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Introduction

On October 15, 2011the Bolivian Attorney General received a demand against 

the incumbent president Evo Morales for eleven crimes ranging from high 

treason, to bribery and coercion. These eleven accusations vary greatly; 

however, one of the gravest accusations asserts that the leader of the Bolivian 

state has knowingly and willingly committed the crime of genocide. These are 

serious claims that are being presented against the Bolivian leader and come as 

a shock to most people; however, what is most shocking is that these allegations 

are being made by a an indigenous tribe; a segment of the population with which 

president Morales identifies with and most importantly claims to represent. 

The accusations made by indigenous people are very serious allegations; 

yet, these denunciations transcend higher than proving whether the genocidal 

claims are true or not, but could be interpreted as segway that opens for a 

greater discourse on the topic of national identity. As Evo Morales attempted to 

redefine Bolivian national identity, he introduced identity strands into a complex 

mixture that when merged together may ultimately become contradictory. 

Furthermore, these declarations against the president can be understood to be 

the over-exacerbation of identity politics, which has finally caused a break 

between the ideal and the real, generating ethnic conflict between two groups.

“The term “multiculturalism” has been used both in a descriptive sense, to 

refer to the reality of a culturally diverse society, and as the name of an ideology 

and a set of policies that supports the maintenance of such diverse cultural 
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identities and traditions.”   Some of the reforms which have been taken by 1

countries that adopted multiculturalism as a political practice tend to go along the 

lines of representation of minorities in education and employment, reserving 

seats for them in legislature, accommodating traditional holidays in work 

schedules, providing bilingual education.   The Bolivian government of Evo 2

Morales has implemented these practices; however, it is a tough job to balance 

the necessities that every group has in a multicultural nation. The notion that an 

ethnically diverse nation is bound to generate conflict will be explored; 

particularly in the Bolivian case when the nation is brought together under one 

ideal ethnical identity, things may not proceed as they were intended to when the 

values that each group has starts to collide with the other. 


Who is Evo Morales? We all are! The Bolivian Ethnic Identity Crisis 

“A key dimension to ethnicity is encountered in the way in which people 

understand and interpret the world.”   An important cognitive aspect is the way in 3

which people see and understand the world. Most significantly is the notion of 

identity-bestowing differentiation between ‘us’ from ‘them’. This type of identity 

creation is relevant due to the fact that Indigenous identity originated with the 

arrival of Spanish colonizers whom immediately declared themselves as a 

�  Joana BreidenBach and Pal Nyiri, Seeing Culture everywhere – P. 1591

�   Joana BreidenBach and Pal Nyiri, Seeing Culture everywhere – P. 1602

�  Christian Karner, Ethnicity and Everyday life – P. 313
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superior class.   From that point onward it is possible to observe that there was a 4

collective proper name assigned to the indigenous by the Spaniards and that it 

quickly becomes associated with a permanent social, cultural, political and 

economic rupture between the people from the old and new world.  

Moreover, this way of perceiving the world allowed for the term 

“indigenous” to serve as a cohesive element for the national identity, which is 

able to attribute for shared historical memories, which revolve around the notion 

of struggle and pain. The long-term memory is one of deep anti-colonial 

sentiment; an intermediate memory remembers the nationalist/revolutionary 

struggle, while the short-term memory marks the anti-neoliberal struggle, which 

the Bolivian Indigenous has been struggling with recently.   It is in partly due to 5

this construction of the indigenous identity, which has propelled Evo Morales into 

leadership. 

In 2005, Juan Evo Morales Ayma gambled with identity politics in his 

presidential campaign, and as a result was democratically elected by an 

overwhelming majority to become the president of Bolivia. The victory of Evo’s 

political party Movimiento Al Socialismo (Movement Towards Socialism, MAS) 

was a significant victory for the Bolivian indigenous population, since Evo 

Morales was the first elected indigenous president in the nation’s history. 

According to the 2001 Bolivian Census, 66.4%   of the Bolivian population is 6

�  Efren Choque Capuma (ULINKU) Crisis de la Identidad Indigena –P. 114

�  Pablo Stefanoni,  Reinventando la Nacion en Bolivia –P.24 5

�  CEPAL, "Los pueblos indígenas de Bolivia: diagnóstico sociodemográfico a 6

partir del censo del 2001," 2005, p. 42 12-21-2011
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indigenous; likewise this segment of the population claimed to be oppressed by 

the tyrannical grip of the colonizers, capitalists, and oligarchs for more than 500 

years. 

