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Social movements are changing in their expression from primarily being connected to class-based or-
ganisations, i.e. unions, to identity-based organisations like indigenous or ethnic movements. This also 
leads to a change in the discourse, i. e. organisations and movements use to present themselves and their 
demands to the state and other power holders. The paper discusses this change in contemporary Bolivia 
by using the coca producing peasants’ organisation as an example and by discussing the changing dis-
course of the government after Bolivia has elected its first indigenous president in 2005.
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Introduction

When discussing and analysing contem-
porary social movements, it is gener-
ally agreed among social scientists that: 
“Scholars	of	new	movements	agreed	 that	
conflict	among	the	industrial	classes	is	of	
decreasing relevance, and similarly that 
representation of that representation of 
movements as largely homogenous sub-
jects	 is	 no	 longer	 feasible”	 (Della	 Porta	
et al., 2006: 8). this shift from analysing 
social	 movements	 from	 conflicts	 within	
industrialism	 and	 class	 conflicts	within	 a	
state to an expression of other values than 
the class-based through new social move-
ments will be the point of departure for 
this paper, which will focus on the trans-
formation of the union-based coca produc-

ers’ organisation to a rather culture-based 
indigenous organisation. the change in the 
discourse is central to this general change.

Background

The	majority	of	the	Bolivian	population	is	
indigenous1. Due to marginalisation and 
racism (urban & Sherzer, 1991, Van Cott, 
2005), indigenous people have historically 
had	almost	no	political	power	in	Bolivian	
society. Since the revolution of 1952, when 
the MNr (Movimiento Nacional revolu-
cionario) came to power, the unions have 
played	an	important	role	in	Bolivian	soci-
ety; especially the union of miners gained 

1  Indigenous people are the original inhabitants of 
Latin	America.	Around	65%	of	Bolivia’s	population	are	
indigenous (Van Cott, 1994).
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a	 strong	political	 influence.	Traditionally,	
the	 larger	part	of	 the	Bolivian	population	
has	 inhabited	 the	high	plateau	–	 the	“Al-
tiplano”	 –	 situated	 between	 two	Andean	
mountain ranges. the reason why the larg-
er part of the population has lived here is 
displacement	due	 to	different	“invasions”	
of their original territories since the times 
of the Incas. the more systematic displace-
ments of the indigenous population were 
initiated by the Spanish conquerors in their 
“reducciones”	when	 the	Spanish	 colonial	
administration moved people away from 
their traditional villages organised in ayl-
lus2, and into towns located around newly 
established haciendas, which were in need 
of workers. Many indigenous people thus 
became landless slave workers on big ha-
ciendas owned by Spanish conquerors 
and their descendants. the ayllus used 
to have a territory in different ecological 
zones, but now this was split up. Having 
plots of land in a high plateau, valleys and 
tropical lowlands secured the members of 
the ayllus many different products: pota-
toes and quinoa3 from the high plateau, 
wheat, cotton and corn from the valleys, 
and tropical fruits from the lowlands. the 
ayllus persisted after the reducciones, but 
now they were only having territory at 
the altiplano, which excluded them from 
growing the diverse products in the differ-
ent ecological zones and altered the social 
organisation which was tying together the 
extended ayllus. Nevertheless, the social 

2  Ayllus are social organisations related to land cul-
tivation.

3 Quinoa is a special and very nutritious type of 
plant which provides the Andean population with grains 
for multiple purposes.

organisation connected to the technology 
of cultivating land commonly in the high 
plateau persisted.

A large part of the indigenous popula-
tion continued living in the altiplano, while 
other	 parts	 of	 the	 lower	 areas	 of	 Bolivia	
were	 sparsely	 populated.	Being	members	
of a social organisation also strengthened 
the indigenous population internally, and 
organising and uniting has been a trend in 
the	 Bolivian	 social	 movements	 over	 the	
centuries. 

