usually no more than
ten to fifteen. Demand for labor being low, profits from independent
fanning being not high enough for a decent living, it is easy for the cattle estancias to recruit mozos on the boss's terms.
Yet another source of ganadero power is his well-established reputation for violence. Before 1939, before its becoming a provincial capital,
Reyes had no formal local government, no policemen. Isolated, at a
great distance from formal authority, the town conducted itself according to the classic frontier rule of force. The history of Reyes is full of
tales of gunfights, atrocious assaults, and assassinations. Prudence dictated only that murder be done with as little risk as possible. The shot
was fired from a concealed position, from a clark doorway.
Today, ganaderos are more likely to hire a killer or have indebted
henchmen do the job. One local ganadero recently was accused of
having used his men to commit several murders. The evidence against
this cattleman was inconclusive, but most people consider the charges
true. Furthermore, the ganadero can usually count on the cooperation
of the authorities. When these affairs get beyond local jurisdiction he
can generally avoid difficulty by letting the prima facie killers face the
charges, which is possibly a part of what they have been paid to do.
Though quality of law and order probably has improved considerably in
the past decade, the old pattern of terror and violence has not been completely erased.
Two of the most talked of assassination incidents of recent years concerned two MNR families, people of the Revolution, who had come to
town to represent the new political order. The first MNR family-a
.large one-arrived in 1953 and were active in organizing a local branch
of the MNR party. Through their political connections they took a
strong lead in town affairs, in efforts to develop the party's economic interests. A dispute arose between the family and the director of the CBF
over a debt. This progressed from an exchange of messages to an exchange of words to an exchange of blows. At this point the CBF director armed some of his men and drove into town to settle the quarrel. He
also picked up several of the ganaderos who were becoming increasingly
antagonistic toward the family because of their growing power, their
0
~n hostility to the ganaderos, and their favoring the peons. The CBF
~trec~o~ and his gang fired on the houses and buildings of this large famy, kdlmg several of them. The others fled. The CBF director promptly
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countryside is governed by a cacique appointed by the alcalde. The ·
tendente is responsible for enforcing the regulations covering
services. Private activity under public regulation, such as retail
is under the authority of the alcalde. There is also a small police
Even though th e legal jurisdiction of the alcalde is broad and
sive, the actual definition of his responsibilities is typically narrow.
from upholding the laws, a task largely delegated to others, the office
mostly concerned with cattle slaughtering, public lighting, sa
and civic celebrations. N ew or chronic community problems rarely
ceive more than passing notice. The public elementary school
fell into decay before a substitute was found . The central plaza is
overgrown, virtuall y abandoned plot. There has been much
but government has taken no action. There are no sidewalks, and
the rainy season th e streets are under water or are rivers of mud.
The response of all alcaldes to the need for action is that there are
funds in the municipal treasury. And it is true that Reyes suffers
inadequate revenue. Its most important income is from the tax on
shipped from town, but the yield is very irregular. Reyes has had no
cials who have been able to get that extra financial assistance from
national government, not even on a modest scale, that distinguishes
performance of a successful local politician .
In Reyes the proper concerns and responsibilities of local officials
ambiguously defined, leading to overlapping jurisdictions. Rare is
officeholder who has a clear conception of what his office entails. This
partly due to the lack of professional cadres of officials, to poor
tion, and to little, if any, relevant experience. There is essential
in there being elaborate legal specifications for local government but
means to make this government-on-paper viable.
The uninformed and misinformed official wonders whether he
appoint a subordinate, whether he ought to submit a list of can
to La Paz, or must simply wait for La Paz to do something.
he resolves the problem by not resolving anything, lest his decision
out to be a wrong one. Overlapping jurisdictions leave the citizen
knowing where to go for help. Minor judicial matters are
handled by the sub-prefect, the alcalde, and the intendente. This
lapping creates a potentially competitive si tuation by bringing the
ence of personality rather than official office to the fore. The two
important local officials, the sub-prefect and the alcalde, both have
claim to primary authority over the town . Given a forceful

·
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tends to eclipse the alcalde. Given a~other: less aggre.ss~~e. and domi)le . g and the alcalde gains some of h1s earher responsJbJ!rties, such as

Jllbn
' at pu bl'JC meetmgs
·
· · town comm1'tt ees an d d el egapresiding
an d rece1vmg

dons.
Another obstacle to effective government is the way offices ar~ obtJined and kept. Local residence qualifications, e?ucation, or exp.encnce
are not important. Officials frequently are appomted from outs1de :he
town. One of the work inspectors was illiterate and one of the agranan
'udges was neither a lawyer nor acquainted with the Agrarian Reform
~w. Hones ty or ability is not decisive. Lack of good character may
rouse criticism, but no one seems to have been barred from office by such
limitations. No Indian or campesino holds office, but they lack so many
of the apparently important qualifications that nothing can be concluded
from this.
Political affiliation is of considerable importance in acquiring official
position. It was even more important during the period of MNR rule,
when party membership was necessary. The uncertain situation following the overthrow of the MNR government in 1964 enabled conservative
parties to promote their interests more aggressively. Persons who took
office immediately following the 1964 coup were either members of the
conservative FSB party or of unknown affiliation. As the political situation became clarified, and a new government party took shape, these
men were replaced by others who were assumed to be loyal to the new
government.
Of transcendent importance in obtaining office is tener mufieca, " to
have connections." A common topic of gossip in Reyes is that someone
has gone to La Paz to obtain some official appointment or that someone
is threatening to go to La Paz to obtain an official job now held by another person. There is much boasting of valuable connections with important officials of the central government, but no one publicly offers
intimate details of these connections. The "connections" have many
different roots . Kinship, compadrazgo, friendship, money, political following, any or all may be the nature of them. Different appointments
can be traced to different networks. Though the routes frequently are
COmplex and hidden from view, all involve "connections."
The liabilities of public office being well known, there is little competition for most government jobs, especially the executive ones. Many
loea1 offices are minor burea ucratic positions for which the pay is small
but sufficient, or sufficiently elastic, to be attractive, such as the offices
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are few. Skilled workers-carpenters, adobe makers, and the
sharply di stinguish ed from laborers. They are paid by the job, while
borers receive a daily wage.
All m estizos speak Spanish, few speak any other language. Most
them have had some primary education, and in this and their dress
social conduct th ey are closer to the gente buena than to ca
Their houses are likely to be in between, to h ave two or three
roofs of palm leaves, and floors of packed dirt, usually no electricity,
no well of their own . M ost mestizos dig h oles in the ya rd for disposal
excreta and sometimes enclose them.
Between the mestizo and the true campesin o there is the town
pesino, a man of ambiguous status. H e was once a dirt peasant in
surroundin g ca mpo. H e still has a chaco to ra ise food for his family,
is trying to make a living doing odd jobs or assisting a craftsman.
contrast with his country cousin, h e is fairly at ease among stra
and retains few distinctive campesino customs. His wife may take
washing, while his son gets some primary sch ooling. He is considered
low mestizo on one occasion but still campesino on another,
on which of his conflicting status characteristics is seen as relevant to
occasiOn.
The wide range of mes tizo prestige ha s important implications for
stratum. T h ere is almost as much difference between mestizos of
upper reach es of th e stratum and those of th e bottom as there is
tween those of the bottom and the adjoining town campesinos, or
at the top and the adjoining gente. This refl ec ts th e considerable
bility of th e status order through past generations, and the cons·
amount of movement up and down that h as taken place. It also
the considerable homogeneity of race and language that has fa""''"'·wmobility. It is important to the mes tizo stratum that its limits tend to
blurred . T own ca mpesinos arc cha racterized by an incon sistency
status-defining elements, which means th at th ey share some of those
ments with the mestizos above them . T he same is true at the other
of the scale. T h e existence of such a situation, of course, further
tates over-all status mobility.
One stratum remains to be identified-that of the marginal
buena . Th ey are the smaller merchants and minor professionals,
ers, and top CBF contractors. They are also gente buena families
fortunes have b een waning for some time, as well as the most
mestizos who are on th e way up, most of whom are clearly not
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people. They are generally moderately well-educated by town standards
nd deport them selves in gcnte fashion , but arc not accord ed the pres~ge of the solid gente buen a.

SOCIAL EFFECTS OF STRATIFICATION
public social affairs, semi-public recreation, and private parties are all
occasions that show the effects of social stratifica tion, but they vary in
their sensitivity. The stree t corn er, the church , and th e outdoor cinema
are settings for th e open interaction of all members of th e community.
They arc least sen sitive to stratification effects, but nevertheless reveal
them.
Reyes is a town of much street activity, but at two corners the action
is at its highest and mos t gossipy. At one of th ese corners is a general
store patronized by mes ti zos and campesinos, and h ere th ey congregate.
At the second corner, opposite the cinema, is th e most prestigious gam ing and drinking kiosk, wh ere mainly gente buena men and youths congregate.
Reyesano men spend considerable time in kiosks and cantinas . Th e
Azcui kiosk and th e Pelayo cantina are places wh ere gente buena predominate. Wagers at ca rds in these two recreation centers are often as
much as a laborer makes in a week. Ganaderos h ave lost herds and estancias in a single night. Two other cantinas are patronized mostly by
mestizos, small merch ants, skilled workers, a few CBF cowboys, a barber, a school janitor, day laborers, and a few wh o are unemployed, as
well as by the campesinos wh en they come to town.
In church and cinema there are no formal rules about segregated seating, but most people know their place. For example, two lines of men
form in the church fo r confession, one of gente buen a and the other
campesinos. Even though the line of campesinos may be very much the
longer, no campesino will move over to the other line. Often the circumstances and setting of a public activity, such as civic processions,
church functions, and entertainments, force division into two parts. In
such situations the mestizo stratum itself divides, th e upper part joining
the gente buena and the lower part the campesinos.
Almost any event in Reyes-a christening, a wedding, a birthday, a
~aduation, an arrival, a departure, a victory by a soccer team-is suffiCient reason for h aving a party. The private party is the setting of great-
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est social intimacy and is most sensitive to status interests. For the
buena, to invite a person to a party is to accept him as a status
Those who do not qualify are carefully excluded. Gossip reinforces
segregation effect, for news of who attended what party soon gets
and is eagerly discussed. Even when an exception is made, and a
of lower status is invited to a gente buena party, the status cons,.,·,"""---,
of the guests may cancel the intentions of the host. At one gente
party a popular mestizo was stopped by one of the guests and
whether he was there to serve. The mestizo replied that he had
invited, but he left immediately.
Regularly at the larger gente buena parties the common folk and
children gather at the doors and windows to gape. This contributes
the showcase effect of these affairs, for which hostesses have gone
considerable expense to uphold or enhance their reputations.
The young of the gente buena arc the most status-conscious of
Invitations to their parties are most rigidly controlled, and here the
piring lad of questionable status faces the acerbic test. \Vill he be
cepted by the young girls as an equal? Frequently they refuse to
with boys whom they consider unqualified. Some young men of
uous status attend these gente buena parties but ask no girl to
for fear of being rejected.
Mestizo parties are modest and comparatively simple. Instead of
tails, straight alcohol is mixed with water or fruit juice; though
around in water glasses, the quantities arc small. The parties of the
campesinos are called "burys" and also feature the use of straight
and music from discs or radio. Lower status mestizos may be invited
the burys. \Vhile campesino men prefer to dance in groups the girls
joy dancing with partners, so the mestizos receive a good
Young gente buena men come uninvited to burys, with the young
and casual sexual encounter in mind. These young men are a
but their campesino hosts may warn them not to abuse their positions
guests. In recent years the mestizos and town campesinos have
more actively intolerant of these gente buena intrusions.

RELATIONS BETWEEN STRATA

Relations between the different social strata are strongly revealed in
beliefs held by the members of one stratum concerning the other.
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gente buena say campesinos are childlike, ignorant, and lazy. Common
remarks are: "Campesinos have no idea of what to do with their money.
'fhey spend it quickly on whatever takes their fancy." "Campesinos are
)azy and produce only what is barely necessary to survive." To the gente
buena, these imputed traits explain the poverty of the campesinos. They
mock the speech, social manners, and moral conduct of campesinos. "He
[a town campesino] may come to town and wear shoes, he may learn
manners, but he remains an indio." Intermarriage would be unthinkable.
On the other hand, campesinos recognize the virtues of wealth, education, and social grandeur in the gente buena, and even vaguely sense a
racial superiority. On their part, campesinos think of intermarriage only
as most unlikely to happen, the more so because they are fully aware
that enduring extramarital unions of gente buena men and campesino
women are not uncommon. The gente buena man is privileged, so much
so that his raping a country campesino woman does not even provoke
discussion. Deference to gente buena even extends to the country campesino's marriage bed. While he would almost certainly assault and perhaps murder a fellow campesino for having seduced his wife, he is unlikely to do anything if the man is a gente buena. Town campesinos, in
contrast, have become less docile. They permit gente buena men to attend their dances, but often will not allow them to take campesino girls
away from the party. Gcnte buena sexual adventurers recently have been
followed and beaten by town campesinos.
Having to bow to the superiority of the gentc buena, campesinos and
mestizos try to ease their own situation by establishing ties of mutual
obligation between themselves and gente buena in the traditional ways,
as they do in Villa Abecia, though there arc fewer variations in the ties.
Here, as elsewhere in Latin America, the most important of these ties
are those of compadrazgo. Campesinos and mestizos try to find gente
buena to be padrinos for their children, thus acquiring compadres for
themselves. Church precept exerts pressure on gente buena to accept the
r~Iationship, though it may be declined. The padrino in Reyes obligates
hlmself to certain duties toward his ahijado, for example, to give him
P~esents on his birthday and to be responsible for him on the death of
hls parents. He is also expected to be favorably disposed to his new compadre, the child's parent. Despite the fact that gentc buena padrinos do
not always fulfill their obligations, there is a decided tendency for lower
status persons to seek higher status individuu.ls as a form of security
for both child and parent. In contrast, the gente buena select padrinos

