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In the past two decades, Bolivia has seen a massive 
resurgence in indigenous identity in politics and 

social movements. In the general backdrop of privatiza-
tion and other neoliberal policies dating from the 1980’s, 
indigenous peoples from Bolivia’s geographically and 
ethnically diverse districts have united in opposition 
to government exclusion and outright oppression. This 
unity represents a move from organization along once 
purely economic lines to a more general blending of 
agendas and tactics among Bolivia’s many indigenous 
groups, including the Aymara, Quechua, and Guarani. 
Simultaneously, this newfound indigenous unity does 
not alienate the non-indigenous poor and middle class. 
The cooperation between these various social move-
ments also bridges the gap between urban and rural, due 
mostly in part to the mass exodus over the past half-cen-
tury of many rural indigenous to Bolivia’s urban centers 
(Kohl & Farthing, 2006, p. 159). Even within urban set-
tings, greater cooperation and alignment of politics has 
been seen between the middle and lower classes. These 
ties between indigenous and non-indigenous, union and 
committee, urban and rural have been facilitated by 
a resurgence in cultural expression of national Boliv-
ian and local indigenous identities, especially the lat-
ter. In this paper I ask the following question: To what 
degree have the indigenous cultures of Bolivia helped 
to promote and shape the resistance movements against 
privatization and liberalization from the late 1980’s to 
the present? By privatization and liberalization I gener-
ally mean the selling of state owned enterprises to the 
private sector and the decrease in state-funded services, 
moving towards free market capitalism. I will argue that 
the collective memory (the memory shared by Bolivi-
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ans of their national history) of Bolivia’s revolutionary 
past, the tradition of fiestas, and traditional dress filled 
Bolivians’ “repertoire of collective action,” which al-
lows them to cooperate across economic and social 
barriers (Tilly, 1978, quoted in Shayne, 2009, p. xxi). 
Thus, these aspects of culture were as much a cause 
of and tactic in the anti-privatization movement as the 
dire economic and social conditions in which many of 
Bolivia’s poor found themselves. Furthermore, Boliv-
ian social movements also represent a move against 
neoliberal policies, which are defined by free-market 
economics and minimal government. The recent trends 
in Bolivian politics show that economic alternatives 
can adopted in place of the cookie-cutter approaches 
promoted by international development agencies such 
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF). These       
social movements are a model for further social move-
ments which enact policy change away from such  top-
down trends. 

In the following pages, this paper will explain the 
role of cultural expression in shaping resistance and 
social movements, while highlighting the most intense 
periods of social upheaval in Bolivia since the 1980s, 
ranging from the anti-coca eradication movement, the 
Water Wars of the early 2000s, to the election and pres-
idency of indigenous leader Evo Morales. It is impor-
tant to note that while economic inequities were often 
the face of protests and other forms of resistance, the 
important role indigenous culture played signified the 
history of political, social, and economic exclusion felt 
by many indigenous Bolivians. Thus, the movements 
against neoliberal hegemony were also movements 
towards greater representation and democratic par-
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ticipation for indigenous Bolivians. This phenomenon 
indicates that the neoliberal/capitalist paradigm of free 
market economics is not synonymous with democracy, 
and that alternative economic policies are still possible, 
provided that social groups can cooperate to enact them.