After the 1952 revolution, organising 
in unions became common, because to 
be granted a piece of land after the land 
reform, a person had to be a member of 
the peasants’ union. In the cities, workers 
formed unions, and the mine workers’ un-
ion gained a great power within the cen-
tral	workers’	union,	COB	(Central	Obrera	
Boliviana).	 This	 power	 diminished	 after	
1982	when	Bolivia’s	 economic	 problems	
increased due to a fall of tin prices on the 
world	market.	Tin	was	Bolivia’s	main	ex-
ported good. In 1985, President Paz es-
tensorro introduced the law No. 21060 
(structural adjustment program). this 
opened the process of the neoliberal struc-
tural adjustment policies. the objective of 
the	 law	was	 to	 stop	 inflation,	which	was	
accomplished, but the law was a blow to 
social organisations and unions, depriving 
theme	of	the	influence	in	Bolivian	society	
by	privatizing	state-owned	industries.	Be-
fore	 1985,	 the	 Bolivian	 unions	 had	 been	
very strong, and the state provided at least 
60% of the country’s employment. Among 
the state-owned industries were petroleum, 
telecommunications, airlines, railroads and 
mines. the mining sector was very impor-
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tant, and four mines produced 25% of the 
state’s total revenue4. Many of these in-
dustries werw privatized, others were been 
closed down due to the economic crisis, 
and the unions lost their importance and 
strength.

With the economic collapse, especially 
of the tin industry in the beginning of the 
1980s, the mining industry lost its im-
portance	 for	 Bolivian	 economy	 and	 the	
mine	workers	were	fired.	This	 initiated	 a	
massive migration to the lower areas of 
Bolivia.	 Many	 mine	 workers	 moved	 to	
Chapare,	 the	 tropical	western	part	of	Bo-
livia. In Chapare, many of them settled as 
coca farmers.
The	US	led	the	“war	on	drugs”	in	Bo-

livia, which includes eradication of coca 
plants	 and	 fields.	 It	 led	 to	 a	 decrease	 in	
drug	money	–	including	the	money	which	
small-scale peasants received by selling 
coca	 leaves	 –	 and	 thereby	 an	 increase	 in	
the dependency on foreign aid and support 
from	 international	 financing	 institutions	
like	the	World	Bank	and	other	donors.	The	
“war	against	drugs”	initiated	by	the	Boliv-
ian government helped by the uS created 
social	instability	in	Bolivia	for	decades	and	
is a consequence of poor farmers growing 
coca as a cash crop in order to survive. 
In fact, the coca production has also in-
creased	income	for	Bolivia5. Coca leaf is a 

4 Multinational Monitor, 2000.
5	As	the	former	president	Quiroga	says:	“Drugs,	il-

legal as they may be, they were 3% of the GDP, 18% of 
the	exports.	Bad	as	 it	was,	damaging	as	 it	was,	 if	you	
look at it from a purely business standpoint… it [the 
drug trade] was Milton Friedman heaven: all privately 
run,	no	taxation,	no	regulation,	and	in	essence	–	if	you	
want	 to	 look	at	 it	cynically	–	duty	free	access	 to	mar-
kets”	(Frontline	World,	2002b).

plant which has been used traditionally for  
centuries by indigenous people in the  
Andean region. therefore, the protests 
against the war on drugs have also cultural 
connotations since the coca leaf is part of 
many indigenous people’s traditions and 
culture.

Indigenous people and  
indigenous rights

Indigenous	 groups	 in	 Bolivia	 are	 slowly	
gaining rights to land as indigenous pe-
ople. they are granted land rights if they 
can prove that they have been there since 
before conquest. In many cases they actu-
ally can do that since the colonial admi-
nistration	was	registering	a	lot	of	conflicts	
over land during the colonial period, and 
these documents still exist. In some ayl-
lus they also have kept documents for 300 
years or more, and are now using them to 
obtain	the	right	to	their	ancestral	–	as	they	
claim	it	to	be	–	land.

Additionally, this stressing culture and 
right to land connected to the status of 
being indigenous has also created some 
new strategies to the focus on culture. Sin-
ce obtaining land rights, according to the 
INRA	 land	 reform,	 in	 most	 of	 Bolivia’s	
rural areas today is increasingly being 
connected to a status of being indigenous, 
some of the inhabitants of the rural areas, 
who for the last 50 years have been small 
farmers owning their own very small piece 
of land6, are returning to acknowledging 
their indigenous past and want to alter the 

6 Due to the land distribution in 1953, where land-
less peasants received plots of land on former hacien-
das.
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individual ownership of land to the collec-
tive ownership of territories. 