120

Reyes

may marry either way or both. Concubinato, the consensual union,
very common among campesinos, town campesinos, and lower
mestizos. Some gente buena men who have legitimate families in
also have concubines and illegitimate children in the countryside.
status of the children of these unions depends largely on the attitude
the father. If he recognizes them they may inherit property and
even be granted a large measure of his social status. Unrecognized
dren of the less stable unions are considered the children only of
mother and seldom benefit by the status of the father.
Divorce is common, especially among mestizos and town "'""''-'''-~Jum
many of whom have been married two or more times. It occurs
less frequency among the gente buena. In lower strata there are
ried women who have had children by different men, some of
bear the surname of the mother, some that of the father. '--'\J"''-uv"u;uq
is a primary cause of family instability. Either the husband falls in
with another woman or the wife has been unfaithful.
drunkenness is the issue. When divorce takes place children
remain with the mother.
Beyond the nuclear family, ties of kinship have no fixed value.
degree relatives-grandparents, uncles, and first cousins, even
sisters and brothers-may be treated with respect, with feelings
warmth, with a sense of obligation, or may be treated casually, ·
even regarded with hostility. Beyond these close kin of the nuclear
ily is a much larger set, referred to as parientes. These are the
relatives, such as third and fourth cousins and great-aunts and -uncles.
many families, the exact kin relationship of these parientes is vague
unknown. Nevertheless, their social importance is not always Lu••~._,..
from that of close kin. They are another set of persons with whom
social ties can be established.
It is primarily within the nuclear family that kinship ties have an
tablishecl significance. Such ties are defined in terms of the central
cerns that distinguish adults from children and males from
Most wives are primarily responsible for the maintenance of the
and the care of children. This requires their presence at home
most of each day, but many wives of town campesinos and lower
mestizos work as washerwomen, cooks, or maids, which takes them
of the house for at least part of the day. A few higher status
wives work as teachers or nurses, and those with families that own
frequently work in them.
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With few exceptions, married women do not participate in voluntary
groups or organizations, and even less frequently do they hold office in
anY of them. Except for a small group of gente buena wives who play
cards regularly and a larger group of gente buena girls who play basketball, women have no organized recreation. Married women spend a good
part of their free time visiting with friends or sitting in front of the house
to catch a bit of gossip.
Married men spend almost all their leisure hours on the street corners
and in the cantinas and kiosks. The ganaderos, who have considerable
leisure time at different periods of the year, spend a good part of both
day and night at a kiosk playing card and dice games. Husbands keep
their own counsel about their outside activities and most wives are careful not to enquire, lest they be sharply reminded of their proper place.
One woman insulted a man with whom her husband had been fighting
a few minutes earlier. The husband told her to mind her own business
and sent her into the house. Husbands and wives rarely go out together.
Even on the few occasions when they are invited to private parties, it is
expected that they will not associate with each other.
The wife generally has undisputed responsibility for the routine activities of house and children, but when problems arise the husband's authority is paramount. Though absent a good deal, the husband takes an
active interest in family affairs and does not hesitate to intervene. The
older the son, the more the father is concerned that he exhibit the desired general traits of manliness and capability, while the mother generally attempts to ease these increasing pressures. In families without adult
males, young sons help out by getting work of some kind. Adult sons are
expected to turn in the greater part of their income.
Girls in all families are introduced to the routine of household work
at an early age. Fathers show a casual though warm interest in their
daughters until they mature sexually, then they become increasingly con~rned and keep a wary eye on all the young men. Brothers, and sometimes other close male relatives, also mount hymeneal guard over the
girl's social activities. Brothers usually learn abo~t boy friends before the
father and may be the first to take protective measures. One young man
~ho informed a brother that he was a girl's boy friend was curtly told,
Don't ever make that joke again." Despite family surveillance, girls
~anage. to meet boys surreptitiously. When sexual adventures become
. nown m the family, attempts are made to force a marriage-especially
If the young man is viewed as a qualified suitor. The protectiveness of
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brothers is not without its tyranny. They order their sisters to
small services for them , such as to wash a shirt or iron a pair of
In the conflict between the men of the family and daughters,
mother will frequently take the daughter's side. In one case a
man was disapproved by the men of the family, but after persistent
fort he was able to win over the mother, who permitted him to see
daughter without revealing this to the men in the family and even
mitted him to open the question of possible marriage. On the
hand, mothers chara cteristically seek the assistance of fathers in
taining parental authority over the children. A complaint to the
that a child is not obeying is generally sufficient to cause him to
vene effectively.
Establishing a new family is a serious step, not only for the
involved but also for the two parental families. Parents want their
ters to marry responsible, hard working, and morally respectable
men. Extremes of gambling or drinking are frequent disqualifiers.
parents also oppose divorced men . Young people themselves play
major role in selecting future partners, but few can escape the screerUIIJ
process of parents and other close relatives.
The most generally prominent criterion is social status. Both sets
parents as well as the focal parties themselves tend to seek persons
equivalent status, either deliberately or by utilizing the built-in
restrictions of the community. The protective family tries to
inter-status contacts. And the higher the status, the greater the
Thus, the careful screening of those invited to gente buena parties
the additional consequence of shielding marriageable girls from
of lower status.
When a flirtation between a gente buena girl and a mestizo boy
comes known, active opposition is mobilized by the girl's family. If
situation looks serious she may b e sent to another town to stay
relatives. But if not, and the lovers are persistent in the face of
tion, not infrequently the family will consent rather than take the
of their running away. The adamant opposition of a girl's parents
easily sustained by outraged friends and relatives, but if some
favor the match the parents are more likely to yield . In opposing
riages across strata, Reyesanos commonly express their opposition
terms of race. The anger and resistance is against a blanco's marrying
mestizo, or against a mestizo's marrying an indio.
The extension of kinship ties through compadrazgo is also
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. Reyes. Compadrazgo relationships include the many varieties that are
:nctioned by the Church, but the important ones are first communion,
confirmation, marriage, and especially baptism. The padrinos of baptism
accept the most serious obligations, and this establishes th e strongest ties
of compadrazgo. Friends and relatives are the primary candidates in
Reyes. Compadrazgo is a way of transforming a mere pariente into a
close and more dependable relative, or a casual friend into a close one.
Most often this occurs when dose ties are forming and compadrazgo is
a way to speed the process.
There is also a tendency for families of lower social status to select
those of higher status. The gente buena, however, are less affected by
feudalistic economic interests than the patrons of Villa Abecia and
therefore have little reason to encourage compadrazgo relationships with
workmen. This is not the case, however, on the cattle estancias, where
the vaqueros and mozos still seek the ganad ero patron as compadre and
where mutual interest supports the bond.

FRIENDSHIP GROUPS
A second important relationship binding members of the community is
friendship. One is obligated to respect and assist a close friend almost
as much as a dose relative, in some cases even more so. Close friend s
are common to both sexes and to all ages. The network of dyadic ties
that are formed by friendships have varied effects-provide an outlet for
family tension, a channel of communication between families and a basis
of extrafamily social support, all of which add to the resilience of the
social structure. Friendship also gives rise to two different social groups.
Among the boys and young men of Reyes are groups referred to as
cuerdas, cliques. Persons joining these groups vary in age from around
thirteen, or post-elementary school, to those in their late twenties and
early thirties. The cuerdas tend to be similar in age and in social status.
For girls there is nothing of this sort.
beThe cuerdas ~lay a central part in the lives of their members and must
_counted as Important groups in the community. Membership is not
u?lformly dear-cut in all cuerdas. Some have a name, and only a recog~~~d member is permitted to call himself by that name. Others use a
IShnctive signaling whistle that identifies them as accepted members.
The character of the cuerda is best brought out by examining one, a
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pleasant, though sometimes hun~id . During th e w~nte r mon.ths it is cold, .
damp and frequently fogg y. Ram s gen erally begm sporadically in Sep..
tember and increase in frequency until they occur daily between Decetn.
ber and February and then taper off in April or :May. At the height of
the rains th e mountain roads are turned to mud and subject to frequent
landslides. This is the season of least movement. Few people arc in
streets, except for the weekend market and an occasional fiesta.
A paucity of people contributes to th e generally slow pace in town.
Many of th e large old homes shelter but remnants of formerl y L A it:II!IJwo
households. Campesinos of the town arc away all da y, at work on
lands. Some live on th eir plots in the campo for several days at a
Other ca mpesinos in the surrounding rural area own houses in
which they use only on weekends when they come to market.
doors for many clays are locked up tight. E ven time seems to
Few people keep to th eir appointments, and th ere arc always some
never arrive and some meetings that never begin.
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private vehicle does it in four. By 1960 t~ e La ~az road into the Yungas
bad been furth er extended by a spur sechon which bypassed Coroico and
went on for another sixty miles or so to Caranavi, once a small Indian
hamlet in virgin territory, but today a boom town larger than Coroico.

OUTSIDE COMMUNICATI ON
Before th e Revolution of 1952 Coroico was the trade center for
productive h aciendas worked bv a large Indian population. Ra
from the town are paths and dirt roads to the nearby hacienda
ties. One of these roads connects C oroico to three other
towns in th e Yungas, which lie almos t in a straight line southeast
Coroico on widely separated mountain ridges.
The agricultural prosperity of the Yungas h as always been ctei)enaen
on th e markets of the altiplano, especially La Paz. Until the
century coca and other agricultural products were carried out by
caravan ove r well-worn trails. E ven before th e turn of the century a
was begun from the La Paz side, fin anced partl y by foreign interests,
the going was tccli ouslv slow because th e Andean slopes are deep in shale
and subj ect to frequ~nt slides. The broken terrain made construction
difficult and expen sive . Not until 1936 did a road adequate for
·
transport reach C oroico. It is a narrow road of extreme grades, unpaved
and full of h airpin curves. \ Vere it not for landslides it would be pa
throughout th e yea r, and it carries a great quantity of goods in and
of the Yungas. It once took mule caravans three clays to reach La
but a loaded truck now covers the sixty-two miles in seven hours and

Y ungas road to Co roico (Lambros Co mitas)

Before the turn of th e century, work was begun on a railroad into the
!ungas from La Paz. Th e tech~1ical difficulties of ra ilroad construction
Ina the .An d cs co~1 s um ecl consi.cl era bl e foreign
.
.
capital
before a narrowg uge lme was laid between La Paz and Hichulom a in 1924. Prohibitive
costs blo ck ecl I.t s camp 1eb.on hYenty-three miles
. short of Cormco,
. so pas~~gers a.nd freight had to be carrie~! by bus and truck to th e terminus.
gh freight rates, slow speed, errat1c schedules, featherbedding the inconven·Ience an d cost of h avmg
. to load and reload goods in and' out of
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nence of Coroico but have not totally eclipsed it. It is still a
capital and, therefore, a center for regional governmental and judicial
fices. It is also the headquarters of a Catholic diocese. And it is the
gest and most accessible marketplace for a still large area. It also
duces craft products of everyday necessity.

TOWN ECONOMY
The rich farmland yields a variety of crops, including corn,
peanuts, chili peppers, avocados, dates, several varieties of bananas,
fruits, coffee, and coca. The important cash crops of the area are
oranges, limes, tangerines, and, to a lesser extent, coca . Climate and
tude provide ideal conditions for coffee growing, and a high and
demand makes it a very profitable crop. The majority of campesinos
·
tivate coffee as their major crop and produce bananas in
quantities because the trees provide necessary shade for young
plants. Other crops arc raised in smaller quantities, some only for
hold consumption.
Coffee production around Coroico has increased in importance
the years and coca production has steadily declined because land
climate farther south and southeast arc more favorable to it.
banana sales have fallen off in competition with the new
producing lands of the Alto Beni zone around Caranavi. The "'"'~'"v·•··
of coffee reflect the radical impact of the Revolution on this "'v"""u····
There arc no large-scale producers around Coroico, for there are no
production units. In Reyes the large cattle estancia is run by the
dero and his mozos, and in Villa Abecia the much smaller but
cally overwhelming grape finca is run by the patron and his peons,
the big haciendas and hacendados of Coroico are gone. Most of the
cienda land wa s broken into farms of less than ten acres and is
the hands of the campesinos who had worked it as peons. No.t
them as yet hold legal title to their land, but they exercise effectiVe
trol. Any disliked ex-patron who ventures onto his old lands risks
abuse and physical assault.
The wealth of the land has not been shifted intact from the
the elite to the hands of their former peons. The quantity of coffee
duced on some of the old haciendas, and the managerial experience
sales connections of hacienda owners, generally enabled some,
i
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all, to deal directly with large coffee processors in La Paz. The protely small production and the parochial marketing abilities of
tbe campesinos discourage direct selling. One result of land reform has
teen the rise to prominence of the coffee rescatador, the middleman,
,.ho buys from many small producers and sells in bulk in La Paz.
The importance of the rescatador to the coffee business is not restricted to his intermediary marketing function, but is also closely related to his role as a creditor. Coffee is harvested and sold from April to
September, and during these months most campesinos have money in
their pockets. But very few have other sources of income and their cash
from coffee sales is generally exhausted long before the next harvest.
During the six months of the off season most rescatadors make loans to
campesinos against the next crop. This involves very little risk for the
Jender, since there is little possibility of crop failure. The rescatadors do
not forthrightly ask for interest on their loans because, they say, the concept of interest is incomprehensible to campesinos . Since most of the
coffee-growing campesinos borrow and all the rescatadors make loans,
a system has been developed in which loan charges are absorbed by the
profits that exist in the buying and selling of the coffee.
This is how the system works. A campesino who is short of cash by
October borrows, for example, $100 from a rescatador and promises to
repay the loan within six months, by which time he will be harvesting
·his coffee again. The agreement calls for a repayment of the $100 or an
equivalent value in coffee. At harvest time the campesino sells his crop
'to his creditor, the rescatador. The rescatador subtracts the value of the
bn, $100, and gives the balance to the campesino. Now the profit to
1he rescatador in this "free" lending of money comes in three ways. The
local rescatador buys at a lower price than the buyer in La Paz. Part of
this difference, subtracting transportation and overhead charges, will
COntribute to profits. The rescatador also takes a quantity of coffee in
excess of true measure. The units of measure for the purchase of coffee
are_ the arroba, which is equal to twenty-five pounds, and the quintal,
\'htch is four arrobas. However, in Coroico the quintal at the time of the
:d~ was defined as equivalent to IIO pounds, while out in the countrye It was 120 pounds. These differences are known to all and are the
CUstomary allowance for the work of collecting and moving the coffee
:market. The greater the distance from the La Paz market, the bigger
the allowance. These differences in weight contribute to the profit of
e rescatador. Finally, most rescatadors give themselves a small bonus
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the rescatadors of Coroico do not constitute a social group. They are
heterogeneous to have developed social solidarity. A few are
dados, but many more were once poor merchants. Others were
merchants or muleteers. A few were even campesinos. All speak
but some speak only broken Spanish. Some have had a few years of
ondary school, others no more than a year or two of any schooling at
Since the claim of the rescatador to power is purely economic, to
any direct social or political power in the community he would
sacrifice some of his wealth to buy these other forms of power. A
are therefore content not to be invited to serve on civic com
content to be considered of little importance and to have little ·
on community affairs. Most of them, however, are able to maintain
in fact, reinforce their economic power through political and
means. It is mainly these rescatadors who run the community. In
tion to the economic elite (the rescatadors and the big shopkeepers),
professionals (the doctor, the dentist, the pharmacists, the lawyers,
the tinterillos-the untrained, self-appointed lawyers) also have a
ure of power, not through their wealth, but because they are in a
tion to influence others. In short, there is no organized power
in the town. Categories of workmen, merchants as well, are rPnorP~Pntl
by sindicatos in Bolivia and there are several different sindicatos
merchants. But in Coroico they disappeared or were severely crippled
the coup d'etat of 1964. In any case, the craftsmen and skilled
live in a precarious market, and for this reason the sindicatos have
flourished among them.
The church in Coroico, with its well-maintained buildings, its
appointed living quarters for priests and nuns, its big new school
ing, and its vehicles, stands out as economically well-supported,
much of this support comes from the United States. Most of the
are American Franciscans, sponsored by the Catholic diocese of
Louis, Missouri. The relative affluence of the local church rouses
but it is not a basis for power. The policy of the bishop is to restrict
self to religious matters and not become involved in other aspects ·
community life. This does not always hold for individual priests.