Neoliberalism in Bolivia: 
Privatization & Poverty

To understand the context in which Bolivian indig-
enous groups have formed their social movements 
around culture, it is necessary to understand the social 
and economic situation of the country over the past two 
and a half decades. The story of Bolivia is not dissimilar 
to that of other Latin American countries. This country 
of approximately 11 million people has seen as many as 
157 coups in its nearly two centuries of independence 
(Nash, 2009, p. 214). As far back as the Spanish con-
quest, Bolivia’s endowment of natural resources such 
as tin, gold, and silver have been exploited to the ben-
efit of the national as well as multinational elite, while 
the country’s majority indigenous population has lived 
on the economic, political, and social periphery. The 
neoliberal model is generally characterized by unequal 
distribution of wealth and the transfer of wealth out of 
local communities. This has been demonstrated time 
and again by the gross economic inequity throughout 
the developing world, and reckons back to the oppres-
sive colonial system of the preceding centuries. Since 
1985 however, neoliberal policies such as privatization 
of state industries and the transfer of social services to 
the private sector have left their stamp on this small 
country. The beginning of the “New Economic Policy” 
in 1985 began the wave of privatizations that would last 
the next two decades. The year after, a bankrupt gov-
ernment was forced by the IMF and World Bank in the 
form of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) to con-
tinue these trends, resulting in the 1992 Law of Privati-
zation and the 1994 Law of Capitalization, which sold 
the largest of Bolivia’s state owned enterprises (SOEs) 
to foreign investors (Kohl & Farthing, 2006, p. 107). 
This meant an increase in the already widespread un-
employment due to the inevitable layoffs following 
privatization, as newly private firms closed down sub-
sidized plants and restructured operations. The Law of 
Capitalization additionally caused a massive decrease 
in state services due to revenue loss because the state 
accounted for 60% of total recorded employment. 
For example, four Bolivian mines accounted for 25% 
of state revenue in 1985 (Olivera, 2000, p. 15). Since 

the passage of these laws, other efforts at privatization 
have sparked anti-privatization social movements. In 
the cases of the later Water Wars and Gas Wars, the ef-
forts of such movements’ members have resulted in the 
successful re-nationalization of SOEs. 

Even before the recent trends away from a state-run 
economy, Bolivia has been characterized by extreme 
inequality along class and ethnic lines. The majority of 
Bolivians identify as indigenous: 73% of rural Boliv-
ians and 53% of the urban population claimed an indig-
enous ethnicity in the 2001 census (Kohl & Farthing, 
2006, p. 154). Any analysis of indigenous culture must 
avoid homogenization of Bolivian natives: 35 distinct 
cultures are identifiable along with a slew of diverse 
languages and cultural practices (Kohl & Farthing, 
2006, p. 155). Class analysis is additionally relevant 
to Bolivia’s history: dating back to colonial times, the 
hacienda estate system benefitted agrarian elite of Eu-
ropean and Mestizo backgrounds (Selbin, 1993, p. 40). 
The 1952 agrarian revolution saw some significant land 
redistribution to poor Bolivians, but did little to bet-
ter the situation of Bolivia’s urban and rural poor who 
overwhelmingly consisted of indigenous Bolivians. In 
contemporary Bolivia, rural to urban migrations, as a 
result of mine closures, coca eradication, the removal of 
agricultural trade barriers, and other top-down govern-
ment policies have worsened the situation of the Boliv-
ian working class. Urban centers such as Cochabamba, 
San Juan, El Alto, and La Paz have seen exponential 
growth since the 1950s. As such, city planners had little 
time to design new settlements, resulting in poor urban 
and suburban barrios (neighborhoods) geographically 
and socially excluded from Bolivian society, economy, 
and politics (Kohl & Farthing, 2006, p. 159). It is there-
fore no surprise that these vast urban districts have been 
the dominant centers of protests throughout the last two 
decades.

Perhaps the peak of the privatization wave, and its 
breaking point, was the multitude of protests against 
the privatization of many of Bolivia’s water systems 
from 1999 to 2000.  These protests centered on the city 
of Cochabamba, located in Bolivia’s Central Valley 
region. Cochabamba is the ideal place for any scholar 
studying the situation of modern Bolivian indigenous 
groups. In a mere 15 years, the city’s urban population 
grew by 300%, a result of the closure of rural mines 
and other policies previously discussed. In an already 
dry region plagued by droughts, with a state-owned wa-
ter utility (SEMAPA) that was chronically underfunded 
and known for corruption, water service extended to 
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a mere 57% of the population by 1999 (Assies, 2003; 
Kohl & Farthing, 2006). Thus, the Bolivian govern-
ment’s decisions to sell SEMAPA to international water 
consortium Aguas del Tunari was viewed as a necessary 
step by the World Bank and Bolivian government in ex-
panding water service to the majority of the population.