After 1952 and until 1985 when neolibe-
ral policies were introduced, the farmers’ 
union was very strong in some parts of the 
Andean area, and small peasants were or-
ganised in these unions. the union fought a 
socialist	class	struggle	against	the	Bolivian	
state. In this discourse, there was no room 
for	enhancing	anything	“indigenous”,	and	
part	of	the	rural	population	were	redefining	
themselves	 as	 “campesinos”.	 Today	 the	
discourse is changing again. the campe-
sinos now see an opportunity for bettering 
their	life	by	“returning”	to	a	more	indige-
nous mode of organisation in recreating 
the ayllus of their area, re-establishing the 
social organisation and reclaiming collec-
tive ownership to land. As a consequence, 
a	 lot	of	discussion	 is	going	on	 in	Bolivia	
about who are indigenous and who are not. 
Interestingly, being indigenous in this case 
does	not	have	so	much	to	do	with	“cultu-
re	and	 tradition”,	but	with	obtaining	 land	
rights.	“Culture”	can	in	this	case	be	seen	as	
a practice, as a political instrument in the 
fight	for	land	rights.	

Political parties

In	 Bolivia,	 the	 post-1952	 state	 tried	 to	 
create national stability and identity through 
the class-based rhetoric of the people being 
represented by the government, especial-
ly during the administrations of the MNr 
(Movimiento Nacional revolucionario) 
governments. the MNr was having a lea-
ding role in the 1952 revolution, and it cre-
ated unions for different sectors throughout 
Bolivia. the mine workers’ union was 
especially	strong	within	 the	COB	(Central	

Obrero	Boliviano),	which	also	included	the	
CSUTCB	–	the	farmers’	union.	Class-based	
social movements have thus been strong in 
Bolivia.	At	 some	 point,	 these	movements	
were almost co-opted by the state (MNr). 
At the same time these movements protes-
ted vigorously against elite policies perfor-
med by elite politicians and governments. 
Many of these protests have taken the form 
of marches in the streets and blocking roads. 
Political	parties	in	Bolivia,	as	in	many	other	
latin American countries, had the political 
will after all to change society. More often 
the parties were the main factor in main-
taining inequalities and unjust social or-
der, since political parties were famous for 
being sustaining corruption, for example, 
by	 supporting	 the	 practises	 of	 “Peguismo	
(pega being slang for job) or cuoteo (with 
each	party	enjoying	its	“cuota”	of	power)”	
(Crabtree, 2005:11). this way the parties 
did not represent different social sectors 
of society, but were tools for the elected to 
maximise power and money through poli-
tical agreements and corruption which was 
eased by the habit of parties in power gai-
ning most on their own behalf and not on 
the behalf of their voters.

the elitist party system was challenged 
by both protesters and new parties. Pro-
tests in la Paz in 2003 forced the then pre-
sident Gonzalez Sanchez de lozada to step 
down	from	office	and	flee	the	country.	His	
successor Carlos Mesa had some support 
among the people, but was later forced to 
step down as well.

In 2002, two new parties were repre-
sented	 in	 the	 congress,	 the	 “Movimiento	
al Socialismo (MAS: movement towards 
socialism)	and	“Movimiento	Indígena	Pa-
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chakuti”	(MIP:	Pachakuti	Indigenous	Mo-
vement). these two parties were different 
because the representatives of Mas (Mo-
rales) was the leader of the coca leaf pro-
ducers’ union, and the leader of MIP was 
the aymara nationalist Felipe Quispe. they 
both represented the indigenous parts of 
the population.

New reforms in Bolivia

In the mid-1990s, the government of 
Gonzalez Sanchez de lozada introduced 
reforms on popular participation, agricul-
ture/land, education and decentralization. 
these reforms were meant to include the 
indigenous population in the state on their 
terms: the indigenous population was re-
cognized as indigenous	for	the	first	time7. 
the policies of changing governments had 
hitherto been aimed at trying to assimilate 
and	“civilize”	the	indigenous	population	to	
be Bolivian citizens. Now the State chan-
ged its rhetoric (and constitution) acknow-
ledging	that	Bolivia	is	a	plurinational	and	
multi	cultural	society,	allowing	for	the	first	
time that the indigenous population gained 
some self-determination by recognising 
their social organisations. this change 
came at the same time as the international 
awareness on indigenous people increased, 
partly spurred by the initiation of the deca-
de of indigenous people under uN and the 
creation	of	the	“UN	Forum	on	Indigenous	
Issues”8.	But	also	in	societies	in	the	West,	
there was a growing interest in rights and 
especially n indigenous rights.9