POLITICAL POWER
Before 1952 no campesinos of the Coroico area and relatively few
people took part in politics. Until that time political activity was a
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of the educated, economic elite. Offices in the local political parties
the local government were all filled by members of the important
Now, all adult citizens without exception are required to vote
national elections. But though Coroiquefios dutifully turn out, effecpolitical activity in town has changed little since 1952. Most unlaborers, skilled workers, craftsmen, and small merchants still do
concern themselves with politics. They leave the uncertain world of
to the economic and status elite, the big rescatadors, the
. 116chants, and the professionals .
; On the other hand, the town elite is no longer as solid as it once ap·
peared to be. The social and cultural diversity of today's economic elite
111d the relative rapidity of its formation have impeded the development
tf a united political force in the community. Before the Revolution the
•tid elite had their Sociedad de Proprietarios de Yungas (Society of YunLandholders). This is gone, an anachronism disbanded by official deCree, and while no decree prevents the ex-hacendados or the rescatadors
. from organizing themselves now, that initial action of the Revolutionary government still deters the growth of such groups.
Political office is won competitively, that is to say, usually through
llaving superior competitive mufieca with higher officials in La Paz. But,
Without ties of economic interest, kinship, friendship, and cultural tradition, without the union of wealth and status, or common interest, the
~n elite is divided by politics. Besides, the campesino sindicatos in the
countryside have developed as a political force, competing with the town
for strategic resources.
·• As a rich agricultural zone with a large campesino population, the
· Yungas received early attention in the agrarian reform program. Most
haciendas were of medium size (eleven to 150 hectares) and subject to
l'eallocation. The central government representatives who helped the
peons organize sindicatos on the haciendas were MNR activists. Legal
action in taking over the lands was initiated in the collective name of
~e peons of each hacienda, or of several if they were small, and the sin~cato was the means by which they took collective decisions. The agrarIan reform program was completely identified with the MNR governlllent, and no opportunity was lost to remind the campesinos that they
OWed their new rights and advantages to President Paz Estenssoro. CamPtsinos were expected or ordered to vote MNR, and almost always did.
Bolivia's population being predominantly rural, the entry of the camPesinos into politics drastically altered local and national politics. In
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Coroico, this took the form of increasing campesino influence on
prefectural and national governments at the expense of the town,
appointed officials are still mestizo residents. The failure of
to obtain political control of Coroico does not represent an
victory of townspeople over them . As sindicatos have gained Pvr~Prio-.-"
in political affairs and sindicato leadership has matured, Yungas
sinos have become more insistent and effective in pursuing their
terests. This has been facilitated by the formation, immediately after
Revolution, of the Ministerio de Asuntos Campesinos-exclusively
cerned with campesino matters-which has provided the cam~oo'-·-'
with a channel of access to national decision-making. Sinclicatos of
Coroico area have sought national government funds for schools,
water supplies, electricitv, and other improvements. This has placed
town itself in competition with surrounding sinclicato communities
the same limited funds, and the town has frequently been the loser.
campesinos are no longer totally dependent on the town government
Coroico. However, this is not a total disadvantage to the town,
it has enabled it to manage its own affairs even in the face of a new
important somce of regional political power.
Throughout the 1920's and 1930's the important local parties
the Liberals and the Republicans . By the 1940's the MNR and the
the Falange, had become the major local parties. Throughout all
years the workers and small shopkeepers of the town participated
in political activity and the campesinos not at all. Through the 1
up to now the MNR and FSB have continued as the major parties
Coroico, though as many as ten other parties have minor rerlre~;entatJIOI
Since 1952 the FSB, a right-wing party modeled on the Spanish
has been the rallying point for those opposed to MNR social and
cal policies. Although without victory in twelve years, and with
hope of electoral success because of solid campesino support for
MNR, FSB members in Coroico have loyally waited their chance.
confusion in the clays following the overthrow of the MNR gave
their opportunity, and the way they used it provides a case study in
workings of local politics .
On November 3, 1964, Alcalde Jesus Cuevas boasted to a friend
the MNR would govern for another one hundred years. The friend .
calls what happened on the following day :
Jesus and I were out taking a walk together when the news of Paz ···""'"'"fall came to us. Jesus Cuevas almost dropped dead. He insisted that he
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not going to hand over the alcalde's office. I told him, "Look, you've got to
band it over decently. You've got to do it because the party's fallen." I kept
jnsisting until he fina1ly assented.
As the news spread, FSB leaders called an open meeting to select new
town officials. However, it appears they intended the meeting to be a
sounding board only for Falangistas, or so it seemed to one of their
opponents:
There was an open meeting, but it was closed to dissenting voices. There
were only sixty or seventy people, and the only ones allowed to speak were
their supporters. There was chaos throughout the nation, and no one knew
quite what to do. This was the situation these men took advantage of. \Vhen
chaos broke out in La Paz and Jesus Cuevas found out there was a change of
government he abandoned his office. What he should have done was to have
awaited instructions, or to have said, "I will remain to hand over this office to
the legally elected representative of the people of Coroico." Instead, he
bolted. It was his stupidity. Well, those men took over immediately. They
seized the opportunity.
Although General Barrientos, the leader of the coup, spoke of cor. recting the abuses of the MNR regime, people in Coroico and elsewhere
differed about what the abuses were. The general was not a member of
the FSB, but the local Falangistas hoped he meant, among other things,
that land confiscation had been one of the abuses . In any case, it was
clear to them that if national MNR officials had to be replaced, so did
local MNR officials. And who but themselves were qualified?
; The Falangistas selected Pablo Jimenez as alcalde and the MNR gov.ernment walked out without a struggle. Four days later the FSB deputy
alcalde announced over the public address system that he and his party
~lleagues had been recognized by the "Supreme Government of the
Revolution of Restoration of the Country." The FSB had succeeded,
,~ut that their own future might also be uncertain was suggested at the
titne by an MNR supporter:

~e authorities of Coroico are Falangistas who came in with the tide of
1J:h~vember
fourth. Who can oust them? Nobody! Right now it's impossible to
,J.~~ of getting_ rid of them. The Falangistas are very sectarian . They have
'""'pes of returnmg to the way of life that existed before the Revolution of
9, 1952, but they'll never get away with it. The eampesinos will sec to
· l_'he new alcalde, a man in his early forties, was generally well thought
In the community. He lived with his widowed mother, who helped

·,
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him with his coffee business. The positive regard for him was partly
to discontent. Although Cuevas had been alcalde only a short time
was rumored that he had already embezzled more than $2000.
'
Jimenez and his associates were in office hardly a month when
eral Barrientos came for a short visit. A crowd of about 800
in the plaza to see and hear the general, but they first had to listen to
alcalde, the deputy alcalde, and the sub-prefect-all Falangista
the general and damn the MNR. In turn, the general praised the
of Coroico and also recited the evils of the earlier government. But
very pointedly affirmed his support of the agrarian reform policy of
MNR government. A month later the prefect of the department
rived to discuss community problems and he promised to
small sum (one million bolivianos, equivalent to $83.33) to improve
water system.
Another month went by, and General Barrientos came back for a
ond public visit. This time he spoke of the nonpartisan nature of
government, of the importance of national unity and development,
of community projects. At this point the Franciscan priest who led
campaign to improve the water system announced to the crowd that
prefect of the department had contributed to the project and he
for a proportionately large contribution from the general.
quickly offered two million and was roundly cheered. About three
later the alcalde and his official fellows received telegrams from La
thanking them for their services and saying that a new alcalde would
rive shortly. Before that could happen Jimenez went to La Paz to ·
he could reverse the decision. Meanwhile, some said this was the
of Cuevas, the former MNR alcalde. Some said the campesino
tos were being listened to again in La Paz. Others said Jimenez
it on himself when he permitted the priest to embarrass the general
publicly asking for money. Confounding a1l of them, Jimenez
in a few clays with an order reinstating him and all his associates.
By June the position of the alcalde truly worsened. He had been .
office for seven months but had done nothing to improve the
keep the railroad from shutting clown. No one could see that
had been done, but what was happening to local tax monies? Over
this muttering, General Barrientos announced the formation of a
party, the Popular Christian Movement (MPC), and since all
town's officials were well-known militant Falangistas, there was
whether they would be allowed to remain in office.
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In September a prominent merchant who had been active with all the
parties, but not strongly identified with any, was seen conferring with a
group of campesinos, and when he was asked what was going on he said
the campesinos of Cruz Loma were planning to take over. This was a
gross exaggeration, probably not intended to be taken seriously. Cruz
J.,oma was a focal point of sindicato activity. The truth was that Mateo
Angula, a tinterillo not identified with any party, was approached by
campesinos from Cruz Lorna and asked to be a candidate for alcalde. He
declined, but in a later discussion revealed that a change was indeed
coming:
I'll tell you something entirely off the record. Last week the Ministry of Government issued a statement that the alcalde of Coroico would be changed.
But I told them I would not campaign. I don't want to do that. I feel I
could improve Coroico, make it a working, integrated, autonomous town.
But I will not go to the people for that, especially since the proclamation for
change hasn't been made public. That might provoke something.
Soon it was made public. The Ministry of Government announced that
a new alcalde would be appointed from a list of three names submitted
&om the town. The three persons named were Mateo Angulo, Torribio
Uribe, the head of the newly formed Coroico MPC, and a finca owner
named Campos. A few days later Uribe was named alcalde.
The campesino sindicatos in the Yungas have been an important factor in town politics since the Revolution, though their power is not overt.
As one Coroiquefio put it:
The campesinos are powerful in that in all Bolivia they have the influence
~d pure numbers to call the plays, to elect the President. They don't operate
directly in town, but through the proper channels.
· Their channels are the national ministries in La Paz, especially the Ministerio de Asuntos Campesinos, and the office of the President itself. Jesus
Cuevas, the former MNR alcalde, said of the former peons:

~I the campesinos around Coroico are organized . They are the ones who
. Oose the leaders in Coroico. Look at the history of the MNR here-the
~pesinos held the strings. What they do is go directly to the Ministry of
tb vernment in La Paz, and because the government listens to these guys,
have their way. Beforehand, they go around to likely people in town and
11
them if they would like to be alcalde.

.ky
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I don't like to have much to do with politicos. I don' t have respect for men
like that, for th ey don't make their money honestly or by their own sweat,
I can't support any candidate, because nearly all of them are charlatans,
liars, and cheaters.
The overriding concern of political parties with providing profit and •
privilege to their activists explains a number of characteristics of local .·
parties that are otherwise anomalous. One is the irrelevance of political
ideology. The political parties contain ideological labels in their names
and political litera ture, and political speeches are generally couched in
ideological terms. Most parties have borrowed their ideologies fro~ .
European models. The MNR pictures itself as a revolutionary party .
and a proponent of radical economic and social programs. In these cases
a political form is adopted locally, without any intention of ·
·
ing its substance. The need to serve political principles or ""·v"',;"""
tenets can be equally as costly to party activists as to the general
lace. Such a position makes no sense in Bolivian political life, where
becomes active in politics in order only to profit rather than to
Thus there is really no dilemma among the patrons of Villa Abecia
have joined the MNR, nor among the ex-hacendados of Coroico
are activists in the MNR.
Pablo Jimenez and his FSB associates stayed with the FSB for
years under MNR governments because they expected to have a
to govern the town themselves someday and saw little chance of
ing influential in the MNR party in the face of the head start and
vantages that others had over them. Had General Barrientos decided
take over the FSB and develop it as the new governing party, f
and his associates would still be in office in Coroico.
The dominance of self-interest over public issues in Bolivian
parties is also seen in the relative absence of antagonism between
parties and their activists. During the years of MNR domination
Coroico FSB leaders on occasion found themselves jailed or fined
one pre;ext or another, but these as often represented clashes of
alities as much as political clashes. In August of 1965, Torribio
and a friend were beaten up by a group of Falangistas while they
distributing MPC literature. Significantly, almost all known ·
of political conflict in the community have involved townspeople,
townspeople against campesinos, as occurred in other areas.
But friendly accommodation is much more typical of political
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nists than any form of conflict. Jesus Cuevas, MNR ex-alcalde, has congenial relations with the FSB officials who replaced him . Ignacio Espinosa, the FSB sub-prefect in 1965, was a regular drinking companion
of Torribio Uribe, and he continued to be even after Uribe became head
of the local MPC and began to work to oust Espinosa's associate, Pablo
Jimenez. Jose Pineda, head of the local FSB, plays cards several nights a
week with Luis Vasquez, head of the local MNR. In one prominent
family four of the brothers are active in the FSB, two support the MNR,
and one is inactive politically. The brothers report no partisan quarreling.

