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A peripheral country: north-south internal conflictsin bolivia

AnaMarialLema Garrett”

SUMMARY

On the eve of the civil war that pitted the new elitesin La Paz, representing the Liberal Party,
against the conservative mining elites of the south, based in the departments of Chuquisaca, Potosi
and Tarijaand in power since the War of the Pacific (1880), other conflicts were also latent in the
peripheral regions of Bolivia: in the Amazonian region, to the north-east, as well asin the Chaco, to
the south. The indigenous inhabitants of those regions, which did not fit the model of the
“productive Indian,” were regarded as obstacles to progress. The exploitation of rubber, in the
north, and the devel opment of cattle-breeding in the south promoted incursions of non-indigenous
peoplesinto those territories in which State control was virtually non-existent. During this process,
criollos, traders and cattlemen ran into Franciscan missionaries who were not exempt from attacks
on the part of civilians.

I ntroduction

For the Bolivian state, the transition from control over aterritory to actual management of a nation
was, and still is, along-run project. This required work on various levels. administration and spatial
articulation of the national territory, and conquering its periphery aswell asitsinterior.

Towards the end of the 19" century, the political projects of acertain criollo ite placed greater
emphasis than in the past* upon the control of space as ameans of strengthening the State, to which
end it implemented initiatives such as:

- Thesaeof community-held lands (to achieved the expansion of haciendas) in the Altiplano
and the valleys.

- Reform of the State apparatus via specific instruments (land registries, censuses, statistics, fiscal
and tax reforms).

- Railroad construction projects.

- Theexpansion of real (or imagined) borders (via exploratory expeditions, and attempts at
colonization).

“Published originally in Revista de Humanidades y Ciencias Sociales, vol. 4, N° 2 (Dec 1998), pp.
31-46. ISSN 1819-0545. The author is a member of the Coordinadora de Historia (e-mail:
anitalema@infonet.com.bo). Translated by Julio H. Cole.

Ballivian was perhaps an exception. See Groff Greever (1987) and Castelnau (forthcoming).



The “geographic consciousness’ of the pacefio dite (Qayum, 1993), asrevealed in publications
(mostly due to Manuel Vicente Ballivian), and in the creation of institutions such as the Sociedad
Geogréfica de La Paz and the Oficina de Estadistica, Propaganda Geogréfica e Inmigracion, seeked
to promote greater knowledge of the territory, its inhabitants, and its history (through the
republication of colonial documents, for instance), as a stepping-stone for the integration of the
country. But while some undertook scientific activities to approach the country’ sinternal frontiers,
others acted in the field, with other means and ends in mind.

As of the late 19" century, Bolivia's map was still not clearly defined. After the loss of the Pacific
territories, Bolivian officials might have viewed the borders with Peru, Brazil, Paraguay and
Argentinawith jealous eyes. This, however, was not the case. The borders with these countries were
not clearly defined, and the spaces between these ambiguous lines and the furthest outposts of
“civilized” settlements within the country were too broad, both northwards and southwards, and
they certainly were not under State control.

It was missionary efforts, on the one hand, and private initiatives, on the other, which permitted
some enlargement of the country’ sinternal frontiers, both in the Amazonian northeast and in the
Chaco zone, to the south.

In this paper, we will try to show that Bolivia s peripheral zones were not empty spaces, even
though the State was noticeably absent, creating opportunities for interventions and private
initiatives. Little by little, the State developed a series of legal instruments that served as
inducements to the colonization of the periphery. Nonetheless, relations between different actors on
the scene were in fact characterized by conflicts, giving rise to situations of internal regional
conflict.

1. The ActorsInvolved
The Northeast: Savages, Missions and Traders
Bolivia s Amazonia can be divided in two large areas. the Moxos plains and the Amazonian north.

In the former, during colonial times the Jesuit missions of Moxos gathered Moxefios, Movimas,
Cayubabas, Canichanas and Itonamas into flourishing settlements (known as reducciones) in the
18" century, while towards the edges of this territory the Franciscan friars devel oped evangelizing
activities and their own reducciones (in the Toledan sense of reduccién) among Tacanas,
Mosetenes, Y uracarés and Chimanes.

Once the Republic was created, the State left itsimprint by creating the department of Beni, in
1842, which at the time covered the provinces of Moxos, Caupolican (Franciscan missions of
Apolobamba, in Tacanaterritory, geographically within the department of La Paz) and Y uracarés,
in Cochabamba.