7 Andersson, 1999.
8	http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/
9 Henriksen, 2001.

the increased focus on indigenous pe-
ople and indigenous peoples’ rights was 
also part of many countries’ donor poli-
cies.	Since	Bolivia	is	dependent	on	foreign	
aid, the government has to comply with 
the policies favoured by the donors. Hu-
man rights are important in the discourse 
of development, and receiving countries’ 
policies have to correspond to the human 
rights declaration. this means granting 
rights to subaltern groups, among these 
indigenous	people.	Donors	are	thus	influ-
encing	 the	Bolivian	government	 policies,	
and the reforms of the mid-nineties were 
in	 accordance	 with	 donor	 policies.	 But	
there has also been a pressure from soci-
al and indigenous organisations to change 
policies	in	Bolivia10. One of the results of 
the wishes for change has been the election 
of evo Morales as president. evo Morales 
is an aymara11, a former llama herder and 
coca leaf grower, and he had been active in 
the coca peasants’ union for many years. 
evo Morales was a representative of IPSP 
(Instrumento	 Politico	 para	 la	 Soberanía	
de los Pueblos (Political instrument for 
the Sovereignty of the Peoples)). Due to 
the centralization of the political system 
in	Bolivia,	the	formation	of	new	parties	is	
difficult.	“In	Bolivia,	political	elites	desi-
gned institutional rules with the intention 
of containing persistent party system fra-
gmentation and to defend their space in 
the political system against challenger par-
ties	that	emerged	in	the	1990s”	(Van	Cott,	

10	“The	discourse	of	rights	is	particularly	attractive	
for	excluded	groups	seeking	 to	 justify	 their	 inclusion”	
(Foweraker & landman, 1997: 228, quoted from Van 
Cott, 2005:41).

11	One	of	the	larger	indigenous	groups	in	Bolivia.
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2005:24). the IPSP was offered to run for 
election on the small socialist party MAS’ 
list (MAS: Movimiento al Socialismo). 
evo Morales had won constituency in the 
Chapare region and was elected a member 
of parliament on votes mainly from Cha-
pare coca peasants, but the MAS party 
gained large popular support in 2005, also 
outside the Chapare region.

 
New social movements

“Democracy	on	a	global	scale	is	becoming	
an increasingly widespread demand, so-
metimes explicit, but often implicit in the 
innumerable grievances and resistances 
expressed against the current global order. 
the common currency that runs throughout 
so many struggles and movements for li-
beration	across	the	world	today	–	at	local,	
regional	 and	global	 levels	 –	 is	 the	 desire	
for democracy. Needless to say, desiring 
and demanding global democracy do not 
guarantee its realization, but we should not 
underestimate the power such demands 
can	have”	(Hardt	&	Negri,	2005:	xvi).
This	fight	for	democracy	has	very	much	

been an underlying issue in manifestations 
and protests of the past 20 years, voiced 
especially by the indigenous population in 
Bolivia.	Fights	for	democracy	can	take	va-
rious directions: either working inside the 
existing parliamentary system or taking to 
the streets demanding a new way of doing 
things.

evo Morales can be said to have done 
both. He has recently stressed his being a 
representative of the indigenous populati-
on, and he has worked within the frames of 
the	Bolivian	parliamentary	system	in	that	
he has listed as a candidate on an existing 

party’s	list	–	the	MAS.	This	is	the	only	way	
to gain a seat in the parliament. Neverthe-
less,	 “the	 right	 to	 vote	 does	 not	 necessa-
rily ensure democracy as such. Political 
parties can monopolize political processes 
in an un-democratic way. Voting is frequ-
ently seen as a capitulation to a centralized 
system that shows only contempt for lo-
cal	needs	and	desires”	(Stolle-McAllister,	
2005:6)

electoral promises are often made with 
no intention of keeping them after the elec-
tion, and parties are corrupted. this has 
weakened	the	confidence	in	the	old	politi-
cal	parties	in	Bolivia	(Crabtree,	2005:	9).