GOVERNMENT AUTHORITY
Although within the space of a year three separate political parties were
able to place their men in local offices, there were few politically relevant
differences between these men . All were townspeople. All came from the
higher social and economic strata. This is a large number of changes, but
in the past deca de it was not unusual for local officials to be changed at
least once a year. Such a high rate of turnover would seem likely to produce an erratic, inefficient, and ineffective local government. \Vhile each
new set of officials undoubtedly did bring some changes to local government, the basic elements in the pattern of local government continued.
Coroico, like Villa Abecia and Reyes, is a provincial capital. The ranking officials are the sub-prefect, who is the chief officer for the province,
and the alcalde. The sub-prefect is responsible for public affairs throughout the province, while the alcalde's responsibilities are limited to community services. The structure of each of the administrations, provincial
and local, is much as it is in Reyes.
Most townspeople have little to do with local government officials.
~~ly when crises occur, as with the water supply in Villa Abecia, are
Clhzens and officials moved to action. In Coroico, as in Reyes, drinking
W~ter is polluted, but no official seems able or even willing to do anythmg about it. This inaction may in part be attributable, here as in the
other towns, to the limitations of local government. One limitation is
overlapping and ambiguous jurisdiction. For example, a person who suspects he has been cheated by dishonest scales in the market ought to
:rnp~ain to .the market. inspector. But if he cannot find him , or does not
toe ~Im,. or IS a good f~Iend of the sub-p:efect, he can take his complaint
his fnend, or to a JUdge, or to the mtendente, who oversees public
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works. Almost all officials are happy to receive complaints that may in.,
valve a fine. Fines are good for the municipal treasury and the official:
Every official considers himself empowered to hear any issue or dispute
and enforce a decision. No one official takes on all the jobs of the otb~'
ers all the time, only because the other officials arc there to compete, but ·
when they are absent this is exactly what happens.
Each official plays his role by ear, responding to requests from
and below as he sees fit. And, after all, he may be gone tomorrow.
official positions, here as elsewhere, arc held at the pleasure of S""'"r"'-·
None of the important officials in Coroico has had any special tra
for his job and few have had more than a primary education. None
a trained staff. There are few fixed terms of office and no seniority
No one thinks of government as a career. The alcalde says he is a
chant, the deputy mayor that he is a pharmacist, the sub-prefect that
is a carpenter. Public office is only an interruption. Indeed, many
on at their regular jobs, after a fashion, even while holding public
The principal exceptions to the rule are judges and police officials,
ally career men with formal training.
This foundation of government is further weakened by lack of
and the misuse of what there is. As in the other two towns,
in Coroico is seriously nnderfinanced. The sub-prefect, the highest
ing official in the province, has no budget for his office, his own
modest salary excepted. The major sources of public income, the
on wine in Villa Abecia, on cattle in Reyes, and on coffee in
are tapped by the national government, except for part of the sh
tax on cattle in Reyes. Officials work without supplies, equipment,
adequate assistance. Some do not have an office. The ones who do
housed in a government building with a collapsing wall.
As an important town in an important zone, close to La Paz,
could normally expect to receive central government funds from time
time for municipal projects. Villa Abecia docs, even though i
That Coroico has received very little assistance in the past thirteen
is perhaps not so much to be attributed to an unfailing ineffectiveness
her local officials as to the rising power of the campesinos. While
townspeople would once have been the favored population of the
the campesino sindicatos are now preferred . Their communities get
money for schools, roads, water, and electricity.
The corollary of underfinancing is low salaries. From the lowest
official to the highest, salaries range from approximately $5 to
nn·uPTTlTTl
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Jllonth. Some, such as the notaries, live on a part of the fees they charge,
getting no salary. These incomes are inadequate to supply food. an~ s~el
ter for even a small family at a very modest level, and cause mes1shble
pressure to find other sources of money.
Most officials have no fixed hours of work. If a particular one must be
seen it is generally necessary to search through the town. If he is not
tending to personal business he may be at home, or at a local bar, or
visiting a friend, but he is rarely in his office. Many give far more time
and much greater attention to private work than they give to public duties, though sometimes the two are gainfully joined; for example, there
was the alcalde's remedy for a sudden shortage of flour in town. After
trucking his coffee to La Paz he returned with 1700 pounds of flour
which he sold at low but profitable prices out of the government office
building, "as a public service." Then there is the judge who occasionally
serves as counsel to clients in his own court. Even to Coroiquefios whose
cynicism is high this is too much. Public offices become private dwellings, used postage stamps are re-issued as new, books are sold out of the
small public library, and small tax revenues disappear. But the biggest
private profits from public office are from fees, fines, and bribes.
Almost every public service has its price, and the distinction between
a fee, a fine, and a bribe is arbitrary. There are fixed fees for marriage
licenses and copies of birth certificates, but if for any reason a citizen
wishes to correct or alter the form the fee will be higher. If you want the
intendente to get after your neighbor who throws his garbage in the
street beside your house, he will act faster if he is given a small gift for
his trouble. The dumping of garbage in the street is a violation, and
. your neighbor may be fined by the intendentc, but he also may have the
fine reduced or possibly forgotten if the intendente gets a small sum. The
lllerchant pays a fee for marketplace stalls. He can get a better spot for a
little something extra. Even within the awesome precincts of law and order, justice is for those who can afford it. This situation is openly acknowledged in the community. The DIC (Direccion de Investigacion
Criminal) agent explains this vividly:
Let's say your brother is murdered. You come to Coroico for justice. I'm in·, terested and sympathetic, but I have no transportation and no allowance for
So, if you want me to go investigate you have to pay my way, with
and pay for the travel and meals of another policeman who comes as
helper. And you have to provide lodging for us as long as we're investiWell then, suppose we're lucky and find the guilty party within a few
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days. We still have to bring him back to Coroico. So you, as th e in.~.,.,L..'"'
party, have to pay his transportation as well as ours. Then, when he's in
here, you have to have his food brought in. Then you have to pay for his
to La Paz and for the trip of his escort, a policeman who has to eat and have
lodging for a few days in La Paz before you pay his expenses back to Coroico
where he is stationed. All this the interested party alone has to pay. \Ve have
no funds . So justice is expensive, and many people let things go because they
can't afford such costs. It's a shame, but there's no remedy.
:: ,
Then there was the Campos case, one of accidental homicide, from,
which nothing ensued. Raul Campos, an ex-hacendado and former presi- ·
dent of the Veterans of the Chaco War, got into an argument in 19~
with a fellow rescatador over the weighing of a quintal of coffee.
drew his pistol, fired a shot into the air and killed a woman who
passing by. Campos was arrested, but soon was released and that was
end of the case. The DIC agent commented on the Campos case,
he knew only from police records and secondhand comment, since
did not arrive in Coroico until 1965, as follows:
I wasn't here then, but I have heard the story. They say Campos was
porting a bag of something for Diaz, and the two of them got into a
Campos fired a shot and killed a woman. They took him to jail, but he
them off and got out That's the way it is here in Coroico. In all Bolivia,
that matter. You pay and you go free. In this case, there were no members
the family pressing for justice. It was one of those cases of manslaughter,
premeditated, and the family didn't press charges. But I was not here, so
don't know all the facts .
Most Coroiquefios understand that legal protection is bought and
punishment is avoided by bribery. "They decide," said an
"in favor of the fellow who brings them the biggest chicken." The
who has least suffers most from the workings of the law. As a person
no education, little money and few friends, the campesino is a ready
tim for official exploitation. Before the Revolution he could count on
hacendado to protect him, but today the only organization that
defend him, his sindicato, is in the countryside, not in town, and
are as yet no sindicato tentacles that could reach so far on behalf of
persecuted member. But the sindicato had sufficient power t~
the selection of the alcalde in Coroico, and this is sufficient to have
local officials rather careful in their handling of campesinos in
When campesinos are jailed, fined, or required to pay a fee, there is
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ways a regulation at hand to justify the action. Ironically, the big rescatadors and merchants, some of whom are ex-hacendados, are most willing
and able to help campesinos who are facing legal charges. They pay fines
and bribes and intercede personally. This serves to increase the indebtedness of the campesino and bind him more tightly as a client.
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way are comerciantes, male and female, from the altiplano, mostly
Aymara lakeside communities. Most of the comerciantes in this three.;
cornered marketplace sell the same staples, fish, and whatever is bei
harvested from their irrigated lakeside plots, such as onions or carro~
Al~ng the street between the two markets sit sellers of a variety of oth~
thmgs from the altiplano Indian communities-reed flutes, leather
thongs and ropes, flower and vegetable seeds, metal plow tips and other
agricultural tools, and so on. From there up to the central plaza, cholo
comerciantes from La Paz set up stands for the sale of manufactured
clothing and derby and fedora hats.
As in the Coroico area, the hacienda system by which most of the
land around Sorata was owned and worked was swept away in the early·
years following the Revolution, and the former peons now have their
own plots of land on which they plant one or two crops for sale. In
area around Sorata the major cash crop is maize, but wheat, squash,
ley, beans, peas, peaches, pears, plums, and apples are grown in small'
quantities. Many campesinos also raise pigs and chickens and sell eggs.
A very few also have a cow or two, and at the higher altitudes some
sheep. Potatoes are grown above Sorata, and in the lowlands the
cash crops are tomatoes and citrus fruits.
The decline of agricultural production after the Revolution, a
exaggerated in reports by those opposed to agrarian reform, and
only in very inexact terms, seems attributable in part to the u,,,,v ...au•~•
in the agricultural marketing mechanism. Some of the campesino
culturalists in the Sorata area sell to the Sorata tienda coJmercJ:antes
Apart from the sale of crops to comerciantes, there is a great deal
minuscule trade in a few eggs, a chicken, a few peppers or some
honey, a small bundle of potatoes or beans or a squash, sold or
in the tiendas for kerosene, matches, or candles. Campesinos for
Sorata is more than a day's walk are likely to make quantity sales to
campesino rescatador, who then takes his purchases once or twice
week to a market such as that in Laripata, where all will be sold in
to the minoristas. Sorata itself consumes but a small part of the
tural produce of the region. But trade is active because of the e.n1er:~elliUI
since the Revolution of the campesino rescatadors and wholesale
tural produce markets like that in Laripata, and because of the
tas who trade with the cities-a complex replacement for the
marketing system, and a new and vital part of the agricultural Prc·m(>IIIJ
Most crops in the Sorata area depend on rainfall alone; there is
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JIIOSt no irrigation. Fields are plowed and seeded in August and September to be ready for the rains that begin around November. With maize,
once the plowing and seeding have been completed, there is relatively
little work until the harvest, which usually begins the following April
and may last until June. Some campesinos, in the free time between,
work additional land in the Alto Beni colonization zone around Caranavi, and regularly move back and forth. A few of the younger men go
to La Paz for some form of unskilled work, especially if they have a relative there, but the majority go to the mines, mostly to the Tipuani gold
fields. In fact, mining is so prominent in the lives of both town and rural
campesinos that it has become almost a symbol of a man's having come
of age. Tipuani has become for the young men the exciting world beyond the familiar home and rural village, and they chafe to follow in the
footsteps of their fathers and older brothers, leaving for the mines when
they are fifteen or sixts::en, some even at twelve.
In Tipuani there is work for all. Some of the mining is strip work, off
the surface, but most of it involves tunneling, even under the river. The
work is heavy, and the suffocating heat makes it even more strenuous.
shoring in the tunnels is often inadequate, and men who arc not
1
"~''"h,,..:~ in a collapse may well be drowned. Seventy men died in one
disaster. In addition to such risks, the rainy season brings the
of flooding from swollen streams, and there are disabling injuries
the chance of pulmonary disease. But beyond the hazards there are
. A laborer in Tipuani can earn $1.00 to $1.50 a day, almost twice
an unskilled worker receives in Sorata. Instead of wages, some !aprefer to have a sack of tailing, which may yield up to $300 in
for a month's work-or the yield may be very small, or nothing at
These men are called voluntarios.
The veteran miners and the more affluent campesinos who have joined
are members of the cooperatives that run these mines for the govA membership share in one of the cooperatives costs from $160
$800, the price varying like corporate stock, rising and falling with the
earnings of the cooperative and with estimates of anticipated
. All shares are held by working members of the cooperawhether miners, haulers, weighers, or accountants. Members have
rights to any particular job, but rotate through all of them.
At the end of each day each cooperative exchanges its ore for curat the local branch of the Banco Minero, the state mining bank,
national government being the only legal purchaser of gold. The co-
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in the colonial era. It rested on the hacienda system of economy, for a].
though mining has been important to the Bolivian national economy
the Bolivian population is overwhelmingly agricultural. Haciendas varied .
in size from a few hundred to many hundred hectares (one hectare:::::
2.47 acres), and they flourished on the labor of peons. In the Yungas
peons were obliged to give four days each week to the patron and in return were permitted to farm a small plot on the hacienda for themselves.
Their hacienda work days were thirteen hours long, and on some ha- .
ciendas the peons and their wives were obliged to work in the master's
house for one-week periods, in rotation . Peons were occasionally required
to care for hacienda animals, and if an animal appeared to have died before its natural time they had to reimburse the hacienda for the loss.
Peons who did not meet their work obligations were fined, and on re- .
peated failure were beaten. Beyond their specific work obligations, the ·
peons and their families were in general subject to the authority of the
hacendados and their families. Dependent on the hacienda for their livelihood, bound to it by indebtedness, and with no place to go except an- ·
other hacienda, the peon learned that an hacendado's wishes were virtual '
commands and that any form of disobedience would be met by swift .
punishment.

OLD DECENTES AND NEW VECINOS:
CHANGING SOCIAL STRATA
Somewhat more than a decade after the Revolution, the status order
Coroico is no longer a hierarchy of unambiguous strata. Today some of
the old decente families live an economically precarious existence
have little, if any, political power. Other families of little prestige, chol~
and even indios, have prospered in transport and trade. More townspe<>-:
pie speak Aymara and many indios now speak Spanish.
dress is becoming increasingly prevalent in all strata, and even the
pattern of residential segregation, in which families of higher
lived closer to the central plaza, has disintegrated. The bases of
·
traditional stratification order no longer support that order. Before the
Revolution, race was a fundamental criterion of status . Today the
of the hacendados has left few blanco families in Coroico. The influx
indios into town and their economic prosperity has promoted their
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tennarriage with cholos, mestizos, and even blancos, further blurring racial differences.
The result is an increasingly mixed population and an increasingly unstable racial criterion of status. Mestizos call themselves blancos, cholos
dress in western style, and some indios, having become prosperous townsmen, have taken on many of the characteristics of the townsman in the
process. Caucasian characteristics still lay claim to higher status, and status inequality is still justified in terms of racial differences, but in everyday life racial differences no longer guide social relations. Occupation,
similarly, has become an uncertain basis of social status. Since 1952, the
occupation of rescatador has become the most important and lucrative,
and decentes now must share this position, if they hold it, with mestizos,
cholos, and even indios. Trucking is another occupation that has risen in
economic importance and become a new source of wealth. Its status was
never high, for it was traditionally identified with cholos. Today it is
lower still, for many campesinos have become truckers.
Not only have many of the criteria of status ceased to identify unambiguously discrete social strata, but there is no longer any consensus
· on what expressions properly describe the various strata of the community. "Decente" may refer to race, to having a Spanish name, to refined
social manners, to membership in an old family, to some grouping of
these characteristics, or to all of them. The same person may use the
term decente in one of these meanings in one instance and one of the
other meanings in another. One Coroiquefio gave four different meanings for the word decente: an honest person, a person with good manners, a person with a prestigious (meaning old Spanish) name, or a
wealthy person. One person in town is considered to be a decentc by
· SOme, a respectable mestizo by others, a rich cholo by still others, and a
few consider him to be nothing but an Indian . This suggests the depth
of the uncertainty now surrounding the assignment of social status in
Coroico.
Rapid and extensive changes in the foundations of social status have
affected both the character and correlates of social status. The most ap. ~ropriate, best-fitting term for the top stratum in Coroico society today
JS vecino. Vecino means "neighbor" and is widely used in this sense. On
Occasion it is also used to refer collectively to all residents of the town,
.t>articularly when distinguishing them from outsiders. In an old variaon this latter usage, the word identifies a special category of towns-

r
r

176

Social Stratification

Coroico

Negroes constitute a separate segment of Coroico society,
from the campesinos and yet with approximately the same status. l'he .
history of Negroes in the Yungas has been closely linked with that of
the Indians, but they are a relatively closed society, living by ""·"•:1 ~:nrf'll"'
in separate, rural villages. There have been Negroes in Coroico since
shortly after the Spaniards arrived, but never more than a few familiet,
Most of them live on Calle Ayacucho, which is a campesino street,
go from there to their fields to work. TI1ey dress like campesinos,
speak Spanish rather than Aymara, though some are bilingual. The
otype that the vecino has of the Negro is similar to the one he holds of
Indian, that they are lazy, thieving, dirty, bad actors and not "
There is little overt discrimination against them, but intermarriage
strongly condemned by all other strata and occurs infrequently.