The second large area, the Amazonian north, was still virtually unexplored as late as the second half
of the 19" century. Contacts between colonial—and, later, national—society and the nomadic
groups of hunters and gatherers living in the basins of the Beni, Madidi and Madre de Diosrivers
and their sources, were sporadic. The State' s nonexistence was a characteristic of thisregion, and its
limits were not clearly demarcated until the loss of the Acre.

The 19" century witnessed the exploitation of non-mining exportable natural resources, such as
cinchona bark, and later, rubber. From about 1860, though exploration of thisregion was partially a



religious (Fray Nicolas Armentia, a Franciscan missionary and ethnographer) or foreign effort
(Orthon, Heath), the settlement of thisimmense space located between Brazil and Peru was an
essentially private enterprise (Antonio Vaca Diez, Nicolas Suarez), driven more by crucefios than
pacefios, and with the presence of foreign capital (Sanabria, 1988).

With the discovery of the navigability of the River Beni up to its confluence with the Madre de Dios
and the Mamoré, in 1880, new opportunities were opened for the commercial exploitation of rubber
trees. Rapidly, the State became interested in collecting taxes, the creation of customs houses, and
the city of Riberaltawas founded (1892): the north was linking up with Beni from the point of view
of territorial administration.

A decree of 1878 alloted to any explorer that acquired lands held by “savages’ 25 sguare kilometers
on the banks of the rivers Inambary, Madre de Dios and othersin the northeast. Thisimplied that,
once land was conquered, any surviving human resources were at the disposal of the entrepreneurs.
The latter installed rubber processing sheds at strategic points, and recruited local indigenous labor
or imported it from other regions. Thus, Chiquitanos from Santa Cruz and M oxefios from Beni were
transported to lands formerly belonging to the Araonas, Pacahuaras, Chacobos, Cavinefios, Tacanas,
etc., and were there subjected to particularly harsh working conditions (Gamarra, 1992).

In 1897, with the enactment of |legidation pertaining to the “hitching” (enganche) of peons, the
mistreatment of Amazonian labor became legalized.

The Chaco: Chiriguanos, Missions and Estancias

The Chaco was inhabited since the 16™ century by numerous tribes, among which the Chiriguanos
(Guaranis) were both numerically important, and notable for their warlike character and ability to
deal with non-Guarani society (Saignes, 1990). On the other hand, Tobas, Matacos and other groups
also shared these spaces.

The *Chiriguano frontier,” which corresponded to the dividing line between “civilization” and
“barbarism” since the time of the Incas until the late 19™ century, was the scene of clashes between
the ava (Chiriguanos) and karai (whites) which fought for control of the territory, with alternating
phases of coexistence and confrontation (the latter coinciding with an advancing front of pioneering
criollos from Chuquisaca, Tarijaand Santa Cruz).

During thefirst half of the 19" century, the Chiriguano |eaders managed to hold sway over this
great space, almost achieving coexistence with the cattle-raising criollo colonizers (called mestizos
by the Franciscans) and with the authorities. To insure the peace (and their cattle) the criollos paid a
tribute to the Chiriguanos (in clothing, tools, weapons or money) and avoided molesting them as far
as possible—a form of treatment that was unheard of in any other part of the country (Langer,
1989).

Theland inhabited by the Chiriguanos, known as the Cordillera, corresponded in the 19" century to
the provinces of Cordillerain Santa Cruz, Salinasin Tarija, and Azero in Chuquisaca. Lack of
coordination between the authorities in the three departments “ bordering” the Chiriguano territory
impeded a coherent policy towards this population segment.



On the other hand, in colonial times missionary efforts directed towards this “heathen” population
were led by Franciscan friars, from the Colegio de Propaganda Fidein Tarija.? After the war of
independence, the work of the missionaries was largely destroyed, and of the 21 missions that
existed at one time or another, only the one at Salinas was | eft standing. However, a second wave of
evangelization took place during the 19" century with the creation of new Colegiosin LaPaz
(1835), Sucre (1837) and Potosi (1853).° These Colegios, and specifically those of Potosi and
Tarija, served as springboards for the creation of new missionsin the Chaco, with the objective of
converting the savages into “ Christians, artisans and citizens’ (Giannecchini, 1995: 142).