evo Morales was elected as the leader 
of coca-leaf farmers before his election 
to president. As a leader of the union, he 
stressed	class	discourse	when	fighting	for	
coca	leaf	producers’	rights.	This	fight	was	
mostly directed against the uS-supported 
coca plant eradication programs in the 
Chapare	region	in	Eastern	Bolivia.	
Traditionally,	indigenous	people	in	Bo-

livia have been growing coca for centuries. 
Coca has been used for herbal medicine, as 
a part of rituals (Allen, 1988) and is che-
wed to avoid altitude sickness and fatigue. 
Coca has been cultivated mostly in the 
Yungas	Region	in	Northern	Bolivia.	After	
a collapse in tin-prices and thereby mass 
dismissals in the mining areas, many for-
mer miners migrated to the tropical Cha-
pare and started growing coca as a cash-
crop (Jeppesen, 2004). Coca is fairly easy 
to grow and easy to sell. the reason why 
the	US	government	supported	the	Bolivian	
government in their coca plant eradication 
strategy was their allegation that most of 
the coca grown in Chapare is sold to the 
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illegal cocaine industry. evo Morales, on 
the other hand, stressed the cultural impor-
tance of coca and its importance for indi-
genous culture and tradition.

When a union leader, his rhetoric had 
been	definitive,	but	after	being	elected	as	
president he softened it, now declaring 
“yes	to	coca,	no	to	cocaine”.	How	he	will	
achieve	 this	 is	 somewhat	 unclear.	 Being	
tied to coca-leaf production, the coca pe-
asant union has played on two strings in 
its organisation and political project, one 
being the class-based rhetoric of a social 
movement	linking	its	fight	to	the	class-ba-
sed society and organising within this, the 
other string being the cultural one. He has 
been linking the coca-leaf production to 
Bolivian	culture	and	traditions,	in	this	way	
arguing for the right to grow coca, despite 
the	fact	that	Bolivian	governments	and	US	
administrations have declared the coca-le-
af production in Chapare illegal. One can 
see a development in the coca-leaf farmers’ 
union	from	the	rhetoric	of	the	“old”	soci-
al movements towards the rhetoric of the 
“new”	 social	movements,	 swinging	 from	
obtaining rights on a class-based focus on 
the division of wealth to focusing on indi-
genous people and their rights, for exam-
ple, the right to grow coca as indigenous 
people, in line with the growing of coca in 
the legal areas of yungas.

New social movements put an emphasis 
upon	“issues	of	identity,	ideology	and	cul-
ture, issues of social integration and social 
and cultural reproduction rather than upon 
the material issues around production and 
distribution that had been seen as the bre-
ad	and	butter	of	class	conflict	in	capitalist	
societies”	(Mayo,	2005:	62)

Shifting discourses

Indigenous people and their organisations 
have changed their discourse, organisation 
and ownership to land within the recent 
20 years. there are obviously nuances in 
this development, and not all groups have 
been through this shift, but generally rural 
indigenous people have changed from cal-
ling	 themselves	 “campesinos”	 (peasants)	
to	 calling	 themselves	 “indígenas”	 (indi-
genous). their main organisations when 
relating to the State were formerly peasant 
unions. these still exist, but have a dec-
lining	influence.	Now	indigenous	people’s	
organisations, especially in the eastern 
lowlands, are gaining in importance. With 
the INrA reform of the mid-nineties, land 
ownership can be both individual and col-
lective. Many indigenous groups have thus 
claimed rights to land and territories, and 
have actually accomplished getting land 
rights in many cases.

Discourse: Campesino Indigenous People

Organisation: union Indigenous 
Peoples’ 
Organisations

Ownership of 
land

Individual Collective

From      to

Formerly, the articulation of the indi- 
genous social movements was part of class 
discourse. At present, cultural articulation 
has	“switched”	to	stressing	the	indigenous	
past and the rights of indigenous people.
This	can	be	exemplified	with	the	inau-

guration	ceremony,	when	the	new	Bolivian	
president, evo Morales, was sworn in. the 
ceremony took place at tihuanaco, an an-
cient temple situated at the altiplano close 
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to lake titicaca. evo Morales was there as 
a representative of the indigenous people. 
He was elected on the list of the MAS, but 
class rhetoric was almost absent on that 
day. Morales was sworn in by a number 
of	Mallkus	 and	Kurakas	 –	 traditional	 in-
digenous leaders, as well as by indigenous 
priests.	Morales	was	 denominated	 “Apu-
mallku”	 (the	highest	 authority	 among	 in-
digenos people) by the indigenous leaders 
and said:
“The	indigenous	people	have	been	mar-

ginalised	with	the	foundation	of	Bolivia	in	
1825, therefore the indigenous people will 
now	claim	the	right	to	recreate	Bolivia”12

Morales’ discourse at the inauguration 
ceremony thus very much stressed the 
cultural	aspect	of	Bolivia	being	a	country	
with a majority of indigenous people, and 
him being elected as a representative of 
this population. the class-based discourse 
of	the	union	and	the	union’s	fight	for	a	bet-
ter	 distribution	 of	wealth	 in	 the	Bolivian	
society was toned down. 