Kraner genrally discusses in his article “Ethnicity and Every day life” that 

another key dimension of ethnicity lies within the structures of feeling. In this 

case it is possible to perceive that the way in which Bolivian Indigenous 

perceived to be oppressed by the Spanish colonizers and the subsequent 

governments, which ruled the country ever since the Bolivian Independence in 

1825. The indigenous was always stigmatized by a minority segment of the 

population. Other social classes in Bolivia have always looked down indigenous 

people upon and the disparity with respect to social and economic factors has 

added wood to the burning fire. The feelings, which in this case help construct 

the Indigenous National Identity, are those of hatred against a dominating 

minority class, which was put in place by an old colonial system. Even though 

this colonial system does not exist anymore, the structure prevailed, and over the 

years the gap between the indigenous and non-indigenous population in Bolivia 

became wider. For this reason, some critics have labeled the Morales 

government as a government that will seek to level the social paying field and 

bring revenge and justice to the Indigenous people of Bolivia. 

However, in the last couple of decades, the “Indigenous identity has 

become far more complex because the indigenous does not know what is 

indigenous anymore.”   In order for Evo Morales to fulfill his vision of bringing 7

�  Efren Choque Capuma (ULINKU) , Crisis de la Identidad Indigena –-P. 117
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equality to the indigenous people of Bolivia, he needed to revitalize and 

strengthen the national ethnic identity of the indigenous population in Bolivia.  

“The forceful articulation of identities by those fighting for the recognition of 

indigenous groups’ rights…has become a vehicle for the empowerment of these 

marginalized and stigmatized minorities.”  8

In order to invigorate the fragmented ethnic identity in Bolivia, Evo Morales 

introduced the indigena Originario (the original Indigenous) into political 

discourse as to create a collective proper name that would fit all indigenous 

people, not mattering whether they were from the Highlands or the Lowlands., 

not mattering how different they were Furthermore, he set himself as the poster 

boy and example of what indigenous identity must be. 

Evo Morales was born in the small village of Isallavi in the department of 

Oruro. He is of Aymara descent, an indigenous nation, which constitutes roughly 

25%   of the entire Bolivian population. Evo grew up speaking Aymara and 9

Spanish, and was raised with the three fundamental pillars of Aymara culture: ma 

sua (don’t be a thief), ama quella (don’t be lazy), and ama llula (don’t be a liar). 

Evo grew up in poverty and had to spend his time between school and different 

jobs, which varied from llama herder, to bricklayer, to baker, to trumpeter, to 

soldier. Evo then became a union leader for the coca producers in the 

Cochabamba tropic and made his way to the House of Representatives before 

he was elected president. 

�  Joana BreidenBach and Pal Nyiri Seeing Culture everywhere  P. 124-1258

�  "Los pueblos indígenas de Bolivia: diagnóstico sociodemográfico a partir del 9

censo del 2001," 2005, p. 42 ,12-21-2011
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However, when Evo campaigned in 2005, he adopted slogans like “Todos 

somos Evo” (We all are Evo), and “Juntos somos MAS” (Together we are More/

Movement Towards Socialism). Even though these are catchy political slogans, 

Evo Morales exploited and gambled with a weak and almost broken notion of 

Bolivian national and ethnic identity as to rise up against the opposition. With this 

campaign all Bolivians were llama herders, bricklayers, bakers, trumpeters, 

soldiers, but most importantly every single Bolivian is indigenous and a part of 

Evo, and Evo is a part of every single Bolivian. Together all Bolivians are more, 

and part of a greater political movement. Furthermore, this notion was reinstated 

in Evo’s presidential acceptance speech called “Todos somos Presidente” (we 

are all president), which confirms that every single Bolivian is Evo; and as an 

immediate corollary, all Bolivians are president. Additionally, Bolivians will rule 

Bolivians, attributing Evo legitimacy to rule over the Bolivian Nation. With this Evo 

attempted to justify his actions and “unite disparate classes and groups only 

through an appeal to the ‘will of the people.’”  10

Evo Morales’s campaign revolved around the identity of the indigenous, 

bringing all indigenous people together and uniting them with the cause of 

overthrowing a government, which only represented the interest of the 34% of 

the bolivian people. This became something, which was easy to identify with, 

whether people were indigenous or not, it allowed for people to identify with a 

political movement of struggle that embraced indigenous culture and tradition. 