Not surprisingly, the sale was opposed by an over-
whelming majority of civic groups, unions, and other 
NGOs representing working and middle class Boliv-
ians. The biggest critique was the near doubling of wa-
ter rates over the next few months, which drove many 
rural farmers out of business while posing serious prob-
lems for the Bolivian poor (Assies, 2003, p. 24). Oscar 
Olivera was the outspoken leader of the Coordinadora 
(The Coordinator for the Defense of Water and Life), a 
coalition of anti-privatization groups in Cochabamba. 
As he pointed out, a water rate of $30 per month seems 
miniscule to IMF bureaucrats in Washington, but for 
families making $100 or less per month such rates were 
unacceptable (Olivera, 2000, p. 16). To increase the al-
ready heavy burden on urban and rural Cochabamba’s 
poorer districts, the Bolivian government’s Law 2029 
on Potable Water and Sewerage, which authorized the 
sale of SEMAPA, also made it illegal for citizens to 
drill their own wells or even collect rain water in cis-
terns (Olivera, 2000, p. 16). This law inspired the 2010 
Spanish feature film entitled Even the Rain, detailing a 
director’s experience of the 2000 Water War while film-
ing a movie about Columbus. The film draws a striking 
comparison between the horrors of past colonization 
and Bolivia’s present situation. Over the next year, a 
series of protests including marches, sit-ins, blockades, 
and many violent clashes with state police, forced the 
government to rethink its sale of SEMAPA. Throughout 
the movement, the Coordinadora emerged as the key 
promoter of protests and negotiator with government 
officials. It displaced the traditional Cochabamba Civic 
Committee which had been involved in the initial ac-
ceptance of Law 2029 (Assies, 2003, p. 15). As a result 
of Cochabamba residents’ political mobilization, Law 
2029 was amended in April of 2000, while SEMAPA 
returned to state control and the rate hikes were reduced 
(Assies, 2003, p. 30).

The decisions made by the internationally pressured 
Bolivian government, and the resulting backlash by 
poor and middle class Cochabambinos (residents of 
Cochabamba) in the Water War, are representative of 
both prior and later protests. The Gas and Tax wars of 
2003, the anti-coca campaigns of the late 1990’s and 
early 2000’s, and the Water War all represent a failure 

of the Bolivian neoliberal state to institute a participa-
tory democracy. This meant that citizens’ input was 
not regarded as valuable,and the promised benefits of 
neoliberal capitalism went undelivered to the majority 
of the population (Arce & Rice, 2009, p. 91). Instead, 
top-down policies adopted from international institu-
tions like the IMF and World Bank have characterized 
policymaking, while traditional bases of civic partici-
pation such as unions have been severely weakened 
and the economy having little improved (Arce & Rice, 
2009, p. 89). Non-governmental organizations repre-
senting a diversity of urban and rural, indigenous and 
non-indigenous residents of Cochabamba, for example, 
were completely excluded from the negotiations led by 
President Banzer and the Cochabamba Civic Commit-
tee with Aguas del Tunari. Indeed, negotiations were 
held behind closed doors with little public participation 
and input from poor and middle class Cochabambinos 
who would feel the largest impacts of the new water 
law (Schultz, 2003, p. 35). Most importantly, the resur-
gence in indigenous organizing points to the fundamen-
tal feeling among many rural and urban indigenous that 
they have been socially, economically, and politically 
excluded from the nation’s advancements as a whole. 
It is with these points in mind that we now turn to the 
vital role culture played in Bolivian indigenous move-
ments. Particular attention will be given to Bolivians’ 
collective memory of earlier rebellions as well as the 
formation of cultural identity as a driving force behind 
indigenous groups’ campaign for inclusion.