Meanwhile, relations between the Indians and the country’ s new administrators gradually
deteriorated during the 19™ century. During the second half of that century, the pioneering front
became more aggressive, due to the reactivation of the mining sector (which created a great demand
for beef), the growing power of the State, and the use of new weaponry. The colonizers, hungry for
land and pastures, were determined to evict the savages. The encroachment upon Chiriguano
territory was reinforced by the establishment of military posts along the border, especially after
1870.

Internal conflicts among the Chiriguanos facilitated the destabilization of the region, where
successive periods of “turmoil” (turbulencias) resulted in dispersal and migration of the indigenous
population.

2. Toolsfor Consolidation of a National Space?

The control of geographic space requiresterritorial organization. Naming spaces, linking them
administratively, providing for bureaucracies and creating a sense of attachment to the central
power, these were some of the steps that had to be taken in order to incorporate these distant
territories, at least on paper.

To the country’ s well-established and consolidated departments (La Paz, Oruro, Potosi, Litoral,
Tarija, Chuquisaca, Santa Cruz, Cochabamba, Beni) were added the periphera zones, and to control
the latter the State opted for a policy of colonization.* To this end, many legal instruments and

regul ations were created during the late 19" and early 20" centuries.

Some L aws Pertaining to Colonization

1886 | A “Landand Colonies’ office was established, with specific attributions
(Supreme Decree of 22.11.1886).

The establishment and service of coloniesisregulated, aswell asthe sade
and concession of lands (Law of 13.X1.1886).

%0On the Franciscans in Bolivia, see Anasagasti (1992). There are many studies and testimonies
regarding the Franciscan presence in the Chaco during the colonia period. For a survey and review
of the literature on indigenous populations in Bolivia, see Van den Berg (1998).

*There was a'so a Colegio in Tarata (1796), which undertook the evangelization of the Y uracarésin
Cochabamba and the Guarayos in Santa Cruz.

*These areas included large portions of the aforementioned departments: Beni in its entirety, as well
as the provinces of Cordilleraand Chiquitosin Santa Cruz, Y uracarés in Cochabamba, Gran Chaco
in Tarija, Caupolican in La Paz and the region of the Madre de Dios river.



1890 | Regulationsfor the“Service of Colonies’ and adjudication of unowned
lands (Supreme Decree of 10.111.1890).

1891 | Thenational territory is divided into zones of colonization (Supreme
Decree of 25.1V.1891).

The manner in which State lands must be acquired is regulated (Law of
26.X.1891).

Innovations in territorial organization were introduced as well. In 1890, the Bolivian state tried to
impose its sovereignty, at least on paper, creating the Delegacién Nacional del Madre de Diosy del
Purus, which would become in 1900 the Territorio Nacional de Colonias.

The“drawing of lines’” proceeded apace with the proposal (Article 10, Supreme Decree of
10.111.1890) that once a colony’ s settlement surpassed 500 adults, it could apply for registration as a
canton.

It isinteresting to observe the redlization, among Bolivian legidators, that the situation of accessto
and holding of land could not be homogenous across the country, and that the laws of 1874, for
instance, regarding sale of community lands, etc., did not square with the realities of physical
occupation in the Eastern lowlands, in the Amazonia, and in the Chaco. Some provisions took this
situation into account.’

Interest in the Amazonian region was a so evident from the other side of the fluctuating borders
with Brazil and Peru, leading to armed conflict with the former (the Acre war), and diplomatic
exchanges with the latter,® which resulted in large territorial losses for Bolivia (Cortez, 1995). In all
this, the opinions (or even the existence) of the origina inhabitants, for whom no borders existed,
were never considered.

In the case of the Chaco, Argentinawas only interested in cheap Bolivian labor, attracting
Chiriguanos and Matacos for the sugarcane harvest. In this situation, the local authorities reacted by
taking certain measures to discourage the Indians exodus.” The latter, however, attracted by one
side (Argentina) and repulsed by the other (Bolivia), had no reservations whatsoever in crossing a
border which, just asin the north, meant nothing to them.

Therefore, we are dealing with a situation in which the State declares, ever more strongly, its will to
encompass the totality of the national territory, even if it must resort to private citizens (the
“colonizers”), but without taking into account a segment of the population which, though it already
inhabited those “empty” spaces, did not do so according to the patterns of “civilization” and
“progress.” Lacking the requisites for citizenship, and producing no tangible benefit to the State
(taxes, agricultural output, etc.), the indigenous peoples of the lowlands were marginalized.