Therefore, Indigenous people, no matter what region of Bolivia they were from, 

�  Anthony Smith, National Identity – P. 1210
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could identify with the ‘us’ against ‘them’; an identity that was exacerbated during 

the political campaign and a key factory that would consolidate itself into the 

ethnic identity in Bolivia.  

Evo Morales was Criticized by two reporters on the local news channel 

P.A.T., Juan Claudio Lechin and Roberto Barbery were talking about the 

character of the new government, they then attempted to demonstrate that Evo 

Morales and Adolf Hitler’s nationalism were strikingly similar in the way in which 

they portrayed ethnic superiority (in this case Quechua-Aymara), corporatism and 

charismatic leadership. Moreover, Evo’s attempt to create the ultimate and 

superior Ethnic identity, which was composed of all the Indigenous people in 

Bolvia, was discussed by the reporters. Despite the criticism, Evo Morales set on 

the journey to preserve and foster indigenous identity in Bolivia. It was virtually 

impossible to unify the ethnic under a national sentiment is a tough task as the 

Bolivian national identity, with its language, symbols and certain traditions has 

deep political connotations is something which the Indigenous has been fighting 

against for centuries. Further more the name of the nation was changed from a 

republic to a multinational state. Furthermore, measures that would guarantee 

indigenous rights were introduced with the new Bolivian constitution ratified in 

2009. As an example, it is stated that given the pre-colonial existence of nations 

and peoples and original indigenous ancestral domain over their territories, we 

ensure self-determination within the framework of the unity of the State”  11

allowing the indigenous people to reintegrate themseves to the patria, by using “a 

�  Bolivian Constitution: http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Bolivia/11

bolivia09.html 12-21-2011
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community of laws and institutions with a single political will.”    Furthermore, 12

during Evo’s tenure as president, he has also introduced other measures into 

Bolivian law which embrace indigenous multiculturalism. 

The moment, in which Evo Morales was elected as president, the ‘us’ 

against ‘them’ identity that was based on relationship of struggle against the 

oppressive power was lost. In the beginning the oppressors were the Spanish 

colonizers, followed by the Oligarchic and Indigenous excluding government. 

Now that the oppressive government does not exist anymore, the necessity for a 

new ‘them’ is vital. Even though there was an attempt to attribute the ‘them’ 

notion to the American “Empire”, this task seems to have been unsuccessful as a 

manner of revitalizing identity based on power and equality struggle, as most of 

the problems are of internal nature. Moreover, due to the complex multicultural 

identity, which brought distinct groups of indigenous people together to overcome 

the enemy, may be what is now tearing the fabric of indigenous identity apart. 

Since “identity denotes a fundamental and consequential ‘sameness’ among 

members of a group”  , there are serious implications to this assumption, 13

because not all indigenous groups in Bolivia are the same. There is a clear 

distinction in language, culture tradition and needs between indigenous people, 

especially between those of the Highlands and the Lowlands. Now the distinct 

indigenous groups in Bolivia will have to fight for their own interests, and since an 

ethnically indigenous one replaced the regime, when indigenous fight against the 

�  Anthony Smith, National Identity – P. 1012

�  Roger Brubaker Beyond Identity – P. 3413
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government they are technically fighting against themselves and against their 

interest causing a break in the universal ethnic identity constructed by Evo 

Morales.

Evo Morales identity comes from the highlands, it is claimed that he is 

direct descendant from the Katari family line of indigenous. Through these 

claims, he is given legitimacy to identify with the Indigenous people of the 

highlands. However, Evo Morales is Ethnically a mestizo, which is a term 

traditionally used in Latin America for people of mixed European and Native 

heritage or descent. Morales, which is a surname of Spanish origin, is a 

topographical name for someone who lived by a blackberry or mulberry bush.   14

Moreover, Evo Morales has also been criticized by various people 

including the Peruvian Literature Nobel Laureate Mario Vargas Llosa who 

commented that “Mr. Evo Morales is an indigenous, technically speaking, even 

though he was born to a poor indigenous family and was a llama herder as a 

boy; it is only necessary to listen to him speak with his rolling “r” and his whistling 

“s”, and his astute modesty”    In addition to the criticisms that Evo has received 15

from Mr. Llosa, Evo has been mocked by the fact that even though he grew up 

speaking Aymara, he has spent so much time outside his original region that he 

can no longer hold a long conversation or make a speech. (COCA, VIDEO 

DOCUMENTARY) Furthermore, Evo has lost language one of the key binding 

factors to ethnic identity, probably loosing credibility in the eyes of some people. 