Role of Culture in Resistance

In recent sociological discourse, it has become widely 
accepted that culture plays an important role in social 
movements. A social movement is characterized by its 
grassroots nature, its collective organization, and most 
importantly its opposition to certain social structures 
or policies (Shayne, 2009, p. xx). Culture, in turn, is 
comprised not only of what people think of as “high 
culture,” i.e. performing arts, visual arts, etc., but also 
of a society’s values, beliefs, memories, daily rituals, 
symbols, language, shared experiences, economy, and 
etc. (Selbin, 2010, p. 26). Scholar Eric Selbin (2010) 
has written extensively on the role of culture in resis-
tance, especially revolutionary movements. According 
to Selbin (2010), these shared cultural attributes define 
a person’s outlook on the world around them. People 
carry them as a sort of “tool kit” with which they fill 
their “repertoire of collective action” (Selbin, 2010, 
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p. 27). This repertoire of values, memories, beliefs, 
language, and arts helps an individual to interpret the 
world as well as informing his/her visions of the fu-
ture. These attributes can additionally be employed as a 
tactic in resistance movements. For example, the mem-
ory of a revolutionary figure might unite and inspire 
potential activists towards the movement’s goals. It is 
therefore no surprise that many Latin American social 
movements incorporate historical revolutionary figures 
into their names, such as the Zapatistas in Mexico, the 
Sandinistas in Nicaragua, and the Farabundo Marti Na-
tional Liberation Front in El Salvador. Perhaps the most 
important “tool” is that of shared memory: what people 
of a given society have accomplished in the past will 
affect what the present generation views as possible in 
the present. These memories are conveyed through sto-
rytelling and have the possibility to be relayed to others 
outside of a specific society. The story of the Mexican 
revolution is one such example of the dispersive power 
of story. Decades after the revolution, Cuban revolu-
tionaries and even individuals as far away as Mozam-
bique still recalled the powerful image of Mexican 
leader Zapata on his white stallion (Selbin, 2010, p. 36).

Culture is central in building a group identity, wheth-
er or not it is employed as a tactic in a social movement 
(Goldstein, 2004, p. 135). People identify who belongs 
to the group and who does not, not only by memory 
and shared experience, but by more obvious methods 
such as language, dress, and art. For example, per-
formance of a local dance or fiesta can help disparate 
members of a community identify with a shared set of 
cultural markers. Scholars Taylor and Whittier (2009) 
have asserted the importance of such rituals to mobi-
lizing communities (cited in Shayne, 2009, p.146). As 
sociologist Julie Shayne (2009) summarized their argu-
ment, rituals allow oppressed groups to transform de-
mobilizing emotions into positive self-conceptions and 
group identities, which are replete with mobilizing po-
tential (p. 146). A vital part of such mobilization is the 
reclamation of such rituals by the oppressed group. For 
example, visual and performing arts, dress, etc. have 
the potential to be expropriated from an indigenous 
community and “folklorized” by a state as a “national 
culture,” even while the original community is margin-
alized. However, those traditions can also be re-appro-
priated by local communities even while others outside 
of the immediate locality still identify with the practices 
(Goldstein, 2004, p. 135). This is the case of the Fiesta 
de San Miguel, an important annual ritual among an in-
digenous migrant barrio in urban Cochabamba, which 

will be discussed in the following sections. Thus, a lo-
cal ritual which became nationalized by the hegemonic 
state still retains its indigenous meaning and can be 
used to protest against the same authorities. Despite 
the plethora of identities of and differences between 
Bolivia’s indigenous groups, many cultural aspects are 
shared across communities. 

The important roles that these “cultural tool kits” 
played in shaping Bolivian social movements in the 
1990’s and 2000’s will be demonstrated in two main 
examples which span collective memory to performing 
arts. First, the role that stories about and the memory 
of Bolivia’s 1952 agrarian revolution play in shaping 
contemporary underprivileged Bolivians’ point of view 
will be discussed (Canessa, 2009; Selbin, 1993). Next, 
I address the importance of the fiesta and its accompa-
nying music and dance to both indigenous Bolivians 
and the non-indigenous population at large (Goldstein, 
1998, 2004; Lagos, 1993). As a counterpoint to the ar-
gument of indigenous unity, I will briefly discuss the 
problems indigenous groups have encountered in solid-
ifying their social movements (Albro, 2007; Canessa, 
2007).