STRATA INTERRELATIONS

l

The extensive change in the character of the stratification order in
roico has introduced considerable tension. While cholos and uu.u~''''..'""
stand around to chat in cholo shops, many vecinos walk in and out
only enough time spent and words used to obtain their purchases.
number of old vecino families are rarely seen in public. They stay
to avoid having to mix with those of lower social status. The intensity
this avoidance is illustrated by the vecino mother who refuses to
her child eyen to the parochial school, because the school admits
pesinos and "she will never be educated there, with all those dumb,
pid indios."
Vecinos still honor traditional status obligations, such as those of
padrazgo; but even here avoidance appears. Vecinos accept requests
become padrinos to cholo children, for example, but they do not
the parties that follow the religious ceremony and do not drink
their new cholo compadres. This avoidance is rationalized by
assertions that cholos are sneaky, untrustworthy, scheming, and
sive, and that campesinos are dirty, lazy, ignorant, animal-like.
vecinos the word cholo is used not only to refer to a social stratum,
as a term of derogation in which the stereotype meaning is intended.
the word campesino, the intent is not as clear-cut. When vecinos
to make sure that it is the stereotype that is understood, they will
the term indio. The cholos, whose specialization in small-scale
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erce and trade brings them into contact with many people from both
town and country, cannot afford to practice avoidance. Even though
there is some exploitation of campesinos, the relations of cholos to campesinos are friendly. 111eir reaction to the hostility of the vecinos on the
one side, and the invasion of their status by increasing numbers of campesinos on the other, has reaffirmed their own distinctive identity. As
one old cholo woman says, "We don't try to hide the fact that we are
cholitas. \Ve wear polleras and these hats, we work in the market or
around it, and all our friends are cholitas." For the most part the cholos
keep any negative feelings they may have toward vecinos and campesinos well under control. It is when they are drunk that they express
their feelings of insecurity and resentment.
The ambiguity of the campesino's status creates uncertainties that
range from the important problems of his life, such as to whom to sell
his coffee, to the everyday question of how to address a vecino. Before
the Revolution it was mandatory for a campesino to addres s any vecino
he encountered. This was a stylized exchange in which the campesino
would approach the vecino, but not too closely, remove his hat, greet
him as "tata," father, and then ask about his health and the health of
·. all members of his family. In the immediate aftermath of the Revolu.tion, when campesinos were being incited to eject the hacendados from
.the land, campesinos stopped greeting vecinos, even when spoken to,
,seldom used the deferential "tata," and even refused vecinos the right
:Of way in the street. In town, at least, these expressions of open hostility
thave disappeared and campesinos and vecinos again greet each other.
But it is not the old order that has returned . Vecinos now receive a
: 'casual "good morning" or "good morning, sei'ior" with no use of deferentitles, while the campesinos are greeted in the same terms, except for
"sei'ior." A few campesinos still use more deferential forms of greetand some vary the expression of deference with what they take to be
status of the person. However, a person's status is no longer easily ap' and this makes the etiquette of greeting somewhat perplexing.
111

SOCIAL MOBILITY
mestizos who emerged as the new economic elite were in a position
profit from a decline of the decentes, and few people in Coroico any
distinguish between the two, but group them together as vecinos.
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therefore the priests will not allow h er to become a madrina. To rnake
sure they get the message, she adds that she does not think much of ·.
those American priests and has poor relations with them.

FRIENDSHIP
There is a feeling in Coroico that friendships are not what they used to
be. Old friends were scattered in the shattering of the old order and the
town now seems too full of strangers and too full of neighbors not worth
bothering with. For most people a friend is a person with whom they
pass the time gossiping. There are visits between families, invitations to
parties, drinking companions in the cantinas; but friendships are dif.
ferent. As a tailor tells it, "Since I am a tailor by profession, there are al~ ·
ways a lot of people coming to my house. \Vith all the people of the ·.
town and the estancias, I am amigo de boca [casual friend] , nothing .
n1ore."
Close friendships have survived for some vecinos, but for cholos, rejected by vecinos and economically threatened by town campesinos;
close friendships are too great a burden . For their part, town camr\PO,,nn·~:
find the idea unrealistic, though they say they had close friends in their
native villages. According to a town campesino barber :
Amigos de confianza don't exist any more. I have a lot of friends, but not'
intimate friends. Where are you going to find intimate friends in this
and age? It is impossible to confide in friends . You can't tell a person
anything about your problems without his leaving shortly and telling the:
whole town or having him make a joke of your problems. Anyone who thinb
he can have intimate friends is a fool.
The rapid changes in the social order have produced unusual
who are socially isolated . These persons are mainly at the extremes of
·
status order, such as elderly vecinos and town campesinos, people with
few or no relatives and no close friends, who prefer to remain on tbe
margins of the social life of the town. Many are not absolutely alone,
for they may have a spouse or a child, and some may be members
even officers of voluntary organizations and take part in civic affairs, but
otherwise have almost no social relations. This is a striking thing in
community so small.
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FORMAL ASSOCIATIONS
Coroico, though a small town, has a wide variety of voluntary associations-the fraternal Veterans of the Chaco War; educational organizations, such as the Padres de Familia; several religious groups; many sports
clubs; labor organizations and the several political parties-but these organizations have contributed little to the social cohesion of the community. Over half the adults belong to none, and those who join do so
for narrowly perceived, short-range personal advantage. Few arc willing
to work for organizations as a means of collective power. As members
find that an organization is unable to satisfy their specific interests they
drop out, perhaps to join another seemingly more to their purposes.
"Everyone who joins a group is looking out for his personal interests. It's
all very individualistic."
The Veterans of the Chaco War has perhaps eighty members, but
probably no more than fifteen are active and most of these are campcsinos, though the leaders are vecino, given to much squabbling hut not
to beneficial action. One veteran says, "It is a stupidity. The only thing it
gets us is wasted time. The government hasn't come through with any
effective help [meaning pensions] ."
The Mutual Aid Society is an insurance-type association to help pay
for medical and burial expenses. It has about seventy-five dues-paying
members, but it suffers from misunderstandings among its members
about the categories of aid for which they are eligible and the rules under
which aid is made available. And it suffers further because of suspicion
about the handling of considerable sums of money co1lected from its
vecino and prosperous cholo members.
The religious associations are mostly for women, small, close-knit
groups, but even so their membership turnover is very high. They receive
religious instruction and are involved in the promotion of Church policy. They would like to see more people at mass more regularly and fewer
concubines and unbaptized children. The young girls, particularly, join
church groups as a way to get out of the house for a time. In general,
the nuns who direct and counsel these females arc quite discouraged.
The sports groups take only soccer seriously. The clubs frequently start
0
.Ut with ambitious plans for intellectual self-improvement and cledicahon to civic projects, but they end up playing ball. Members jump from
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came through the Zuazo brothers, natives of the Yungas who became irn.
portant figures in the MNR. Julio Zuazo Cuenca was a senator, and,
later, in the mid-1940's, a prefect of the Department of La Paz during
the first MNR regime. \Vith his support, the town built a new primary
school building and a large hotel, and got money for a hospital. Through
his brother Eduardo, smaller sums were made available for improving
the plaza and the streets around it.
These and other public projects were made possible because prefectural and national officials were interested. After the opening of the aU.
weather road to La Paz in 1936 many officials spent a pleasant weekend
in Coroico, enjoying the warm climate, so different from the rarified cold
of La Paz. However, after the Revolution of 1952 Coroico was displaced
from its favored political position. While prefectural and national funds
were being channeled into the surrounding campesino communities,
Coroiqueiios endured what they called "twelve years of neglect." The
neglect was not total, since it was during the period 1961-63, when
Eduardo Zuazo Cuenca was prefect, that the town received funds to improve the plaza and to continue the work on another, larger hydroelec•
tric plant at nearby Huarinella. But it is true that rather little money has
been forthcoming for a long time.
The past decade has been a period of deterioration. The old hydroelectric plant operates sporadically. The hospital was never opened be•
cause its foundation sank at the start. What there was of it was partially
dismantled so that the materials could be used on other projects,
the building is now but a shell. The public toilets have become a public
nuisance, the streets arc potholes covered by the trash and the slops that
are thrown from the houses that line them. So much water escapes from
breaks in the water system that during the dry season water frequen~ly
must be rationed. During the rainy season there is no shortage, even WI~lt
the breaks in the line but then the svstem is often filled with dirt, debns;
'
'
and dead animals.
After the fall of the MNR government in November of 1964, the neW
local FSB officials proclaimed that the era of deprivation was over and
that Coroico could look forward to a renewed prosperity. In the fol~ow
ing weeks there was considerable discussion of town problems, es
·
among vecinos. Alcalde Pablo Jimenez, his first deputy, Apolinar.
bila, a druggist, and the sub-prefect, Ignacio Espinosa, brought I11
non-local professionals for informal talks. Among them were the
Anastacio Camacho; the town's only physician, Dr. Joaquin Galarza;
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administrator of the large prefectural hotel, Martin Dominguez; one of
the Franciscan priests, Padre Dionicio Martinez; and the local Peace
Corps Volunteer, and finally, the distinguished vecinos, mostly middleaged or elderly men, many of them at one time officials in the local government. With the health professionals and Church seriously concerned
with medical care, discussions turned to the health of the community
and the run-down public facilities that threatened its health. Of particular concern were the inadequate and contaminated water system and the
absence of a hospital, for La Paz is too distant for emergency medical
attention. In addition, Dr. Galarza spoke of the severe problems of inadequate diet and the need for birth control.
By January of 1965 a group of approximately fifteen men, drawn from
three chief categories of residents, began regular meetings to discuss possible courses of action. At a meeting on the night of January 12 it was
decided to launch a community action campaign, and the repair and expansion of the water system became the first project. The construction
of several latrines was second, and the rebuilding of the hospital was
third. The group agreed to hold a public rally on the following evening
to explain their plans to the community and seek support. Padre Dionicio took the responsibility for organizing the rally and publicizing it.
The following day he used the public address system to call all residents
to the plaza that evening at eight o'clock to hear an important announcement, and he and the Peace Corps Volunteer, assisted by several townspeople, made signs to be carried at the rally. "Civic Action Committee"
was lettered on most of them. That was the name Padre Dionicio had
given the community action group.
Typical of Coroico, there were few people in the plaza at eight o'clock,
but by nine o'clock nearly 600 had assembled. To the surprise of the
throng, thev were treated to a parade led by a young man on a motorcycle. There was a drum corps of older school children and a campesino
pipe and drum band. Padre Dionicio's "Civic Action Committee" wore
arm bands with a picture of a faucet and the slogan, "Civic Action
Committee, Potable Water." There were also marching groups of
Women and children, town campesino men and a contingent of teenagers, carrying a sign that read: "Always Friends Club: The youth of
Coroieo are ready to collaborate in civic action. Project number one,
Potable water." Bystanders cheered them on, shouting "Viva Coroico";
"Viva the people of Coroico, the vanguard of progress"; "What do we
Want?-Potable Water! What do we want?-Clean Water!"; "Viva
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collecting funds. Raffles and dances are all well and good, but they need COiJ.
tributions-ancllarge ones-to make up the sum they'll need. They seem to \le
living in a dream, irresponsibly waiting for others to do everything for th ·· ·
\Vell, they have a long wav to go. The problem is that they arc used to~
ing everything come from above. N?w they'll. want to get money from the
prefecture, and so on. Thev never thmk of the1r own resources. Coroico's not
that poor a town.
The engineers were finished by Friday and returned to La Paz ori
Saturday. Their departure brought work to an end. It seemed clear that
the only thing to do now was to await the report of the engineers, but
some people even at this stage doubted whether any good would come
of it. On the night of their arrival the engineers had indicated that the
cost simply of laying six kilometers of pipeline would be 300 million
bolivianos, a sum many considered well out of reach of the town. In succeeding weeks there was little talk of civic action or potable water. When
asked about the project a month later, the alcalde replied:
·
It's latent at the moment. \Vc'rc just waiting for the report of the USAID
engineers. But it looks as if it'll be extremely expensive. Maybe 300 milliop
bolivianos. That would mean 150 million from the town. I don't see it.
We'll have to find some other project more modest, something within odr
means. But we'll sec when the report is completed.
·
A month later, in Mav,
a town employee
said of Civic Action: "It's
.
.
.l
dead. Completely terminated for total lack of interest among the tow~
people." The alcalde, however, disagreed with him:
'
Ah, no, Carlos. More accuratelv, it's dormant. Since the visit of the USAIO
engineers, no one has wanted. to invest work in the water project
we're waiting for their report. But as soon as they make their report-it ".'vu-·•·
be within a couple of weeks-you'll sec that the committee regains its hfe.
Two weeks later, on June 1, the alcalde received a telegram
USAID informing him that the engineers' report was completed. He
the same afternoon for La Paz, taking in a load of his coffee in one
his trucks. On the following afternoon he met with an official of
Potable \Vater Projects office of USAID and was informed that the
timated cost of a new water system for the town was 450 million
anos, which meant that the t~\vn would have to contribute 225
The alcalde thanked him and said that he thought the town could
a loan from the National Bank on the basis of the municipal
·
tax, which yields one to two million bolivianos each month, and the
come from the electric power that the new Huarinilla plant would
,i

Community Action

209

which should amount to nearly twenty million bolivianos each
. The USAID official agreed to prepare an official letter outlining
proposed water project collaboration between USAID and the town,
the alcalde needed to support his request for aid. After the meetthe alcalde commented that he hoped to have General Alfredo
, co-President of the ruling junta with General Barrientos, aua loan from the state bank.
On the following Sunday, almost a week later, the alcalde called a
for the next day, June 7. The names of thirty-two persons were
his list, but only ten to twelve showed up. Padre Carlos, who had rey come to town from the United States, explained that by subtractthe estimated materials and manpower that the town could provide,
water project would require 150 million bolivianos in cash from the
. He also reported that donations as well as proceeds from fundactivities thus far totaled onlv about twelve million bolivianos.
alcalde reported that the prefecture was unable to offer any finanaid. The state bank was prepared to make a loan, but only if the
could provide evidence of financial solvency. Since the town treashad only recently reported that taxes and financial receipts were not
sufficient to pay the salaries of town government employees, this
an unlikely possibility. The alcalde, however, still held out hope that
Ovando might intercede on behalf of the town. There were few
among the civic action stalwarts who shared his optimism.
This was the last meeting of the Civic Action Committee on the
blc water project. Life went on as before, and so did the officials.
were other problems, other concerns. A cholo shopkeeper summed
the feelings of many with this comment:
alcalde told us that now we would have potable water, pure and clean,
out microbes, without diseases, and so on. Everybody participated and
contributions. I gave 200,000 bolivianos and several clays of work, but
came of it? Nothing. At best, there is less water available to the town
before working on the pipeline. And now there is nothing but silence.
one protests, no one says anything.