3. Late 19" Century “Ethnic Policies’

*Supreme Resolution of 27.111.1882; Law of 10.111.1890, Art. 12, para. 4; Law of 26.X.1905, Art.10.

®This produced, both in Peru and Bolivia, many compilations of historical sources to support each
country’s alegations (Malrtuain Per(, Saavedrain Bolivia, for instance).

"For instance, the Resolution of 6.1V.1886 which approved the measures taken by the Prefecture of
Tarijafavoring the Chiriguanos and Matacos.



Bolivia's “Indian problem” in the 19" century was that, from the point of view of the ruling elites,
the heterogeneous mass of indigenous peoples living within the Bolivian territory (but not regarded
as citizens) were a serious hindrance to progress (as conceived by those elites). Ideals regarding
lifestyles, land occupation, cultural referents, and even productive activity, were simply
incompatible. While one group hunted and fished, the other group wanted them to become
farmhands.

To remain indigenous became anachronistic, that is, out of time, when the rest of the country
aspired to attain civilization (although, according to some, the degeneration of the Indian was a
result of his exploitation, and therefore, to some extent aresult of civilization ...).

Given the intuition that Bolivia contained within its nebulous borders several countries and severa
nations (though not acknowledged as such), it became necessary to find a solution, in order to
achieve modernity, by avoiding the collapse of the young nation and rising to the level of Western
models.

Though one cannot speak of “ethnic policies” during the 19" century in the same sensein which
termis applied to 20" century Bolivia, there were nonethel ess tendencies and proposed sol utions to
the so-called “Indian problem.” Some were quite humanitarian, others were much more radical .2

E isfor Evangelization

The Catholic Church, through its missionary presence—whether Jesuitic, in colonial times, or
Franciscan, under the Republic—was able to act as an intermediary between the State and the
indigenous societies, though its role became more complicated once third parties arrived on scene.

Towards the end of the 19™ century, for instance, the Franciscans achieved a broad presence in the
so-called “territorios de colonizacion,” earning the trust of the Indians, who seeked refuge in the
reducciones, not so much of their own will but rather as a survival strategy given the increasingly
aggressive and violent incursions of civilians who by that time were supported by the State. This
was clearly the case of the Chiriguanos.

The missionary presence was subject to strict State regulations, as expressed in several enactments
(1845, 1905, for example), in addition to the legidation pertaining to colonization, which stressed
the subordination of missions to the official entitiesin charge of these matters.

Towards the end of the 19™ century, the presence of the missions was widely questioned. The
economic interests involved were more important than the Church’s proselytizing efforts.
According to some rubber merchants (Vaca Diez, 1876), the missionaries were hindering progress,
since they kept the indigenous peoples stuck in their customs and isolated from productive
activities, that is, beyond the reach of civilization.

80ne way to achieve “national unity” amidst a highly diverse population was to erase the
differences that might exist between ethnic and socia groups. One of these differences was
linguistic. Though the official language was Spanish, it was actually an urban language, and since
the larger part of the population was rural, each group kept its own language. In this case, the
solution was literacy and education, which was regarded as afirst step towards citizenship. In
effect, a citizen was required to read and write. But was anything done in this respect during the 19"
century in therural areas?



“What needs to be done now, in view of the increasing distress, isto do away with
the so-called missions and add these peoples and individuals to the national
sovereignty as an integral part of its legitimate domain and territory, so that they
may lead the same life, the same customs, the same laws that are observed in the
rest of therepublic” (VacaDiez, 1876; italics added).

In fact, in the Caupolican province of La Paz,” the Franciscans tried to protect the Indians against
the rubber merchants' policy of forced “hitching” of labor.

According to others (Roman Paz, 1895), the missionaries work was valuable to the extent that it
was afirst step towards territorial expansion and the process of civilizing the Indians, since the
Church presence helped protect the future labor supply from some pernicious aspects of civilization,
such as acoholism.

Still others (Pando, 1893) praised the missionary effort in distant areas, but suggested that it be
complemented by the presence of military outposts, which would serve a more effective purpose,
and one more closely tied to the needs of the State.