Collective Memory of the Bolivian Revolution  
of 1952

Scholar Eric Selbin’s (2010) argument about the role 
of stories in resistance was discussed in the previous 
pages. Stories of past revolutions and oppressions are 
passed down from generation to generation, or even 
across national borders, and inform contemporary 
people’s views on what may be possible for the future. 
In the case of Bolivia, Selbin (1993) has pointed out 
how the 1952 Bolivian Revolution has descended into 
obscurity for historians and non-Bolivians in general 
(p. 43). How do contemporary Bolivians remember the 
events surrounding the 1952 seizure of state power by 
the poor and working classes? Scholar Andrew Canessa 
(2009) has conducted interviews with rural Aymara In-
dians from the La Paz region of Bolivia. He has posited 
that while not all Bolivians remember the specifics of 
the 1952 revolution, especially the rural Aymara with 
whom he conducted his interviews, the oppressive pre-
revolutionary system of the hacienda and the resulting 
agrarian reform are remembered (Canessa, 2009, p. 
182). The political violence of 1952 and the resulting 
government change achieved at best marginal changes 
in Bolivian society. Land redistribution helped to lessen 
the inequality that had been institutionalized under the 
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white colonial hacendados (estate owners), but political 
infighting, lack of trust in political leaders, and the in-
ability of the revolutionary coalition to unite a 
linguistically, ethnically, and socially diverse popula-
tion caused a return to “politics as usual” (Selbin, 1993, 
p. 43). 

While the revolution may have been forgotten, the 
memory of the times and changes are still very much 
alive in Bolivians’ collective memory. Canessa (2009) 
points out how elderly Bolivians and their children re-
membered, with much pain, the beatings they received 
from white colonialists who used whips to punish farm-
ers for completely arbitrary reasons (p. 181). Further-
more, his interviewees recall the difficulty they had in 
defending themselves against the elite population be-
cause of their inability to read and speak Spanish. The 
government and the Catholic Church had, up to that 
point, purposely avoided providing education for Bo-
livian indigenous, who remained illiterate and monolin-
gual (Canessa, 2009, p. 181). This makes an interesting 
connection to the modern predicament of many of the 
world’s poor. Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto 
has postulated that one reason for underdevelopment in 
many countries, particularly Latin American countries, 
is the lack of documentation of urban migrant popula-
tions. People who cannot weave through the intricacies 
of modern bureaucracies also cannot establish an iden-
tity, nor establish property rights or even vote (de Soto, 
2008). Additionally, Canessa (2009) observes that for 
Bolivians, “control over the land and over their lives is 
closely linked to the overthrow of the hacendados and 
the ability to defend themselves through written docu-
ments” (p. 182). If one considers the rapid, unplanned 
urbanization that characterized Bolivian urban centers, 
which resulted in hundreds of thousands of informal 
squatters with no legal right to their already scarce land, 
the memory of such insecurity must have a powerful 
effect on contemporary Bolivians. If these Bolivians 
stemmed from indigenous groups who still do not feel 
quite at home with the Spanish language, the effects are 
even greater. It is not inconceivable that many Boliv-
ians at the turn of millennium could not help but see the 
parallels between colonial domination and the neolib-
eral system now shaping their world.

What does this mean in the context of the anti-neo-
liberal protests that sprouted up throughout the 1990s 
and early 2000s? Thinking back to the discussion of 
“repertoires of collective action” provides some clues. 
Whether the Bolivians who participated in the various 
movements had directly experienced the pre-1952 re-

pression, or had learned of it from their parents or grand-
parents, most Bolivians had experienced some type of 
displacement from their land, be it coca-eradication or 
mine closures, etc. The outrage and helplessness these 
people felt, as well as the dislocation caused by forced 
migration, certainly made them good candidates for re-
bellion. Additionally, many poor Bolivians benefitted 
from the agrarian reform after 1952, and therefore the 
younger generations could remember those successes 
and make the connection to their own contemporary 
issues with land rights. Thus, their “repertoires” were 
filled with these experiences and gave them symbolic 
tools for future resistance. When further economic 
reforms were introduced, poor Bolivians of all back-
grounds who had already faced a decade of political, 
economic, and social violence;  simply had enough. As 
Arce & Rice (2009) point out, “scholars working within 
the relative deprivation school of thought would argue 
that the situation in Bolivia is ripe for mass-based po-
litical uprisings” (p. 91). However, one important piece 
of the puzzle is missing here: the importance of the for-
mation of a collective identity both within indigenous 
communities and between classes, sectors, regions, and 
ethnicities (Arce & Rice, 2009, p. 90). The role collec-
tive identity and its formative process play as “tools” 
in indigenous Bolivians’ “cultural toolkit” will now be 
taken up. 