�  http://www.surnamedb.com/Surname/morales 12-21-201114

�  Reinventando la Nacion en Bolivia –Pablo Stefanoni – P.2615
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Furthermore, due to the extended amount of time that Evo Morales has 

spent as a coca leaf production union leader, he has now come to identify himself 

as a cocalero (coca producer) of the highlands over an Aymara (COCA, VIDEO 

DOCUMENTRY). His political career began in this stage of his life. Everybody 

quickly noticed him due to his charisma, ability to stand for what he believed in 

and also for his ability with the soccer ball. Evo Morales was able to achieve 

plenty for the ccaleros in the region of Cochabamba. It is here where he met his 

greatest rivals, the American Drug Enforcement Administration Evo Morales who, 

who fought and currently continues to fight for the right to grow Coca, employed 

slogans like “La hoja de Coca no es droga” (The Coca leaf is not a drug). 

However, the coca leaf is a primary ingredient in the production of cocaine, and 

hence the American government and Previous Bolivian Governments have 

agreed to eradicate illegal coca leaf plantations. Evo Morales fought against the 

eradication of coca and has been in jail because of this. Moreover, this was the 

formation of Evo’s political carreer. Because of this type of political formation, Evo 

has been widely criticized with respect to his type of leadership. These critics 

maintain the argument that Eve is running the country as if he was leading the 

cocalero’s union, a practice which can be politically and ethnically polarizing. 

Consequently, this causes a break between Evo Morales and the non-cocalero 

indigenous people of the Highlands. On another notion, there have been claims 

that Evo has no legitimacy to identify himself with the indigenous people of the 

Lowlands as the culture and traditions which he embraces are not akin to those 

which are held dearly to the Indigenous people of the amazon. 
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This break in the unitary indigenous identity can be seen in recent events 

revolving around the construction of a highway through an indigenous territory. 

This has demonstrated that the interests and cultures between the Indigenous of 

the Lowlands and the Indigenous of the Highlands are so distinct that it 

completely obliterates the ethnic identity constructed by Evo Morales. 

Furthermore the unitary ethnic identity was replaced with individual ethnic groups 

as facilitated by the new constitution, creating a distinction between groups and 

allowing for conflict to emerge.

The TIPNIS Road Rage

The “Territorio Indigena y Parque Nacional Isiboro Sécure” (Indigenous 

Territory and National Park Isiboro Securé), more commonly known as TIPNIS 

constitutes 1,327,180 hectares of Bolivian land and can be found between the 

north of the Cochabamba department and south of the Beni department.   The 16

National Park Isiboro Sécure was created by a decree-law in 1965 due to the 

need to preserve the watershed, the headwaters of the rivers for navigation, the 

wealth of natural resources and scenic beauty.   The TIPNIS has been described 17

“the most beautiful jungle in the world by the French naturalist Alcide d’Ornigny. 

Furthermore, in 1990, after an indigenous "March for Territory and Dignity" the 

state enacted the Supreme Decree 22610 which recognized the designated 

National Park as the home for the Mojeño, Yuracaré and Chimán people. The 

recognition was officially made when the National Park was renamed to include 

� Park Watch http://www.parkswatch.org/parkprofile.php?16

l=eng&country=bol&park=isnp&page=inf - 12-21-2011
� TIPNIS http://www.isiborosecure.com/datos.htm - 12-21-201117
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Indigenous Territory within its name and incorporating the communities living on 

the banks of the rivers into its protection by law. 

In late July, the government announced the construction of a highway that 

would add another route into the Bolivian east. The highway between 

Cochabamba and Beni was intended to create economic and social benefits for 

both of the departments and the nation as a whole.  However, the indigenous 

people who live in this region of the country have rejected the construction of this 

road and labeled it as illegal. The indigenous of the TIPNIS have drawn attention 

to the fact that the highway would be a segway to the major ecological 

destruction in Bolivian history, it would create a threat to life and culture of the 

indigenous tribes which inhabit the area and would cause irreparable damage to 

the watersheds and headwaters of the rivers for navigation. Furthermore, it would 

pose a threat to the flora and fauna unique in this region of the world. 