WHAT MAKES CIVIC ACTION
ultimate failure of the civic action water project was perhaps inble, but only perhaps. Faced with the astronomical cost of 450 mil-
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tion that it deserved outside assistance. When Padre Dionicio left the
community-probably for reasons unrelated to the water project-he \Vaj
replaced by another padre more in keeping with the dominant Church
style. The community regards the Franciscan mission as a great asset;
They have one long-established school and have started another in 1
near-by former hacienda, wholly supported by the Church. These ae.
tivities benefit the townspeople but are completely operated by the
Church. Padre Dionicio's concern had been with cooperatives, with eQJ
terprises of benefit to large numbers of people, requiring their und~
standing, participation and membership. His successor, Padre Evan,
found many reasons to postpone Civic Action meetings and many othell
for absenting himself altogether. Eventually he handed the job over td
another padre, whose comment on civic action in June epitomized the
change that had taken place in the Church's attitude: "Our role in Civic
Action is simply a vote of confidence in the community. We don't ha~
much else to do with it."
The political style of the alcalde was early forced on Padre Dionicit
and the Civic Action Committee by the unexpected visits of the pref~
and the President during the early phase of civic action. Even Padre
nicio appreciated that these were opportunities that could not be
aside. On the other hand, they provided an excellent showcase for
new FSB alcalde, who was able to present the town as united behind
sincerely concerned with overcoming its problems and thus deserving
aid. The distinguished and varied group of residents who spoke for
Action were indirectly speaking for the continued administration of
town by the Falangistas. If they had been successful in getting the
port of high officials, it would have marked the alcalde as a s
politician and himself and his party as being worthy of backing by
townspeople. Since this was a period in Bolivia when military officers,
the most part without party affiliation, were holding most of the
tant positions, and there was as yet no clear indication how this
ation was going to affect the future of the different political parties,
alcalde's actions were tactically prudent.
Local politicians are most concerned with trying to discover
higher officials want to hear. The cues may be subtle, but the alert
official readily picks them up, because he is not in a position to
His job depends on pleasing his superiors. If the prefect wants to
a bridge instead of a road, if an agency director wants to build a
water system instead of repairing the old, so be it. This is the s
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style of the local politician, and the alcalde could conceive of
other. That the interest of AID in the water project came to nothing
simply one of the risks of the game.
'fhe uncertain political future of the FSB was also a factor in the
of the water project. The political neutrality of the new military
began to waver early in 1965, as General Barrientos sought a
of legitimating his position as the head of the government.
it was not until many months later that his new MPC party beto organize locally in Coroico, the national political pattern had
since become clear. Some of the local FSB members hoped that
Barrientos would tolerate their continuing in power, but as 1966
in and wore on it became more and more likely that this would not
so, and that the days of FSB control in Coroico were numbered.
with the passing weeks the alcalde's hope to obtain a large loan in
Paz became increasingly unreal and his own political position in"'""o"''"'y insecure. The trouble lay not in his political approach-for it
succeeded in the past-but in that he was, unfortunately, a stalwart
the wrong party.
The dominant role of a politician like the alcalde in the Civic Action
'ttee also weakened the water project in other ways. When heap'ov"~'"·'" the campesino villagers to assist the town in the work on the
system they did not refuse flatly; but they did not cooperate.
Dionicio might have been able to persuade them to help, but certhe alcalde could not. This was the comment of one resident on

action is a farce. It was supposed to be all nonpolitical and all that.
the alcalde's put his hand in and there will be no end to it. Now that
started, Civic Action is dead.
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is complemented by a mean annual temperature of 63 degrees Fahrenheit, with few extreme variations. Rains cool the hot summer days, and
the winter winds, particularly in July, chill the air enough to keep most
people indoors when they blow.
Despite a somewhat aerie-ish location, Sorata conforms closely to the
classic Spanish town plan in the New \Vorld, with its grid pattern of
streets and its two separated plazas. The cutting edge of the spur on
which the town lies is only three blocks wide, but where it backs against
the mountains the town is seven blocks wide. There is great variation in
the size of blocks. Those sloping up from the central plaza (at the center) vary from one-half to one-quarter the size of the blocks that slope
down, leaving nineteen blocks above the central plaza, though only nine
in the lower half of the town, which is equal in area. The streets do notas in Coroico-trail into the countryside, but end with the perimeter of
the town.
The central plaza, filled with huge old palm trees, is walled with large
buildings of two and three stories, some of which themselves enclose an
entire block and have two or even three interior patios. On the plaza is
a large church, and beside it the new, modern-styled quarters and offices
of the resident priests. Along another side of the plaza are buildings
owned by the local government, in which provincial and national agencies have their offices . The second plaza looks like the first, but is only
half its size. As on the central plaza, many of the buildings here house
tiendas as well as shops of various craftsmen, while in the upper stories
and in the other parts of the buildings live their families and other
renters.
The buildings at the center of town arc large and very old, massive in
construction, with walls two to three feet thick. Many need paint and
extensive repair. Most arc heavily decorated in stuccowork architraves,
and their windows are enclosed by elaborate iron grills. Toward the
· edges of town the houses become somewhat smaller, but most are still
Very old, and two or three stories in height.
On a street off the plaza is the public market, a two-tiered area that
~as been carved out of the hillside and paved with concrete. The upper
her is a large, roofed, but open square, with counters at which women
Comereiantes sell their foodstuffs. Down below, in a larger area, women
~endors sit on the concrete beside their goods. At the far end of this tier
18
a covered stall reserved for butchers. One block onward the street
breaks at a right angle to wind down into a barranca (ravine), and then
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way are comerciantes, male and female, from the altiplano, mostly
Aymara lakeside communities. Most of the comerciantes in this three.;
cornered marketplace sell the same staples, fish, and whatever is bei
harvested from their irrigated lakeside plots, such as onions or carro~
Al~ng the street between the two markets sit sellers of a variety of oth~
thmgs from the altiplano Indian communities-reed flutes, leather
thongs and ropes, flower and vegetable seeds, metal plow tips and other
agricultural tools, and so on. From there up to the central plaza, cholo
comerciantes from La Paz set up stands for the sale of manufactured
clothing and derby and fedora hats.
As in the Coroico area, the hacienda system by which most of the
land around Sorata was owned and worked was swept away in the early
years following the Revolution, and the former peons now have their
own plots of land on which they plant one or two crops for sale. In
area around Sorata the major cash crop is maize, but wheat, squash,
ley, beans, peas, peaches, pears, plums, and apples are grown in small
quantities. Many campesinos also raise pigs and chickens and sell eggs.
A very few also have a cow or two, and at the higher altitudes some raisd
sheep. Potatoes are grown above Sorata, and in the lowlands the
cash crops are tomatoes and citrus fruits.
The decline of agricultural production after the Revolution, a
exaggerated in reports by those opposed to agrarian reform, and
only in very inexact terms, seems attributable in part to the ctislocatU>I
in the agricultural marketing mechanism. Some of the campesino
culturalists in the Sorata area sell to the Sorata tienda cuJtuc;lu••u•Apart from the sale of crops to comerciantes, there is a great deal
minuscule trade in a few eggs, a chicken, a few peppers or some
honey, a small bundle of potatoes or beans or a squash, sold or
in the tiendas for kerosene, matches, or candles. Campesinos for
Sorata is more than a day's walk are likely to make quantity sales to
campesino rescatador, who then takes his purchases once or twice
week to a market such as that in Laripata, where all will be sold in
to the minoristas. Sorata itself consumes but a small part of the
tural produce of the region. But trade is active because of the .... ,..,.,..v-·
since the Revolution of the campesino rescatadors and wholesale
tural produce markets like that in Laripata, and because of the
tas who trade with the cities-a complex replacement for the
marketing system, and a new and vital part of the agricultural Prl)nCIIIIJ
Most crops in the Sorata area depend on rainfall alone; there is
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most no irrigation. Fields are plowed and seeded in August and September to be ready for the rains that begin around November. With maize,
once the plowing and seeding have been completed, there is relatively
little work until the harvest, which usually begins the following April
and may last until June. Some campesinos, in the free time between,
work additional land in the Alto Beni colonization zone around Caranavi, and regularly move back and forth. A few of the younger men go
to La Paz for some form of unskilled work, especially if they have a relative there, but the majority go to the mines, mostly to the Tipuani gold
fields. In fact, mining is so prominent in the lives of both town and rural
campesinos that it has become almost a symbol of a man's having come
of age. Tipuani has become for the young men the exciting world beyond the familiar home and rural village, and they chafe to follow in the
footsteps of their fathers and older brothers, leaving for the mines when
they are fifteen or sixts::en, some even at twelve.
In Tipuani there is work for all. Some of the mining is strip work, off
the surface, but most of it involves tunneling, even under the river. The
. work is heavy, and the suffocating heat makes it even more strenuous.
shoring in the tunnels is often inadequate, and men who arc not
'"~''"h,,..:~ in a collapse may well be drowned. Seventy men died in one
disaster. In addition to such risks, the rainy season brings the
of flooding from swollen streams, and there are disabling injuries
the chance of pulmonary disease. But beyond the hazards there are
A laborer in Tipuani can earn $1.00 to $1.50 a day, almost twice
an unskilled worker receives in Sorata. Instead of wages, some !aprefer to have a sack of tailing, which may yield up to $300 in
for a month's work-or the yield may be very small, or nothing at
These men are called voluntarios.
The veteran miners and the more affluent campesinos who have joined
are members of the cooperatives that run these mines for the gov- ...•uc;uL A membership share in one of the cooperatives costs from $160
$800, the price varying like corporate stock, rising and falling with the
earnings of the cooperative and with estimates of anticipated
. All shares are held by working members of the cooperawhether miners, haulers, weighers, or accountants. Members have
rights to any particular job, but rotate through all of them.
At the end of each day each cooperative exchanges its ore for curat the local branch of the Banco Minero, the state mining bank,
national government being the only legal purchaser of gold. The co-
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operative deducts costs and expenses and divides the remainder in
sums along all its members. Shares may double or triple in value,
much depends on chance, rich veins of gold becoming thinner and
ner until the daily earnings hardly pay the living expenses of the
bers. The campesino who joins a successful cooperative may stay
six to ten months, but almost all return by September for the fiesta
tronal and the plowing and planting. While many earn little or uv,, 1111ur
beyond their daily expenses, some come out ahead, and a few are able
amass substantial sums. In any case, they are probably not worse
than before they went, for on the estancias or in town there are few
portunities for profitable work.
Most campesino miners who are very successful leave the campo
tirely and settle in town. This has been going on since 1952, until today:
they constitute the largest occupational group in town after the
types of comerciantes, and, if only men are considered, they are
largest group. A great many of the houses once occupied by big
traders and hacienda patrons, the largest and most ostentatious of
are on the central plaza, have passed into the hands of cam,,p~"""
miners.
Most campesinos who go to the mines hope to earn enough over
period of several years to launch a new and permanent business
prise. One of the most desired businesses is truck transportation.
large Toyota, popular with truckers, costs about $5500, a very
sum even for the luckiest miners, but generally more than half of
can be borrowed. There are now fifteen trucks in town making the
weekly run between Sorata and La Paz, all of them owned by town
pesinos or cholos, none by a vecino.
.
.
Most truck owners are also drivers. All of these owner-dnvers hve
Sorata, but they spend as much time on the road and in La Paz as
town. For this reason some keep their wives and children in La
where school facilities are better, and rent a room for themselves in
rata. Carrying passengers and cargo, they make $50 to $60 a week.
drivers, including owners who are drivers, are organized in a
which keeps tight control on transport activities. No truck is allowed
make the run to La Paz without sindicato authorization, and the
are that the trucks must line up in convoy order for departure on
and Monday mornings. Drivers are not permitted to take
customers, are not allowed to compete for the minorista clients of
drivers, and must abide by a schedule of charges fixed by the
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A second occupational aspiration of the campesino miner is to become
a tienda comerciante, but this is a riskier business. Miners invest in
all stocks of goods and set up businesses which are operated for the
Sill
.
d
. t
most part by their wives, while they themselves co~tmue to . evote mos
f their time to mining. The varied buying and selhng, the different con~itions in the town, rural, and city markets, all require the lear~ing of a
varied set of new skills. The limited education of most campes1~os has
not prepared them for this type of work, but some have been qmte successful. One of them operates one of the biggest tiendas in Sorata . .
There are few of the old landowners left in town . Almost all have d1ed
or emigrated, but many more, as absentee owners, have the land t?at
was left to them worked by campesinos. In the first few years followmg
the Revolution the efforts of the MNR government to organize the rural
campesinos into sindicatos, the hostility toward the patron that was .engendered in this effort, and the unsettled condition~ in the count~ys1de,
resulted in the abandonment of haciendas. After tlm early turmOil, and
especially when it became clear that the Agrarian Reform Law was going to permit the patrons to retain a part of their haciendas, they began
to reassert their rights. Different patrons placed different interpretations
on just what those rights were, as did the different sindicatos. Their major problem was how to get theirland cultivated.
The Agrarian Reform Law permitted two arrangements. Either the
patron could pay wages or he could give up half the harvest for campesino labor. In either case he was required to supply seed and tools. The
patrons rarely pay wages because they no longer have the capital, so cultivation of their small parcels is all done on shares; though there are variations from the legally prescribed arrangements. Some patrons take 60
per cent of the harvest, some take half, but do not provide seed or tools;
and some take even more than 60 per cent and still provide nothing.
They invest little, and certainly not for improved agricultural methods.
So the land around Sorata is worked as it has been for centuries. Fields
· are still cleared by cutting and burning them over, and while fertilizers
Were introduced in 1965, their use is limited.
Over a third of the town's work force is made up of skilled workers
· and craftsmen who supply the variety of skills and products typical of
rural central market towns, including furniture . T11ere are substantial
numbers of masons, as well as woodcutters and carpenters who utilize
the trees that are abundant below Sorata-pine, cedar, myrtle, walnut,
eucalyptus, and palm. There are butchers and bakers, shoemakers, tai-
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the peon on the patron. Some of this can still b e observed in elderly
campesinos who dog the footsteps of an ex-patron who is visiting his for.
mer hacienda, who still treat him with veneration. An ex-patron says:
I hear the old ones say they'd like to return to the times before because, you
see, they didn't gain from the reform like the young ones did. They were ·
used to having my fath er or my mother, and now no one is here. So when 1 .
come, they sit in the house just to be around. They miss this, and they still
come to me with some of their problems .
This servility of peons was not everywhere typical. On some haciendas
there was even a tradition of resistance to the authority of the patr6n.
Julio Martinez, campesino leader from Atahuallpani, recalls that the
campesinos of Atahuallpani, who today have a formidable reputation for
belligerence, resisted the tyranny of patrons b efore the Revolution.
When the patron brought police from the town to enforce his author.
ity, rebel peons occasionally sought refuge in the surrounding moun; ·
tains sometimes carrving an old firearm , forbidden to them by law.
D~ring the early s(ages of the Revolution of 1952, representatives of:
the MNR government moved quickly into the Yungas, including
roico, to inform peons of their new economic and political rights as
pesinos, and to aiel them in organizing sindicatos; but MNR
tives were rather slow in reaching Sorata . Sorata is farther from La
than Coroico is, it is somewhat more isolated from the political center
the country, and, perhaps of greatest importan ce, the value of its
·
das was consiclerablv less than those around Coroico. But news of
uprisings in the Co~habamba valley and the northern altiplano
Sorata b y radio, newspaper, and \Yard of mouth , and at least part of_
new rural social order was initiated around Sorata by ca
themselves.
Most of th e campesinos who took a leading part in the Sorata
had come in conta ct with the militant min ers' sindicatos. Revolt was
ganized, and victory was made easier as patrons and their
.
abandoned the h aciendas in the early days of th e fighting to flee to
Paz and elsewhere . In many instances, no furth er change apparently
desired by peons. Freed of their labor and service obligations, the
ity turned their atten tion to their own chacras. There was little
or destruction of hacienda property. M ost casas de hacienda were
lowed to stand , though in time they were thoroughly stripped and
lowed to deteriora te. Even the gardens, orchards, and lands of the
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tr6n were often left undisturbed until the advent of the formal agrarian
reform program. It was several years before the surveyors and agrarian
judges reached Sorata, and it was not until 1956 that th e legal tramites,
the actions to reform th e hacienda holdings, reached th eir peak.
As early as 195 3 the campesinos on the more central haciendas organized in sindicatos, and this process spread throughout the prov, ince. Today there are about 150 campesino sindicatos in the province, grouped into twenty subcentrals linked to a single central. From
among their members the campesinos elect a set of officials ( secretarios), headed by a secretary general who directs all activities . Each
sindicato has its secretary of agriculture, secretary of justice, secretary of
education, and so on. In the early years, age and experience were important criteria for election to a sindicato office, just as they were traditionally important for selection as jilakata, a community leader, or as an important official in one of the traditional campesino fiestas; but these new
sindicato men were invariably illiterate, and in most cases were unable
to adapt themselves to new conditions and new duties-for example, in
representing their sindicato before higher officials, or in legal actions
against the former patrons-so they were soon replaced b y younger,
more widely traveled, better educated, and more demanding campcsinos, a process which reduced the status of older males, if, indeed, they
were not wholly discredited.
For an area that has been thoroughly affected by the Revolution there
has been a striking amount of accommodation in relations between the
hacienda campesinos and their former patrons, and in relations between
the sindicato and the old patron . In only a very few cases has there been
a total abandonment of hacienda property. After a period of several
years the majority of ex-patrons sought out the campesinos of their former haciendas, or, almost as often, were sought out b y officials of the
~indicato, to arrange for the disposition of the property. It was in the
Interests of both parties to get together, for both stood to profit. The
campesinos could not legally take over that portion of his old holding
to which the patron had just received title, but neith er could the patron
do much with this land without the assistance of the campesinos. In
~ost cases some form of sharecropping plan has b een adopted, often in
VIolation, as described earlier, of official rules about sh arecropping agreements. One patrona, faced with demands that she fulfill h er obligations,
Weeps over ungrateful campesinos who would make such demands, then
· brushes aside campesino leaders to give the older, meeker ca mpesinos an
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reform programs and, further, intended to seek campesino support, it,
became easier for the old MNR politicians to switch, but more difficult
for those in the FSB. By the summer of 1965 the political lines were
being drawn, and the old FSB militants in towns like Coroico and So.
rata were losing hope and losing office. The FSB politicians in Coroico
had to contend only with the central government, while those in Sorata
had also to face the politicized sindicato structure, which had in fact
tained its hold over the provincial government of the subprefecture
throughout this entire period.