Fiestas, Collective Identity, & Protest

Performance of a traditional dance can help a com-
munity form a stronger cultural identity. This allows 
members of a community to develop positive self-
conceptions and transform feelings of hopelessness 
or powerlessness into fuel for political mobilization 
(Shayne, 2009, p. 146). Such fiestas, especially in urban 
migrant communities, have promoted greater cohesion 
and social inclusiveness in communities who feel ex-
cluded from larger social spheres. In turn, these fiestas 
have also given communities organizational skills that 
concretely aid in social and political organizing. 

Fiestas occupy a special position in Bolivian society. 
They represent a hybridization of indigenous culture 
with Spanish Catholic influence, where indigenous 
Bolivians have re-formulated cultural elements such 
as the Christian religion that was forced on them by 
Spanish colonizers, incorporating Christian traditions 
into their own indigenous culture (Lagos, 1993, p. 54). 
Many fiesta traditions have been associated with indig-
enous rural Andean culture, embodying the ideals of the 
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countryside. Since 1968, the Bolivian government has 
recorded and catalogued these traditional celebrations, 
and in the process made indigenous folklore property of 
the state (Goldstein, 1998, p. 117). Thus, the state na-
tionalized the folkloric traditions of indigenous groups 
who themselves received little representation in the na-
tional or local government, equating folklore with the 
elite class (Goldstein, 2004, p. 135). By claiming the 
right to ownership of indigenous folklore, and declar-
ing such traditions to be the official national Culture of 
Bolivia, the state sought to legitimize its own position 
of authority. This occurred even as most Bolivians, in-
digenous or not, remained outside of its direct represen-
tation. The embodiment of this process was the annual 
Carnaval de Oruro, the city of Oruro’s local version of 
Carnival (Goldstein, 1998, p. 118). These obvious con-
tradictions were not limited to the citizens of Oruro, but 
in fact extended to those Bolivians for whom the yearly 
festival may have held little meaning, i.e. non-Aymara/
Quechua.  

Previously cited sociologist Daniel Goldstein (1998, 
2004) conducted ethnographic research in a migrant 
barrio of Cochabamba, Villa Sebastian Pagador, pre-
ceding and directly after the Water Wars of 2000. He 
observed a particular rendition of the Carnaval de Oru-
ro, entitled the “Fiesta de San Miguel,” by the barrio in-
habitants. These were indigenous peoples who had mi-
grated from the district of Oruro in Bolivia’s altiplano 
region the preceding decade. The political, economic, 
and social situation of the Pagadorenos (citizens of Vil-
la Sebastian Pagador) is typical of many indigenous mi-
grant communities. Many residents were squatters, all 
were to some degree politically and socially excluded 
from the city. Their lack of official titles to their lands 
had them paying taxes while receiving few benefits in 
the form of development projects such as schools and 
roads (Goldstein, 2004, p. 30). Due to Villa Sebastian 
Pagador’s unofficial status, the barrio residents estab-
lished their own form of government with local leader-
ship. The organization of the annual fiesta, while pre-
serving the cultural heritage of the migrants, was also 
consciously utilized by community leaders to leverage 
a number of benefits for the barrio. The appearance of a 
unified community, which barrio leaders sought to cre-
ate, gave credence to the barrio for city authorities as 
well as international development agencies looking to 
send aid (Goldstein, 2004, p. 120). Thus, the fiesta was 
an effort to become visible.

The Fiesta de San Miguel itself is the centerpiece of the 
barrio’s calendar. Performed over several hours every 

September 29, the celebration of the barrio’s patron Saint 
requires months of preparation and significant funding 
to organize. The resulting parade is spectacular: dance 
and musical troops of men and women, both young and 
old, line the streets in gleaming traditional costumes, 
some so large they nearly double a dancer’s size..