Evo Morales has campaigned on the rights of the indigenous and 

embraced everything which comes along with this, this include the acceptance 

and protection of the pacha mama (mother earth). The identity of the indigenous 

people of the TIPNIS is strongly embedded with the territory. They are fighting 

against the destruction of their land, and hence protecting mother earthh, 

because the land belongs to these Lowland Indians; however, it is most important 

to denote that these Indigenous people belong to this particular land and mother 

earth as well.   The indigenous pople of the TIPNIS have been living there for 18

countless generation and have adapted their lifestyle to the amazon. Separating 

�  Anthony Smith- National identity – P. 918
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them from this land or even harming it would cause irreparable damage to the 

identity which the people of the TIPNIS have adopted, an identity which is now 

protected by the constitution. 

It is speculated that the construction of the road would attract coca leaf 

producers into the region, as it has been them who have been demanding the 

speedy construction of this highway. The production of coca in the region can 

pose a massive threat to the region due to the fact that the coca plant is very 

rough on the soil and uses all of the lands nutrients, destroying the land or 

making it unusable for the future. Furthermore, it can add to the drugtrafficking 

problem that Bolivia currently has been struggling with after the expulsion of the 

American Drug Enforcemnet Agency (DEA) in late 2008. 

The conflict between the two indigenous groups is now clearly visible. The 

indigenous of the Highlands, or the cocaleros want the highway to be built 

because it will create progress for them. This is a new part of the ethnic identity 

of the cocalero. The cocalero’s identity is a that of a post-modern indigenous 

group. They want to embrace their language, culture and tradition yet they also 

want internet and tractors for their labor.    The cocaleros seek progress as part 19

of their ethnic identity and due to promises by Evo Morales. On the other hand, 

the Indigenous of the Lowlands embrace their deep connection to the land and 

are happy with their lifestyle; they do not seek masive progress but instead wish 

to preserve their lifestyle as much as possible. This difference in values and 

objectives has caused a conflict between both of the indigenous groups. 

�  Pablo Stefanoni – reinventando la Nacion en Bolivia19
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President Morales is now torn with a difficult situation. Since he identified himself 

as an indigenous, he has the duty to protect the values and desires of both sides. 

Firstly, he must defend the rights of the Indigenous people of the Lowlands to the 

right of possising their land and fostering their identity. Secondly, he also has the 

duty to to foster the vision for progress of the Indigenous people of the  

Highlands. This has become a difficult situation for Evo Morales as taking one 

side could cause a rupture in the multicultural identity strand which he has 

fostered. Furthrmore, the ethnic identities stregthened by the government caused 

conflict between them, what was before indigenous versus white, poor against 

rich has now become indigenous group in opposition of other indigenous group. 

And so on August 15 the Indigenous people of the National Park Isiboro 

Sécure began their march from the Trinidad (the Capital of the department of 

Beni), to the National Executive capital, La Paz. Consequently, six days after, 

Evo Morales accused the indigenous leaders of maintaining contact with the 

American embassy in a ploy to overthrow him and his government. This is 

paranoia is attributed to the fact that Evo is still attempting to foster the notion of 

the indigenous identity of ‘us’ the poor indigenous, versus ‘them’ the rich 

oppressive Americans.   However, most people overlooked this argument as 20

Bolivians have become used to this type of accusations, as it has been over 

used, and do not hear when President Morales cries wolf anymore. Furthermore, 

it was hard to envision that the indigenous people of the TIPNIS wanted to 

overthrow the president; they are merely defending their land. 

�  Subercaseaux  et al. ,Evo P. 169 20
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  As the marchers kept going forward in their journey, they approached 

Yucumo and encountered opposition from indigenous settlers sympathetic to the 

government. These opponents blocked the roads impeding the marchers from 

advancing to the capital. The marchers requested to talk with the government 

chancelor Choquehuanca, and forced him to march with them as to break the 

blocade. This is where the tension between the indigenous of the lowlands and 

the indigenous of the highlands manifested itself physically and the following 

days were marked by the police raid against the marchers in San Miguel de 

Chaparina. It is claimed that the police violently detained the marchers and 

forcibly separating them while moving the detainees in groups to distinct 

locations. Consequently, Evo’s defense of the cocaleros makred a rupture within 

his own government weakening the universal ethnic identitiy which he attepted to 

foster. This episode caused the Minister of Defense Maria Cecila Chacon to quit 

her position. In her public letter to President Evo morales she extends her 

irrevocable resignation as the Minister of Defense because she did not “share the 

extent of the intervention that the government has taken and can not defend or 

justify it, as there are other alternatives in the framework of dialogue, respect for 

human rights, nonviolence, and the defense of mother earth.” She concluded her 

missive  by stating “Not like this! We agreed with the people to handle things 

differently.”   Not long after the Interior Minister Sacha llorenti resigned to his 21

