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The rise of indigenous political influence in Latin America 




Brooke Larsen, professor of history at SUNY Stony Brook, visited the UW on Thursday to discuss indigenous political movements in Latin America.  Indigenous resistance to the liberal economic order is nothing new in this region, but as Larsen pointed out, this resistance has gained momentum at the level of the nation-state with the election of Evo Morales, an Aymaran Indian, in Bolivia.  In her discussion, Larsen sought to clarify and contextualize the relationship between indigenous populations and the Latin American nation-state by focusing on Bolivia, where the indigenous rural peasantry makes up about 65% of the population.  She presented her analysis in two modes: first, her “conjunctural” framework focused on Bolivia’s recent history in order to explain the ascendancy of Morales; next, her “structural” approach mapped “la longue durée” of Bolivian history to show how indigenous resistance has been a feature of the nation’s politics for a long time. 


Larsen argued that Bolivia’s recent history can be deemed “conjunctural” due to the unprecedented election of an indigenous president.  Moreover, Morales won with a 54% majority, is part of the broad-based social movement, the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS), and used traditional symbolism (images of the coca plant) as part of his election campaign.  Larsen described Morales’ “counter-inauguration” ceremony, held at a sacred place near Lake Titicaca and attended by many indigenous citizens, during which Morales commemorated indigenous people who had died while fighting colonial incursions.  This bold act represented a new form of politics in which tradition plays a role in the governance of a nation-state.  As part of her contemporary historical analysis, Larsen identified several factors which led up to Morales’ election: the emergence of human rights and environmental concerns in international politics since the 1970’s; the 1999 “water wars” in Bolivia during which indigenous peoples advocated for rights to sacred water sources and gained international support; the restoration of democracy in 1982 which made it safe for people to mobilize; the “dark side” of liberal reform which fueled resentment amongst Bolivia’s poor; and recent capitalist incursions into the tropical lowlands which threatened the lands of previously insulated tribes.  Thus, an overall trend of increased social liberty alongside sustained economic turmoil has provided a breeding ground for the political empowerment of Bolivian indigenous peoples. 


Larsen noted at one point that political scientists, especially in labor studies, often downgrade the role of indigenous people when analyzing resistance to the capitalist political order—a myopic tendency, as the divestiture of indigenous lands constitutes what Marx terms “primitive accumulation,” a crucial step in the making of a capitalist state.  Due to the exclusion of indigenous resistance from conventional analyses, the rising influence of indigenous South Americans is often depicted as a recently emerged phenomenon, rather than part of a long trend.  Larsen’s research on Andean indigenous groups suggests that their often antagonistic relationship with the nation-state has been a long-standing historical reality instead of one emerging out of the last thirty years. Morales’ election is better described as the fruition of this history, rather than a rupture. The second part of her discussion engaged with this history and described how the Aymara and Quechua have retained a significant portion of their communal ayllu lands throughout colonial and post-colonial rule.  Larsen vaguely attributed this withholding to the geographical setting of the ayllus, as they are located in the relatively inaccessible highlands which did not become of economic interest until the 20th century.  Another factor is that indigenous struggle has both combated the state and cooperated with it (through petitions and the court system).  An important point, not emphasized in the lecture, that Larson discusses in chapter 5 of her book The Trials of Nation Making was the resource-poor Bolivian state’s reliance on indigenous tribute tax during the early days of its independence: in return for paying taxes, indigenous peoples were granted various measures of protection.  Bolivia’s unique economic, geographic, and perhaps, cultural qualities have allowed indigenous people to continue to be influential.  