Social movements in Latin America 
and within the UN

Habermas has argued that the new con-
flicts	 are	 not	 related	 to	 distribution	prob-
lems, but are rather related to the way of 
life	 –	 how	 one	 defines	 oneself.	 This	 has	
been	 expressed	 in	 the	 sentence	 “the	 per-
sonal	 is	 political”,	which	was	 one	 of	 the	
feminist movements’ key lines. (Habermas 
in Mayo, 2005:62). Class politics have 
thus been challenged and new identities, 

12	 “Se	 marginó	 la	 participación	 de	 los	 pueblos	
indígenas	originarios	en	 la	 fundación	de	Bolivia	en	el	
año	 1825,	 por	 eso	 los	 pueblos	 indígenas	 originarios	
reclamen	refundar	Bolivia.”	(la razon, 22/1 2006).

no longer dependent on the industrial class 
society, but rather on the post modern so-
ciety, have been formed. One can see the 
development in social movements in this 
light: transforming from class-based or-
ganisations challenging the distribution, 
towards identity-based movements fo-
cused on the realisation of a particular way 
of	life.	This	is	also	linked	to	“survival”	in	a	
country	like	Bolivia	where	the	income	dis-
tribution is very unequally divided.

Social movements give social groups 
in society a voice which is often not heard 
otherwise. It includes direct participation 
in a form which other organisations in so-
ciety do not provide. For example, many 
new social moments focus on local control 
over cultural and natural resources (Stolle-
McAllister, 2005:24). 

Many latin American countries have 
witnessed social outcries during the last 
10 years (Petras & Veltmeyer, 2005). So-
cial and ethnic movements have gradually 
gained power in latin America (Van Cott, 
2005). One example is the Zapatistas in 
Mexico, who after years of social strug-
gle now are transforming into a political 
organisation trying to gain power through 
the political system. the new, highly po-
liticized social and ethnic movements in 
latin America can be seen as a response to 
the many years of neoliberal policies lead 
by authoritarian governments. the decline 
in bureaucratic authoritarianism and the 
increasing implementation of democra-
tisation and decentralisation policies in a 
number	of	countries	(Bolivia	among	them)	
have helped the formation of a new arena 
for social struggle within the civil society 
which contests traditional power structures 
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(Vanden, 2003). New social and political 
movements have been formed to take the 
fight	for	social	justice	in	poor	Latin	Ameri-
can	countries.	In	Bolivia,	the	protests	have	
been	a	mixture	of	indigenous	peoples’	fight	
for	 rights	 and	 poor	 peoples’	fight	 against	
neoliberal policies.

In the 1970s, an international indigenous 
movement in latin America emerged slow-
ly by way of different international con-
ferences held by church organisations and 
NGOs, which gathered indigenous groups 
from both North and South America. the 
key concept for indigenous groups is, as 
mentioned before, self- determination.

there are two main reasons for this: 
self-determination has the basis in inter-
national law in which indigenous groups 
can	define	themselves	as	peoples	and	thus	
claim to be protected by uN conventions 
(Della Porta, 1999). Another reason is that 
self-determination stresses the indigenous 
groups’ own	definitions	of	who	they	are	as	
a group inside and different from the nation 
state. they do not wish to be seen as mi-
norities who normally are seen as groups 
that eventually will be assimilated into the 
majority of society or culture.
The	self-definition	as	“peoples”	is	con-

tested inside and outside the uN system. 
The	question	 is	whether	 it	 relates	 to	 “in-
digenous	 peoples”	 as	 well.	 Since	 indig-
enous people are groups with cultural, lin-
guistic and historical ties to the territories 
they inhabit, they could be recognised as 
peoples	 according	 to	 UN	 standards.	 But	
the uN consists of nation-states, which 
are not willing to give too many rights to 
“their	 own”	 groups	 of	 indigenous	 people	
since this would endanger the stability of 

the nation-state (Van Cott, 1994). the na-
tion-states in most postcolonial areas are, 
after all, arbitrary entities where the bor-
derlines were drawn according to power 
relations in the colonising states and not 
according to the structures of the indig-
enous societies that already inhabited the 
areas. therefore, today in latin America 
and other parts of the third world we see 
members of the same ethnic groups living 
in different countries. 