In the Chaco, the enmity between Franciscans and criollo cattlemen was also awell-known fact,
and one which increased over the course of the 19" century, since the criollos, bent upon hoarding
land and labor for their own use, were opposed to the consolidation of the missions. In thisregard,
the Franciscan Giannecchinni lamented:

“[The mestizog] ... have always been enemies to the missions and neophytes, have
aways been troublemakers to the poor sons of the forest. And against this sort of
people, hungry for gold and pleasures, the missionaries have always had to wage
open war in order to care for and defend the neophytes, who are simple and
ignorant of their hypocrisy and arrogance” (Giannecchinni, 1995: 39).

Each defends his own cause: soulsin one case, cattlein the other ... Unfortunately, there are amost
no remaining testimonies from the interested parties!

E isfor Extermination

The repressive attitudes of the elites, in government as well as in the private sector, was based on
the concept of “Social Darwinisim,” as represented by the views of certain crucefio intellectuals,
which were echoed by some influential pacefios (Démelas, 1981). Socia Darwinism was defined as
ascientific theory that suggested that history is guided by the concepts of progress and evol ution—
as opposed to savagery and barbarism—, that races compete, and that some will be victors while
otherswill be eliminated. Among the “victors’ are the different Western societies, whereas the
Indians are “losers.” An issue that was debated was whether the Indian race had to be eliminated, or
whether it might be better to “improve” it viainterbreeding with European immigrants, for instance.

Usually, the most effective solution was physical extermination, either deliberate or by natural
causes. In the Amazonian northeast, for example, observers commented on the progress of rubber
concernsin territories inhabited by the “savages’:

*Nowadays Iturralde and Franz Tamayo provinces.



“... it seems that there are not many tribes left, and with time and a good system, we
will see them disappear, with great benefit to the region and a powerful contingent
for the rubber industry if we manage to reduce them all” (Baldivieso, 1896).

“It is better to defend the territories used by industry, building forts, organizing
military garrisons and making frequent raids; plagues and hunting will finish off,
before long, those savages that refuse to settle down, clearing the field for the
development of those industries best adapted to those places’ (Pando, 1893).

At the other end of the country, by the end of the century the situation had become unsustainable.
Asaresult of criollo pressure to stop the establishment of new missions (of the Franciscan type)
and the constant harassment against the Indians, the Chiriguanos revolted in January 1892, led by
Hapia Oeaki Tumpa, in order to destroy the “bolivianos.” Many criollo settlements were attacked,
raising concerns among the authorities in Santa Cruz. State-led repression resulted in a historic
massacre in Kuruyuki, which—added to the process of emigration to Argentina and the impact of
other migrations that ravaged the region—marked the end of an erafor the Chiriguanos (Sanabria,
1972).

Towards the end of the 19" century, the advance of the State was perceived as a confrontation
between the postulates of civilization (= progress, nowadays “devel opment”), on the one hand, and
Indian “backwardness,” on the other. And how was progress defined at the time? By the railroad, by
urban life, for example. The population census of 1900 bewailed the rural world and its poverty, a
world of social and political marginality:

“...if there has been a cause for the backwardness of our civilization, it is dueto the
Indian race, which is essentially resistant to any sort of innovation and progress”
(Census of 1900: 1902, 2: 35-36).

The encroachment, both State-led and private, upon large open spaces containing natural resources,
of national interest, in some cases, of only local interest in others, condemned its “traditional”
inhabitants, the indigenous peoples, to multiple disappearance: by physical death, by removal
(through migration), and, finally, by loss from memory.

Annex 1
Characteristics of the Periphery

ZONE LITORAL CHACO NORTHEAST
CHARACTERIS | Desert Dry forest Jungle, rivers
TICS Difficult access Navigation impossible | Presence of “savages’
Low population Presence of “savages’
INDIGENOUS | Atacamas, Changos, Chiriguanos, Tabas, Araonas, Chacobos,
PEOPLES Aymaras Matacos, Chanés, etc. | Pacahuaras, Tacanas,
Toromonas, Caripunas,
“Guarayos’ (= ese
gjas)
Sinabos, etc.
NATURAL Guano, salitre, cobre Ganado, maiz, mano de | Goma, chestnuts, gold,
RESOURCES obra hardwoods
NON- Merchants Cattlemen, Franciscans | Rubber merchants,
INDIGENOUS Franciscanos, Military
PRESENCE




CONFLICTS War with Chile, 1878- | Massacres, Kuruyuki, | Massacres, war with
80. 1892 Brazil, 1899-1903,
problems with Peru.

Source: Prepared by author.
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