At this point one might pose the following ques-
tion: what is the connection between the Fiesta de San 
Miguel and the protests during the Cochabamba Water 
War? The fiesta which unites the residents of Villa Se-
bastian Pagador is not unique, but rather one of many 
fiestas that occur throughout Cochabamba and Bolivia 
in general. These fiestas connect dislocated indigenous 
communities to their traditional heritage, and create a 
mechanism for collective action. Furthermore, the com-
munity cohesion required to stage such events makes 
transitioning those skills to political and social orga-
nizing much more natural. The social marginalization 
these urban indigenous already felt, and the resultant 
desire to be recognized as part of the nation both sym-
bolically and in real political terms, made these groups 
ripe for social upheaval.

When the time did come, in the form of SEMAPA’s 
sale to Aguas del Tunari, fiestas were a part of the 
marches, sit-ins, and protest rallies that followed. Per-
haps the most symbolic moment of the Cochabamba 
protestors’ unity in the face of the Bolivian govern-
ment, riot police, and Aguas del Tunari came on Feb-
ruary 4, 2000, when the Coordinadora led by union 
leader Oscar Olivera called for the peaceful seizure of 
the city’s central plaza. The result was a massive fiesta 
of 30,000 participants, replete with bands, flowers, and 
dancing, which while different in appearance and or-
ganization was similar in the symbolic collective unity 
of Cochabambinos as Bolivians, not just disparate in-
digenous groups (Olivera, 2000, p. 18). The huge fiesta 
allowed the affected groups, comprised of Bolivians of 
all ethnicities, sectors, and social classes, to articulate 
a collective demand to the Bolivian government. The 
protests united diverse civil society groups such as fac-
tory unions, campesino organizations, indigenous com-
munities, students, and even middle class city dwellers 
under a new form of organization, the Coordinadora 
(Arce & Rise, 2009; Assies, 2003; Böhm & Otto, 2005). 

While these researchers highlight the new nature 
of diverse organizations like the Coordinadora, it is 
critical to note the specific role which culture played 
in uniting these socially and ethnically diverse actors. 
Protestors were certainly moved by the appeal to a 
greater Bolivian nationality which was evident in the 
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widespread carrying of Bolivian flags as well as the fi-
estas. However, I believe demonstrators were also unit-
ed by the place of water in all Andean cultures as sacred 
(Oliveira, 2000, p. 16). Regardless of an indigenous 
Bolivian’s specific ethnicity, water is tied to rural tradi-
tions centered on a spiritual connection to the land. By 
commoditizing a sacred right of indigenous Bolivians, 
the government levied just another insult towards those 
it claimed to represent. Thus, the now urbanized indig-
enous felt that much more dislocated. In those regions 
where rural water systems were privatized or pressured, 
similar cultural opposition was clear, as evident by the 
mass rural indigenous movements led by coca-growers 
Felipe Quispe and Evo Morales in the same year (Kohl 
& Farthing, 2006, p. 167). In essence, Bolivians of all 
backgrounds were united by the economic as well as 
cultural importance of water. At the same time, aspects 
of their shared national culture brought them together 
while allowing differences between diverse groups to 
remain. 

Problems in Post-Water War Bolivia

Scholars who study Bolivia have termed this resur-
gence of indigenous identity in politics the “Indigenous 
Awakening” (Canessa, 2007, p. 198). In general, the 
recent mobilization has come primarily as a result of 
what is viewed as an exclusive and homogenizing state. 
Thus, indigenous Bolivians have shown that they wish 
to remain true to being Bolivians as well as their local 
ethnic identity, and not have the state define for them 
what their culture should be. The mass unification of 
indigenous Bolivians, who might earlier have viewed 
each other with suspicion, has been clearly effective as 
it resulted in the election of Evo Morales in 2005. Mr. 
Morales is distinguished as the first indigenous presi-
dent of any Latin American country (Canessa, 2007, p. 
198). That is not to say that this newfound alignment 
of political goals has been ubiquitous throughout Bo-
livia. Observers of contemporary Bolivia have noted 
the conflict between indigenous factions that has occa-
sioned Evo Morales’ presidency. Even while Morales’s 
government has prioritized indigenous needs, recent in-
digenous protestors from the lowland Amazonia region 
have claimed that the Aymara president favors his own 
highland people (Albro, 2007; Valdez, 2011). While 
cross-ethnic conflicts may happen from time to time, 
the sheer weight of indigenous protests demonstrates 
that Bolivia is truly seeing an indigenous awakening 
unlike anything in its modern history. As the last ten 

years have shown, the mass of indigenous-based move-
ments has snowballed. This has empowered Bolivian 
Indians for the first time with the taste of self-determi-
nation and political inclusion, which has been denied 
them since colonial times. 