A NATIONAL ELECTION
At the campesino congress in Sorata in March 1965, sub-prefect Campos
promised campesino delegates that he would see to the reassertion of
campesino power in the province by having vecino officials removed
the town government. By July he had succeeded, and once more
town and provincial governments were in the hands of campesino
ers. But politicking just as intense as that of the past eight months
.
tinued as the town became embroiled in preparations for national eleO
tions. The locus of activity was the countryside, for the new MPC
looked to the campesino dirigentes to deliver a massive vote in support
General Barrientos. In the thick of it were the sub-prefect, the dl'-·a•u•..,.·
and a few other local officials who by this time had become partisans
the MPC. These men felt that, de~pite the strong attachment of
campesinos to the MNR, at least their sindicato leaders would see ad
tages in supporting the party that already held national power. One
the dirigentes from Atahuallpani, even though he had long
Campos, said:
The obligation was assumed during the congress of March 1965, to
General Barrientos and to organize the MPC in this province, represented. ·
big step forward as far as politics is concerned. It had great importance
keeping political power for us, and in our favor.
National elections were set for July 1966, and the organizing an~
neuvering began in earnest in the spring. General Barrientos cdl.UIJ'"'"•··
throughout the country, dramatically traveling by helicopter to
relatively inaccessible communities . On April 9 he arrived in
by car, accompanied by the prefect of the department and by
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officers of the MPC and the campesino confederation. The sub-prefect
bad notified sindicato leaders to make sure of a large turnout. Food and
transportation were promised, and a fine of five bolivianos was threatened for those campesinos who would fail to appear.
The general and his party were met at the edge of town by the subprefect, the alcalde, the official mayor, and several campcsino dirigentes.
The entire group marched to the central plaza where a dense mass of
people awaited them. Most, perhaps four-fifths, were campesinos whose
sindieato banners identified them: "Central Campesino de la Provincia
Larecaja," "Subcentral Campesino de Laripata," " Subcentral Campesino de Ylabaya," "Subcentral Campesino de Tacacoma," "Subcentral
Campesino de Quiabaya," "Subcentral Campesino de Sorejaya," "Subcentral Campesino de Atahuallpani." And there were signs with political
slogans: "General Barrientos, future President of Bolivia," "No more
campesino demagogues with Barrientos," "\Vith Barrientos grows the
Agrarian Reform," "Barrientos, the people of Sorata salute you." Few of
those present were actually people of Sorata.
The general and his entourage mounted to the second-story balconies
of the alcaldia, and there for an hour made speeches typical of such occasions. The alcalde and the sub-prefect opened the series with the usual
words of praise and welcome. Both appeared nervous and ill at ease,
and their presentations excited no one. They were followed by an official of the national campesino confederation. He spoke in Avmara and
addressed his comments strictly to the campesinos, asserting that the
general was the only real friend they had and that the old MNR politicians had helped themselves much more than they had helped the
campesinos. He was followed by the official mayor of Sorata, who read
a proclamation which declared that the campesino sindicatos of the province had voted unanimously to support General Barrientos for the
presidency and Francisco Campos as national deputy to represent the
~rovince, and , further, that all of the rest of the people of the province,
Including all the social classes, had resolved to support an identical resolution. This announcement was met with astonishment, since no one
knew of any meeting of the provincial sindicatos that could have voted
such a resolution, and the few vecinos present, who certainly were a part
of "all the social classes," were even more certain that thev had not
assented to any such proclamation. The vecinos were ineens~d by this
announcement that they supported Barrientos when, in fact, most of
them opposed him.

~
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sees Antonio Paso walk by.] You see him? There's another example of a
cholo.

Q: How do you mean?
A: He's sort of a refined indio. He and his wife come from the interior.
This brief discussion illustrates many of the varieties of status mobility taking place in Sorata. One is the movement from campesino to
cholo-like status. An example was Paso, the refined indio who is now
considered a cholo. He has been successful economically, runs a small
hotel, sells gasoline, and has several other commercial activities. His arrival as a cholo was symbolized when he was the prestc, the formal host,
a very costly and ho.norific role, for one of the major town fiestas. An·
other route to status is political. There are several men in town now who
currently are or in past years have been important political figures. They
came from the campesino villages but are now considered townsmen
with an ambiguous cholo rather than campesino status. Most have profited economically from political success, but this prosperity has not always proved very durable.
Aside from the general decline of the old vecino stratum as a whole,
there has been considerable variation in the extent of individual or fam~
ily downward mobility. One or two families have survived with ~uch .of
their former prestige still intact, the last survivals of the real social ehte
of the community, but most have had their claims to old elite status
compromised in varying degrees. Such is the case of the family of ~I·
fredo Quintana, who was shot by campesinos during a civic celebratiOn
(see Chapter 19, p. 249).
Quintana was a brother of the woman who chose "la vida buena
or~llo." The Quintana family is a distinguished one in Sorata, but
day only fragments remain, an elderly widowed mother and. her three
daughters, two married and one single. The mother occupies a
house at the corner of the plaza, but because she has no land and
money she rents rooms to female schoolteachers. The husbands ~f
of the married daughters come from cholo families, though neither
identified as a traditional cholo. However, neither are they vecinos.
marriages have been a constant source of humiliation and displeasure
the mother. One married daughter was married previously to a
with the following familial effect:
In her first marriage she married a man of cholo background, son of a
de pollera, which was the basis of constant hostility on the part of her
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tives. They kept telling her, "you have married a cholo," and always referred
to him as "el cholito Espinosa." Finally the husband couldn't take it any
longer and deserted the family to go to Tipuani in search of his fortune, in
order to bring about some change in his life. Embittered by that family, he
died in the gold fields. The widow then married again, a man who was also
of cholo background.
Both the mother and the single daughter are extremely outspoken in
disparaging everyone who is cholo or campesino. They let pass few opportunities to criticize or demean those whom they consider their social
inferiors, which is almost everyone in town. Indeed, one of the prominent features of the Sorata status order is the antagonism shown toward
those of different status. One form of this is the negative stereotype.
Vecinos say of campesinos that they smell bad, that they have limited
abilities and are not good for much except simple agricultural work,
that they are dangerous and violent, that they are like animals in their
behavior. Another form of this antagonism is ridicule, making fun of
campesinos who ask for letters at the post office in the name of the
sender instead of the receiver. A third form is abuse. A vecino widow
who has a small ticnda on the plaza presents an example. The local government had undertaken to prune the large trees in the central plaza in
preparation for the July 16 Independence Day celebration, and one afternoon three days before the big event several men appeared with machetes and started chopping. The widow stood at the front of her tienda
on the plaza, ranting:
Indios! that's all they are. Ignorantes! Burros! Lackeys! They don't even
think. Ay, we used to have a nice town of vecinos, not people from the outsi~e. They were people who cared, and now they are nothing who are run~mg this city. [A young man, her nephew, walks up and the widow tells him
In strong, grating tones to look at the mess being made of the plaza.] The
Worst of them all is that guy Zepeda. He couldn't make it when we vecinos
Were in power, but now he's here and taking advantage of the campesinos.
But I ask him who he thinks he is.
Hey you, Zepeda [said in a most offensive way], what arc you doing to the
plaza? A bunch of brutes you're employing to fix up those trees. You should
~and see with what fondness they care for their trees in Cochabamba and
. Paz. [Zepeda hears her, looks over, then turns his back again. She continues to yell at him. Everyone along the plaza can hear her yelling, but he
Won't turn and face her. As she calls out, he moves away and walks down
through the plaza.] Che, burro! Don't go away, don't run away. He always
runs whenever you confront him to his face. He's a coward. That's the wav
they all are, brutes, ignorantes, not a brain in their head.
·
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Why, just during this fiesta I sold 450 pesos worth of blouses. A man wh 0
travels into the Yungas bought the whole lot. My older daughters and I hav
an arrangement in making blouses . I send the specifications of embroiderin e
to my two daughters in La Paz and they send back the finished embroidere~
part of the blouse. Since most of those that I sold during the fiesta were made
by my daughters, I sent them the money. Of course, that man also bought
300 pesos worth of my own blouses. Now I am sending some more specifications and we will split the profits, my daughters and I.

We lived in the same neighborhood, and one day he said to me, "let's live
together." I was just a young girl and hadn't thought much about it. My
tllother was opposed, and it was on a whim that I married him. I did it just
to make my mother mad. It was sure bad judgment. My husband was a real
rascal. He never helped out and I had to continue working. After living with
him for a year I asked myself, "What have I done to be married to this man?"
It seemed like a bad dream.

There are also many strains in famil y relations, the more likely to
cause breakdown the longer the periods are when men are away from
their wives and children . Men at the mines seek other women, and back
in Sorata many wives b ehave in like manner. Ill-considered, hasty mating, as well as the form of marriage itself, are factors in the breakup of
families. Ideally, most families seek sons-in-law who are hard workers
'
men of exemplary moral conduct. Vecinos and marginal vecinos expect
a good deal in terms of education, job prospects, and good manners.
Women, in turn, are expected to be accomplished homemakers and attentive to th e ways of husbands . Daughters of vecino families are expected to be chaste, so their families devote considerable attention to
keeping them from cas ual encounters with men , especially those who
would not be acceptable as husbands; but town campesinos and cholos
are less concerned about a girl's sexual history than with her capacity to
work.
In few instances arc marriages arranged by parents any more, especially in families of lower social status. Market days, weekend athletic
events, and fiesta s are important occasions for the meeting of the sexes,
and these encounters occasionally lead to sudden marriage, as in the following case:

Among town campcsinos there is also a somewhat Saturnalian wav of
acquiring a spouse. A young town campesino wife describes it :
~

I had to get married when I was fourteen years old. You know how crazy
young people are. I fell in love with a young hoy who was nineteen and told
my parents. Instead of opposing the idea and separa ting me until I had forgotten about him , my father with his old ideas said, "My daughter might get
out with some man. It is better that she marries." And so he married me off.
Most early marriages take place in cholo and town campesino families and are all the easier because there is frequently no formal ceremony
at all, nothing but agreement to live together, and possibly at some later
date pay the fees of a civil marriage. Few have a religious marriage because the ceremony, the wedding fiesta , and the related celebrations are
costly. In many cases marriages of this sort are quickly regretted:

Sometimes, after knowing each other for a while, a fi es ta arrives, the pair get
drunk, and they start living together. Sometimes th e girl goes to live with the
man. Other times the man gets drunk and the girl takes him to her house.
Then her mother tells him, "You have been seeing to my daughter for some
time and now you have placed her in a predicament." They don't let him
leave, so they just start living together. After the September fiesta you arc going to sec a lot of n1arriages . Why? Because a lot of couples arc going to get
drunk.
Heavy drinking is preva lent throughout the population, at fiestas,
parties, celebrations, and famil y ceremonies. One of the most distin guished families in town is notorious for continual drinking, which begins early in the morning and goes on throughout the day, day in and
day out. It is said that anyone who has business with this family must
see them before noon because after that they will be too far gone to
think. A large proportion of the older vecino women are constant heavv
drinkers, have servants to do all the work in th e house and take care o.f
them when they are drunk. Some are able to conceal the extent of their
drinking, but it nevertheless causes famil y friction, as one of these
women confessed :
That day before the baptism, the sixteenth it was, some compadres, indios
~rom the interior and cholos, came with their cocktails and I began to drink
In the kitchen with them. We had beer, which I invited them to drink and
th en tl1ey mv1ted
. .
' to
me to drink their alcohol. It came time for mv old man
come home and I went into the kitchen to be out of the way so that he
Wou~dn't see that I was drunk. Rotten luck! I fell over backwards and passed
out JUSt as he walked in .
Th~ little servant couldn't take care of me by herself, and there I was unconsciOus on the kitchen floor. That is the first time that ever happened in
all of the years I have drunk until dawn-drunk, but never passed out. I was
so ashamed. I don't remember anything. They tell me they tried to get me
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into bed, but I kept saying, "I don't want to." Somehow I got up, went int
my daughter's room and slept there. Then in the morning I was so asham ~
that I didn't want to leave that room. My old man didn't speak to me f~
three full days.
The wife of a former minor official in local government is considering
leaving her husband because of his drinking.
You ought to sec my husband. His drinking is like a sickness. He cannot resist it. If you just begin to get ncar him you can smell the alcohol. I am thinking of going wit~1 my children to Cochabamba, or to the south where my
oldest daughter lives. I am sure I can find work there and will be able at least
to earn enough to educate my children. I can't take any more here in Sorata.
At eight o'clock in the morning the people are beginning to drink, and my
husband, who never has to be asked, is there drinking right alongside all of
them. Frankly, I don't know what to do about my husband. It grieves me that
he is in such a state. People have suggested to me various remedies against
alcohol, but none has cured him.
In one town campesino familv the husband was constantly drunk and
the wife's parents took her and l1er four children back to liv~ with tl1em.
Before such separations are reached there mav be days or weeks of brawling. Marital conflict occurs at all status level; in the. community, though
its expression in violence is disproportionately associated with families
of lower social status. It occurs between all of the significant pairs in the
nuclear family, between couples, between siblings, between parents and
children, as well as between those relatives most closelv related to the
nuclear family, the grandparents and granclparents-in-la~v. Much of the
more serious conflict between couples occurs in disagreement over con·
nubial rights and sexual duties. Husbands assert exclusive right to their
wives' sexual favors. \Vives make no such claim, but nevertheless resent
the involvement-or even possible involvement-of their husbands with
other women. There is an example in a young marginal vecino couple
who have two pre-school children. The husband is a personable fellow
who is not disinclined to become acquainted with young, single women
-schoolteachers, for instance. That his wife is suspicious can clearly be
seen in the following account of an incident described by one of the hus·
band's unattached female friends:
One night after Ramon [the husband] had come by to visit, and Ana and I
were doing our laundry under the tap in the patio, Ramon's wife came in
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from the street. She did not greet us-Ramon, Ana, or me-but went upstairs
where Senora Peralta lives. She was there only a few minutes and then left,
again without saying a word to us. Another evening several days later Ramon
dropped by with some nails to help us put up curtains. He told us about a big
fight he had had with his wife. He had been out until late, and when he got
, home his wife was still up waiting for him. She grabbed him by his clothes
and tore them. She hit him and scratched him. There was a lot of commotion, neighbors came to see what was happening, and he finally got away
from her and left the house. He said that his wife had become too jealous,
that she was jealous if he talked to anv other woman. She was always accusing
him, scolding him, until he could hardly stand it.