�  Carta de Maria Cecilia Chacon Rendon al Presidente Constitucional de la 21

Reoublica de Bolivia
http://www.lostiempos.com/diario/actualidad/economia/20110926/la-ministra-de-
defensa-renuncia-por-la-represion-de-marcha_143271_295207.html - 12-21-11
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position as to be able to undergo the proper judicial process with respect to the 

September 25th events.

These events which physically demonstrated the stress in the relations 

between these two ethnic groups dragged the government into the equation. 

Furthermore, it is quite visible that the government has sided with the cocaleros. 

The repression which demonstrated the nation as a whole that the idea of 

Bolivian ethnic identity is far more complex. It has become a rivalry between 

indigenous groups of the Lowlands against the Indigenous groups of the 

Highlands ( who have the backing of the government due to the fact that Evo 

Morales identifies himself as a cocalero). The ideal universal ethnic Identity with 

which Evo morales campaigned with back in 2005, was lost six years after due to 

the difficulty that multiculturalism brings in identity and state formation. 

Because of the severity and consequences of the raid, President Evo 

Morales offered his apologies to the inhabitants of the lowlands of Bolivia, who 

suffered humilation at the hands of the police; he continued by promising to make 

amends and confirmed that the orders for suppression did not come from 

himself, nor from his government.    However, it has been argued by opposition 22

leader Laida Humaday that the “police cannot act by itself”   and hence 23

� TIPNIS, Los Tiempos http://www.lostiempos.com/especiales/edicion/22

especiales/20110927/dirigentes-indigenas-no-creen-ni-perdonan-a-
evo_143642_296082.html - 12-21-2011

�  Laida Humaday – los Tiempos http://www.lostiempos.com/especiales/edicion/23

especiales/20110927/dirigentes-indigenas-no-creen-ni-perdonan-a-
evo_143642_296082.html - 12-21-2011
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applauded the decision of the indictment on President Morales. According to 

Article 138 of the Penal Code of Bolivia as genocide is described as the act 

performed "in order to destroy in whole or in part a national, ethnic or religious 

slay or causes injury to members of the group, or subjects them to inhuman living 

conditions ". The penalty for this offense is "10 to 20 years' imprisonment.  24

However, more important than the claims to genocide, the real issue lies 

within the crisis of ethnic identity in Bolivia. The cocalero progressive agenda and 

the way in which the indigenous repression was held and in addition to it, Evo’s 

defense of the construction of the highway through the TIPNIS may have 

attributed Evo a tacit title of materialist. The claims over genocidal accusations 

have a history of repeating itself in Bolivian history. Since, this event brought 

back many memories of a time when the people of Bolivia ( indigenous and non-

indigenous) fought against the cruelties and injustices of the government, 

accusations of genocide were made to formally break identity ties between the 

government of Evo Morales and the Indigenous people of the Lowlands. This 

proces marked a new ‘us’ versus ‘them’ identity. 

The rest of the nation then kept an eye on the Indigenous people of the 

Lowlands, identifying with them and their struggle more and more every day that 

they marched towards their destination. Consequently, people who were 

outraged by the way in which the protesters were treated organized a mas 

demonstration as to show their support and identify themselves with the 

� TIPNIS,  Los Tiempos http://www.lostiempos.com/diario/opiniones/columnistas/24

20111017/el-tipnis-ganara-el-partido-contra-morales_145907_301489.html - 
12-21-2011
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indigenous people of the TIPNIS. With slogans like “We are all TIPNIS”   the 25

protesters which varied from activists, university students, wonen, pesants and 

even plain civilians identified with the march and the indigenous people of the 

lowlands.  Moreover, when the marchers arrived to La Paz, they attracted many 

people into the movement and ammased more than 1,200 indigenous people. 

They marched through the streets and received a warm welcome from the 

people who lived in the Bolivian capital. Receiving cheers, the march culminated 

when the protesters reached the Plaza Murillo, where the executive and 

legislature buildings are located, and sang the Bolivian National Anthem and then 

entered the cathedral in the plaza for mass. The following day negotiations with 

the president began.