even though indigenous people are still 
struggling	 to	 be	 recognised	 as	 “peoples”	
in the uN formulation, they have gained 
results internationally: the convention 169 
of the IlO is very important for the indig-
enous groups when talking about interna-
tional recognition. Furthermore, the uN 
decade	of	indigenous	peoples	(1993–2004,	
renewed in 2005) has had its impact.

the Human rights regime is another 
supporter of indigenous rights13.	 Brysk	
(1994)	 presents	 the	 argument	 of	 the	 “in-
ternational	 regime	 approach”	 as	 a	 useful	
instrument to use in understanding indig-
enous groups on the global scene. espe-
cially the strategic use of information net-
works is useful for the indigenous groups 
or movements: the Zapatista movement in 
Chiapas was spreading news on the Inter-
net to the global civil society.

the indigenous people have begun to 
make use of international arenas, or re-
gimes, because the national governments 
in the states they inhabit have been oppos-
ing the demands that the indigenous groups 
have posed regarding rights to living their 

13	Regime	is	here	defined	as	a	set	of	rules	that	gov-
ern state action in particular areas.
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life according to culture and traditions, and 
especially rights to the use of land and re-
sources	(Brysk,	1994:	33ff).

One of the places where indigenous 
people’s	 movements	 have	 tried	 to	 influ-
ence issues dealt with and the decisions 
taken, is within the uN system as men-
tioned before. the presence of a political 
authority on theinternational level and the 
existence of supranational power centres, 
such as the european Community and the 
united Nations, offer new political oppor-
tunities and make way for the globalisation 
of political protest. through history, social 
movements have protested to different lev-
els	of	authority.	Before	the	creation	of	the	
nation-state in europe, social movements 
had to address their action on the local lev-
el to local authorities. One can hardly take 
these groups of discontented people, e. g. 
peasants or merchants, as social move-
ments as we know them today. It is not 
until reaching the national level that social 
movements	gain	influence.	They	organise	
within a nation-state on a national level, 
and thus are bigger and expressing the dis-
content of more people. this shift to the 
national collective action has transformed 
into an international collective action, with 
the creation of supra-national organisa-
tions like the uN.

the organisation of the uN has allowed 
other actors than states to take part in its 
work, but with a different position, sine 
only member states have the right to vote. 
even so, and especially since the rio con-
ference 1992, the number of social move-
ment organisations allowed to participate 
in ther uN activities has grown. In the case 
of indigenous people’s movements, they 

have been challenging the nation-state for 
years concerning local matters of resist-
ance against invaders who claimed their 
territories and tried to change their cul-
ture and way of life. the indigenous peo-
ple have through history put up resistance 
against	 this,	 first	 by	 armed	 conflict	 with	
the invaders, next by trying to negotiate 
with the local bosses. At the end of the 19th 
century, the indigenous issue reached the 
national level. Indigenous people began to 
address their demands to the governments. 
However, due to the lack of results on this 
national level, indigenous people have 
more recently addressed their demands 
to international organisations, hoping that 
this	would	help	them	in	their	fight	against	
national governments and local bosses, 
since governments are compelled by, e. g., 
the uN conventions and declarations.

the uN elaborates normative rules 
(Passy, 1999). the uN is thus an important 
actor for the indigenous people’s organisa-
tions to deal with in order to obtain rights 
globally and within the nation state in 
which they live. One major role for the uN 
is	 to	 create	 a	 forum	where	 “nation-states	
can build an international regime, that is, 
governing arrangements that affect every 
participant in the negotiation by creating 
norms and procedures that regularize their 
behaviour	on	specific	arenas”	(Della	Porta	
(ed.): 1999:151).