It is not always the case of the jealous wife and the wandering husband. Wives also have affairs, more frequently among cholos than vecinos, and most frequently among town campesinos, for it is these
women whose husbands-the miners and woodcutters-are absent for
the longest periods of time. They take up with another man or take to
prostitution.
A man who neglects his wife and family or who beats his wife is
likely to find his mother-in-law and other members of his wife's family
bearing clown on him, and he will be the target of considerable verbal
abuse. The wife who neglects her children or takes up with other men
can expect similar abuse from her husband's mother and his close relatives.
Family conflict extends also to adult siblings, where the issue is frequently the apportionment of an inheritance. Dissatisfaction with the
division of property, especially among town campesinos, may end in
violence. Many of the issues behind family conflict culminating in violence-jealousy, extramarital affairs, inadequate economic support, heavy
drinking, child neglect, and meddling in-laws-occurred over a short
period in a single nuclear family. This was the family of Francisco Chamhila and his wife Elba. The couple arc in their mid-twenties. Their civil
marriage took place five years ago and they have two children, a little
girl of four years and a boy almost one. Francisco is a miner in Tipuani,
where he spends most of the year, but returns to Sorata for all the big
fiestas and stays home for a few weeks. Elba makes blouses for sale and
also runs a small general tienda, which her husband has stocked. This
sort of life is not Elba's idea of a good time. \V'hen a project field worker
visited Elba she was seated on the floor, leaning against the door jamb of
the entrance way, listening to a Javier Soliz record on her phonograph,
and making a blouse.
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Ay, senorita, when I hear this music, I become unhappy and want to travel.
But when I te11 my husband, he says I must stav married to him . About my
children? The littlest one I'd leave with his grandmother, my husband's
mother. The little girl I'll take with me, and the older boy I'll leave with my
own mother. But oh, senorita, the littlest on e is so sick. He's going to die, 1
think. It's better that he die, isn't it? There is no one really to look after him.
I get so tired, I really do. I want to get away and have nothing to do with my
family or my children. About my husband? All he does is heat me. Really,
he's so bad. He comes at me with the bottle when he's been drinking. He
never appreciates anvthing I do . Do yon know, in th e time since we've been
married he's not bought me one little thing. I have had to usc the pollera that
I had before I was married . Imagine that!
Elba greatly exaggerates lack of support from her husband. In fact,
he gives her money and jewelry, and the profits from the tienda are hers
to use. She also mentions another son, a boy about seven years old, an
illegitimate child who lives a few houses away with Elba's mother, her
father, and her unmarried younger sister. He is assumed by neighbors to
be a criado, and he has been taught to call Elba by her first name, not
"mother." She has upset her mother with her talk of wanting to be rid
of her children.
Elba stocks beer in her tienda and enjoys having a few of her chola
friends over to drink and pass the time. Neighbors say, too, that they
have seen men coming out of the tienda at late hours. Elba's extramarital activities eventually brought her into conflict with her sister. This
young girl had been keeping company with a young truck driver and
was beginning to think seriously about him when she heard rumors that
he was also acquainted with Elba-the more experienced, the more willing to please.
She spied on Elba's tienda from another shop across the street for ·
days, until one afternoon she saw her novio enter and go into the back
room. After several minutes she went over and ca ught the two of them
in bed. In the uproar that ensued the truck driver escaped, but the
neighbors were treated to an ear-splitting eruption of cursing, and bottlethrowing and smashing, that spilled out into the street.
Less than a month after the battle between the sisters, Elba's husband
·
·
bad
returned for the big September 14 fiesta. In the meantime,
her sister
taken her weaving to Tipuani to sell and remained there to keep house
for her father, then working in the mines. This was in part to escape
from neighborhood gossip after the fight. The embarrassment was such,
indeed, that both she and the father decided not to come back for the
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big fiesta. Francisco himself heard tales in Tipuani about Elba's neglect
of the children-the little boy having died-and of her affairs with men,
passed on to him by friends from Sorata and in letters from relatives
in town, and Elba's mother had cautioned her daughter to prepare for
his arrival:
}Iija, what yon must do is forget the truck driver. W e know that your husband has already heard the news of the death of th e baby. A letter has come
from Tipuani saying that he was crying and screaming and said that he had
to come out of the mines to be with his wife. So, hija, things have to be in
good order when he comes back. Neither your fath er nor I want your husband to find you with another man . He's going to arrive and you must be
alone, there with your children, and working hard.
On his return, Francisco's relatives filled him with details and surmises concerning his wife's neglect of the family and her fun and games.
He found the tienda almost empty of merchandise. Some of the jewelry
he had given Elba was gone and there was almost no money in the
house. The reunion was guardedly hostile, but on the first day of the
fiesta Francisco tried to draw Elba into the dancing, drinking, and partying. Elba rejected him, and late in the afternoon, after a brief angry
exchange, he went off to drink with his male friends. In the early evening he returned to the tienda drunk. He and Elba started quarreling
and he gave her a vicious beating. A project field worker reported:
I was walking in front of the church in the early evening when the little
daughter of Elba Chambila came running up to me and said breathlessly,
"Daddy hit Mommy with a bottle right here on th e front of the mouth, and
she's bleeding and crying."
On the following morning I visited Elba. Where arc you hurt? I asked her.
"I ache all over," she said, moaning. "He hit me on the am1s and legs." She
removed the covers and pulled up her underslips, exposing her knees, which
were all swollen and black and blue. "It hurts awfullv. I'm all swollen and it
'
hurts so much. I want to die I hurt so much."

Later that day the mother went to see the doctor and had him go to
the tienda to examine Elba. He treated her and later gave the mother
a signed statement about the injuries, which she thought might be useful in obtaining a divorce for her daughter, or at least as a threat to hold
over Francisco, who was now contrite and keen on making amends. He
promised to have the two front teeth that he had knocked loose fixed , or
replaced by gold ones if necessary. He admitted being at fault, but
claimed provocation:

~il
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Well, I was drunk and I beat her up. She was saying all those things to .
and so I hit her. Then she hit me too. [He had a huge black eye.] Ay, I wa. ·
drunk and thinking of all the things people had told me. I don't know what ,
to believe, and when I'm like that she is a shrew. She eggs me on. Well i
man can't just stand there like a woman and take that, so I hit her. It's that
everyone has been telling me that she's been mixing with other men. Then
she had this fight with her sister over a man. I don't know whom to believe
I heard it down in the mines, and they even told me she was with anoth~
man who helped to kill our baby boy.
A few days after the end of the fiesta Francisco returned to Tipuani.
He wanted Elba to return with him because he did not want a divorce
and felt that he could not leave her alone. She promised to follow him
some weeks later, but instead of that she packed her things and went to
La Paz, doing what she had wanted to do for some time.
The recent history of the Chambila family exemplifies several features of family life in Sorata that are especially characteristic of town
campesinos and lower cholos. Elba's behavior, however, was extreme, for
few mothers appear deliberately to neglect their children, though death
may be wished on a young child who is chronically ill. Even mothers
without the problems and interests of Elba express this wish, conditioned as they are by a very high infant mortality rate.

EXTENDED KIN AND COMPADRAZGO
Immigration, emigration, and mobility of the town's population have
greatly affected relations between kin. The moving forces behind geographic mobility for the different parts of the population in town, cou·
pled with the widespread expectation that each nuclear family will
occupy its own household, have resulted in considerable physical separa· ,
tion between even close kin. Vecino and cholo children tend to set up
separate households in the cities, and their rural campesino counterparts
have moved to Sorata. This has reduced the active membership of many
of the old vecino families and has added many new, unrelated persons
to the town. Nevertheless, it is still possible to find a kinship relation
between almost all of the old vecinos as well as among many of the
marginal vecinos who have married into the old families. Such kinship
relations, however, have only slight contemporary significance, calling
for little more than customary respectful behavior, and are really more
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impelled by status than by kinship . Returning from a velorio, a
wake, a member of an old vecino family revealed this type of tic:
tt{y good friend, who died recently, was the granddaughter of this old lady
that just died. In fact I am distantly related to the old lady myself. W e are
parientes, but remotely. We are related through great-grandfathers and are
some kind of fifth cousins, something like that.

As in the towns discussed previously, there arc customs of cooperation
between kin , and the closer the kinship relation the greater the cooperation. In an elective situation that involves kin and non-kin, other things
being equal, the kin are likely to receive preferential treatment. However, other things generally are not equal. Estrangement and hostility
are found betwee n th e closest of kin, and therefore it is not surprising
that relations between more distant kin are extremely variable. The extension of kinship in th e form of compadrazgo appears to be a more
important basis of social relations than dista nt kinship.
Compadres, unlike kin, arc voluntarily chosen, and those who are
chosen usually are persons who already have some close tie to the
chooser. While impeccable moral and religious character is considered
ideal, in practice a person of substance, someone with power, money,
and status, is sought as a compadre. These considerations are much less
obvious in the choices made b y vecinos, for they select from among
friends and close relatives, who are almost invariably people of substance
in the community. As in Coroico, the lower strata tend to select padrinos
from among persons in higher stra ta , but this tendency is weak here in
comparison with Reyes, and especially with Villa Abecia, because it is
now necessary in Sorata to ask, high in what respect? \Vealth? Manners?
Political power? Prestige? All these qualities are no longer held by the
same persons. The chance of forming compadrazgo ties is also lessened
by refusals to accept the relationship because of the financial cos t, which
the old vecinos in particular cannot afford, as the following exchange indicates:
Before, we never did decline to be godparents, but now we have to. Why?
Money! Before, we'd accept all who came, and they were many. And my
family, we had money then, we'd give each godchild a present for Christmas.
We did this until they reached their tenth year. Now that's not possible, for
there's no money to make those kinds of gifts. Ay, we used to have the gifts
stacked up to the ceiling, but now nothing.
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In addition to its reinforcing some existing significant relationships .
compadrazgo in Sorata, as in the other communities, is important £0 ;
the mutual aid it encourages. Hardly anyone seeks out the role and
obligations of compadre. The exceptions are the rising cholo and town
campesino merchants, and it is the rural campesino whom they cncour- ·.
age to make the request. For comcrciante and rural campesino it can be
mutually beneficial. Rural campesinos also seek local officials or the
tinterillos for compadres, for these men can assis t and protect when '
legal problems arise, advancing money to pay a fine or interceding with .
the police to keep a man out of jail. With town campesinos, however ·
'
this calculated approach to compadrazgo is not typical.

FRIENDSHIP
Friendship is an important component of highly cohesive but informal
groups, several of which bring together men of the same occupationbutchers, truck drivers, etc. Other groups are of men of the same political party, such as the group made up of some local government officials. ·
Others are not so narrowly based, but still attract persons of similar eco- .
nomic status and political characteristics. These congregations of men
are distinguishable as friendship groups by what they do, by gathering,
sometimes on a predictable schedule, and passing an hour or two, or
more-sometimes a great deal more-chatting, drinking and playing
such games as generala or sapo. The reigning consideration is fellowship.
Those whose \vork and income permit considerable discretion in the use
of leisure can be found in the more prominent friendship groups, those
that assemble daily in one of the four better-known drinking spots on or
just off the plaza .
Every day at the cocktail hour I go to the plaza to play generala and drink .
with my friends. Th ey never fail to be there each day. \Vhen I was younger
I used to play soccer for the Atletico Sorata sports club, but now I am not
able to play, so I dedicate myself to the sport of drink and generala.
A central activity of these friendship groups is drinking. From the
meeting places on the plaza it is easy to keep an eye on the arrivals and .
departures from the town , to keep the alcaldia and the church under
observation, and to watch activity in the public market. These amusements are overlaid with a good deal of gossiping about family problems,
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sexual affairs, and miscellaneous crises of other people-discussed in detail. Many of the tiendas throughout the town sell beer and alcohol ,
and town campesino friends go to these rather than to the pensiones and
bars on the plaza.
Friendships arc sometimes initiated with the expectation that they
will provide some advantage or assistance. A number of the friends of
one of the more important comerciantes in town are rather clearly motivated by self-interest, but most friendships of this sort rarely develop to
the point of real advantage. In other instances, friendship is used as a
means of mutual benefit. For example, an elderly, distinguished vecino
was very friendly with a young, poor, marginal vecino. The younger man
was skilled in repairing machinery and found him self on constant call
to repair things in the old man's house. In turn, the older man sat on a
committee that employed the younger one, who could thus be more independent and do almost as he pleased with his job without fear of
reprisal.
The mutual support of friends is also important in both the prevention and resolution of conflict. There is a tendency to avoid antagonizing
a person who is linked through a close friend , and friends are expected
to assist in a conflict problem . After Elba's fight with her sister she invited three of her friends to come to the tienda and spend the rest of the
day and evening with her. They sat around drinking, listening to Elba's
side of the story and saying sympathetic things. In another case, a young
marginal vecino returned home drunk one night and beat his wife severely. On the following day he invited two of his best friends into his
house without telling them anything of the incident. Then he called
his wife into the central room and apologized to her and begged her
forgiveness, asking his friends to witness his shame and contrition. Both
friends gently remonstrated him and cautioned him to avoid such heavy
drinking. The husband shed as many tears as penance demanded, and
then poured a round of drinks for all.
There is an almost continuous series of occasions throughout the year
for people to get together to drink. Some of these are quasi-religious or
have a religious aspect. Others are national holidays. Some are neighborhood fiestas, like the Abaroa Day Fiesta on Calle Abaroa, or the Obispo
Bosque Fiesta in the smaller plaza of that name. Other fiestas are associated with occupational groups, as is the yearly blessing of the trucks
of the transportistas, which includes a procession to the Christ statue
on the side of the valley opposite Sorata. Then there are marriages,
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