When the indigenous people walked into La Paz, just like Evo has done 

before in other occations, the way in which they were received was very 

significant. Thousands of people from La Paz gathered to welcome them and 

express their support to their cause. Even though, most of these people don’t 

identify themselves as Indigenous of the Lowlands, they identified with a political 

movement and struggle against an oppresive power, the cornerstone of Bolivian 

Identity. This was also marked by chanting the national anthem as to remind 

everybody of the struggle and ethnic divides which are an issue in the nation, 

meaning that even though the Indigenous people of Bolivia are “equal but some 

� TIPNIS, Los Tiempos http://www.lostiempos.com/diario/actualidad/economia/25

20110926/una-masiva-marcha-en-la-paz-pide-la-renuncia-de-
evo_143289_295241.html - 12-21-2011
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are more equal than others.”   This causes a visible divide between the ethnic 26

groups in Bolivia leading to complicated relations and conflict between them.  

Political struggle against the government seems to bring Bolivians together far 

better than any constructed notion of identity due to the fact that it is hard to unite 

all bolivians, or even all indigenous people fo Bolivia under one flag.

Even though negotiations with the president seemed to be successful and 

made the government take a step back in attempting to build the section of the 

road that would cut through the TIPNIS, the cocaleros are currently protesting in 

favor of the constructio of the Highway exacerbating the divide between ethnic 

groups in Bolivia. The cocaleros are employing pressure techniques against the 

government which include mass protests, and blocades which can have serious 

economic implications. Ironically these are techniques which Evo Morales 

developed and used himself when he was the union leader of the cocaleros. It 

has also been proposed that a referendum should be conducted in order to 

decide whether the road is to be built or not. The fate of the livelihood of 

Indigenous people of the Lowlands may rest in the hands of people who do not 

know the issue at hand. 

Conclusion

The damage has already been done. The complex identity fabricated by 

Evo Morales’s presidential campaign has seen better days and is now falling 

apart. The designed method and framweork to become a multicultural and multi 

ethnic nation has proven to be slightly flawed, as its implementation ahs been 

�  Wikipedia contributors. "Animal Farm." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 26

Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 18 Dec. 2011. Web. 21 Dec. 2011.
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perceived to be exceptionalist in nature. Moreover, the genocidal claims by the 

indigenous people of the Lowlands may be designed to bring justice to those who 

had suffered in the poice raid; hoewver, it is much more significant than that 

since it is a symbol of breakage between the indigenous people of the Lowland 

and the Indigenous people of the highland. This instance allows for a greater 

discourse with respect to ethnic identity and multiculturalism to emerge. Is it 

possible for a nation that is ethnically diverse to consolidate itslef unerneath a 

new ethnic identity? It seems to be that instead of playing with Identity politics, it 

would have been better for Evo Morales to attack pressing social and economic 

factors without trying to create a super ethnic class. He could have still taken into 

consideration the need of the indigenous groups of Bolivia, yet not been in the 

tough position to have to shoose between them when a conflict of interest arises. 

It is arguable that multiculturality and multiethnicity have failed to provide a 

platform of integration for all of the indigenous people into a tolerant modern 

society in Bolivia. Furthermore, the current platform has not enabled indigenous 

people to articulate themselves, participate fully and obtain the full benefits that 

the civilized state can provide, since it is visible in thhis particular case revolving 

around the TIPNIS that claims over land legitimacy based on identity are 

overlooked and not heard. Furthermore, these people are denied their rights as 

Bolivian citizens to live in their indigenous lifestyle. Tthis break in identity from the 

Indigenous people of the Lowlands may be the starting point of a greater ethnic 

revolution in Bolivia where other ethnic groups may break away from the super 

ethnic identity created by Evo Morales. For instance, the Quechuas, another 
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ethnic group from the highlands might break away from the Evo’s ethnic identity 

model due to recent disputes with the Aymara ethnic group over territory 

boundaries in Oruro. More and more divides may emerge and increased conflict 

between the ethnic groups may happen. The possibility that tensins may rise to 

the point that they become violent is a possibility. It may have been a problem for 

Evo Morales to campaign on ethnic identity and unity, when the ethnic groups are 

so distinct in their values and needs, showing that it is hard to integrate the 

notion of ethnic identity into politics while in a such a multicultural and multiethnic 

state where everybody is an indigena originario from a different indigenous 

group.
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