this normative role of the uN is very 
important to indigenous groups since the 
uN is not only an assembly of nation 
states. It is also a centre to which organised 
groups from civil society can address their 
demands and challenge decisions. the uN, 
from the very beginning, has been open to 
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social movement organisations. this is 
stated in Article 71. the uN realised from 
the beginning the importance of collabo-
rating with actors from civil society, es-
pecially within the economic and Social 
Council (eCOSOC). Different groups can 
make oral and written statements during 
the meetings at different levels, but they 
cannot vote, and only trans-national social 
movements can participate and be granted 
the consultative status.
“In	the	Indigenous	Peoples’	area,	human	

rights and indigenous peoples’ organisa-
tions have taken on an increasingly impor-
tant role within the uN, as their number 
grows year by year and, above all, as they 
play a more active role. Since the start of 
the negotiations on the universal Declara-
tion of the rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
they	 have	 influenced	 the	 Declaration	 by	
drafting it, in collaboration with the uN 
administration, though the process is very 
slow”	(Della	Porta,	1999:157).

Conclusion

the growing importance of indigenous 
issues	 in	Bolivia	 and	 the	 protests	 against	
neoliberal policies seem now to be paral-
lel	processes.	Both	processes	build	on	the	
strong	tradition	in	Bolivia	for	organisation	
and social protest and cannot always be 
held apart. the election of evo Morales 
is at the moment the strongest example of 
the two processes uniting into one politi-
cal project of securing indigenous people 
the	 influence	 on	 governmental	 policies	
as indigenous, i.e. stressing their cultural 

identity and controlling former neoliberal 
policies initiated by former governments 
and redirecting these policies towards the 
new goals.

People in Cochabamba,	fighting	for	 the	
right to clean and affordable water supplies, 
and indigenous groups marching and dem-
onstrating for the right to grow coca legally 
are two parallel trends in contemporary 
Bolivia.	They	both	are	 related	 to	 the	fight	
for rights, and they both contest the human 
rights’ regime and the contents and limits of 
human rights. Is access to water a human 
right?	Do	 indigenous people have a claim 
on	 special	 rights?	These	 are	 the	questions	
that are constantly contested and discussed 
within the uN, in nation-states and in dif-
ferent social organisations and movements.

the organisation and the discourse of 
the social movements shift according to 
the	political	 “reality”.	At	 present,	 indige-
nous	social	movements	in	Bolivia	focus	on	
indigenous	 rights	 located	 in	 the	 “interna-
tional	human	rights	regime”.	This	is	used	
in	the	fights	for	rights	at	the	local	levels.
The	 president	 of	 Bolivia	 sees	 himself	

as a representative of indigenous people. 
He shifted from the class-based discourse 
when he was leader of the coca leaf pro-
ducers’ union in Chapare to a discourse fo-
cusing on indigenous people, their identity 
and rights as indigenous. this implies a 
general	 shift	 in	 social	movements	 in	Bo-
livia from class-based social movements 
to	 “new	 social	 movements”	 focusing	 on	
“identity,	 ideology	 and	 culture”	 (Mayo,	
2005),	 in	 Bolivia	 based	 on	 indigenous 
identity, ideology and culture.
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Socialiniai	 judėjimai	 kinta	 priklausomai	 nuo	 jų	
raiškos	pobūdžio	kaitos:	anksčiau	jie	buvo	siejami	su	
organizacijomis,	susiformavusiomis	klasinės	priklau-
somybės	pagrindu,	t.	y.	sąjungomis	ar	panašiais	dari-
niais,	dabar	jie	persitvarko	į	grupes	ar	organizacijas,	į	
kurias	jungiamasi	dėl	tapatybės	raiškos,	pavyzdžiui,	
vietinių	žmonių	ar	etninių	grupių	judėjimų.	Tai	taip	
pat	 lemia	diskurso	pokyčius,	 atkreipiančius	dėmesį	

GLOBALIZACIJA, TAPATYBĖS fORMAVIMAS IR VIETOS KONfLIKTAI

Vibeke Andersson
S a n t r a u k a

į	tai,	kad	organizacijos	ir	judėjimai	yra	priversti	pa-
sireikšti	ir	įvardyti	savo	poreikius	pristatydami	juos	
valstybei	ar	kitiems,	turintiems	galią.	Straipsnyje	ap-
tariami	šiandieniai	pokyčiai	Bolivijoje,	kuriuos	nu-
lėmė	į	organizacijas	besitelkiantys	koką	auginantys	
valstiečiai,	taip	pat	aptariamas	kintantis	vyriausybės	
diskursas	 2005	 metais	 Bolivijai	 išsirinkus	 pirmąjį	
vietinį	prezidentą.