Policy Implications of Bolivian 
Social Movements

The empowerment of indigenous Bolivians also has 
remarkable policy implications. The re-nationalization 
of its state-owned water utilities is perhaps the first such 
case of a reversal of IMF-imposed policies since its in-
ception at the end of WWII. This means that citizens of 
developing countries, when properly organized and mo-
tivated, do still have the opportunity to define the form 
and policies of their national governments and econo-
mies. Specifically, it shows that the neoliberal model of 
free markets and small government is not necessarily 
set in stone as the fundamental system of the 21st cen-
tury. While state socialism is unlikely to reemerge as a 
viable political-economic model, it is clear that certain 
public goods such as water do not have to be commod-
itized in a free market system. Indeed, by the effects of 
such privatization in Cochabamba on poor citizens who 
could barely afford water to begin with, such commod-
itizing is simply bad policy. While the IMF will certain-
ly continue to promote privatization and liberalization 
as development models, its policy makers will certainly 
think twice before imposing its trademark cookie-cutter 
Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs). While this ar-
gument focuses on the effects of privatizing and capi-
talizing public goods, and such a process’s ill results 
on the poor, there is a more fundamental issue at stake. 
That is the equal participation of citizens from all sec-
tors, classes, and ethnicities in the democratic state. The 
case of Bolivia indicates the potential for the exclusion 
of people who are not in power, in this case the repres-
sion of an indigenous majority by the European elite 
minority. Inclusion, political and economic, should be 
the first goal of any democratic system. Bolivia has far 
to go in this manner: many people continue to live un-
documented, without legal title to their property, and 
working in an underground economy. In the case of the 
Water War, citizens were excluded from the privatiza-
tion discussions around SEMAPA, the Cochabamba 
water utility. Regardless of whether such privatization 
was good or bad policy, the citizens of Cochabamba, 
or any nation, state, or municipality must be given a 
voice in the debate of such a potentially life-changing 
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decision. The protests occurred because of the 300% 
water rate hikes, but the underlying cause was politi-
cal exclusion. While in Bolivia the indigenous social 
movements and the election of President Evo Morales 
suggest a move away from free market capitalism and 
towards a more (although by no means complete) so-
cialist system, the overall trend is that of greater demo-
cratic participation and representation at all levels of 
government. Regardless of one’s ideological position in 
relation to capitalism or socialism, more democracy is 
without a doubt better for society. 

Conclusion

The role of culture in shaping social movements has 
until recently played a secondary role for many scholars 
who look to economic indicators instead. As we have 
seen in the cases of contemporary Bolivian indigenous 
movements against privatization, economic policy 
changes have been the catalyst while cultural repression 
and political/social exclusion have been the underlying 
causes. Indigenous groups who have suffered centuries 
of political, social, and economic exclusion from the 
nation have used their culture as a tool in their “tool 
kits of collective action.” First, protestors have utilized 
their collective memory of the repressive past as well as 
their own experience living on the social periphery to 
spur their movement. Next, many indigenous Bolivians 
have built group solidarity through the local and nation-
al tradition of the fiesta, using it to organize themselves 
around common cultural elements and beliefs, forming 
a collective identity among and between diverse eth-
nic groups. While more research must be performed re-
garding the role of indigenous culture in Bolivian social 
movements, the existing literature suggests its impact 
cannot be underestimated. While this newfound unity is 
remarkable, only time will tell if indigenous and non-
indigenous Bolivians can consolidate their gains. Will 
the national government continue to prioritize indig-
enous needs or return some day to the age-old pattern 
of exclusion, elitism, and top-down governance? In the 
end, the desire of Bolivians of all ethnicities, sectors, 
and classes to improve their lives in a free, open, and 
representative system is not unlike that of people all 
over the world.
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