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Who is the Real Indian?  
Articulations of Indigeneity in the TIPNIS Controversy, Bolivia 
 
ABSTRACT 
This thesis contributes to the debate around the political power of indigeneity in relation to 
the workings of discourse and power within state governmentality in which cultural difference 
has become politicized. In Latin America discourses of indigeneity were typically articulated 
by ethnic minorities to challenge power inequalities. Interestingly, in Bolivia the discourse is 
transformed and coopted by the MAS-government to construct a state ideology for the 
majority. I argue that the cooptation of this typical counter-hegemonic discourse has led to 
competing discourses of indigeneity, which result in contradictions and conflicts at the local 
level. I illustrate my argument with ethnographic data I gathered in two communities in the 
TIPNIS territory. I demonstrate how in a conflict between the government and indigenous 
peoples about the construction of a road, different discourses of indigeneity are articulated 
along three fault lines: between colonizers and natural indigenous inhabitants of the territory, 
between the indigenous villagers in the communities and indigenous leaders in the city, and 
between the pro-government and anti-government leaders and villagers. 
 
Keywords: indigeneity, articulation, governmentality, indigenous movements, Bolivia, 
TIPNIS 
	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3 

INTRODUCTION 

“What we have accomplished with the indigenous discourse is that the state now 
acknowledges our land and our identity. But you have to understand the difference 
between the indigenistas that use the discourse for nothing more than remaining in power, 
and people like me who fight for their identity. That we have this government is an effect 
of the power of the discourse. That they lie is another thing.” (José Guasabe, highest 
authority of the indigenous town hall in Trinidad, 24-10-2016). 

 In 2011, the Bolivian government, headed by ‘indigenous president’ Evo Morales, gave the 
green light to the construction of a highway through the TIPNIS1 territory in the Bolivian 
Amazon. This plan outraged the indigenous groups living there who claimed that they had not 
been consulted by the government. The construction of the highway would destroy the bio 
diverse area and their livelihoods because it would open the area for colonization and 
exploitation (Canessa 2014, 164). On August 15, 2011 indigenous TIPNIS residents and 
supporting indigenous and environmental organizations, students and activists started their 
‘indigenous march’, walking 600 kilometers from Beni to La Paz, demanding the withdrawal 
of Morales’ support for the road. The government saw the protesters’ claims as illegitimate, 
and insisted on the construction of the road. Before reaching La Paz, the march was met with 
conspicuous police force. The news spread rapidly and many people living in and outside the 
territory started questioning the legitimacy of Evo Morales’ government. It seems that ever 
since, the MAS2 government has carried out actions seeking to divide and co-opt the 
indigenous movement, in order to gain support for the road project, resulting in tensions and 
conflicts3. Spaces of contradiction or “frictions” (Tsing 2005) are interesting field sites to 
study the workings of power. How can we understand this seeming contradiction of 
indigenous people challenging an indigenous state that claims to represent them?  

In the past decades the transnational discourse of indigeneity has become increasingly 
important as a political tool for marginalized minority groups worldwide that seek protection 
from cultural majorities, states and corporations that threaten their livelihoods. Indigenous 
groups have mobilized the discourse in their struggles against large-scale corporate and state 
projects such as dams (Ghosh 2006), mining (Kirsch 2007) and deforestation (Tsing 2005) as 
well as cultural degradation (Robins 2001), in an attempt to alter power relations and 
accomplish social change.  Numerous anthropologists have critically analyzed the downside 
of the transnational discourse of indigeneity and how the essentializing force of this political 
instrument (Kuper 2003) can actually reproduce a racial hierarchy (Ghosh 2006). On the other 
side it is exactly this “strategic essentialism”4 that makes the transnational discourse of 
indigeneity such a powerful tool for subaltern groups to create political space (Robins 2001; 
Sylvain 2014). The internal strength of the discourse is that it creates a collective indigenous 
identity that serves popular mobilization (Yashar 2005). Externally, the strategic value of the 
language of indigeneity has been reinforced by institutions such as the UN and the World 
Bank that launched internationally acknowledged declarations on the rights of indigenous 
peoples. This thesis contributes to the debate around the ambiguities of political power of 
indigeneity (Kuper 2003; Robins 2001) in relation to the workings of discourse and power 
within state governmentality in which cultural difference has become politicized (Rose 1999, 
                                                
1	  TIPNIS stands for Territorio Indigena y Parque Nacional Isiboro Secure and is an indigenous territory and national park in 
the departments of Beni and Cochabamba, Bolivia.  
2 MAS stands for Movimiento Al Socialismo (Movement towards Socialism), the governing party headed by Evo Morales. 
3 	  	   “Gobierno divide la columna del Tipnis y anuncia la consulta” Eju.tv 02-07-2012. Accessed 09-05-2017. 
http://eju.tv/2012/07/gobierno-divide-la-columna-del-tipnis-y-anuncia-la-consulta/ 
4 Term borrowed from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1987). 
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198). The TIPNIS inhabitants and other players in the conflict, strategically claim indigenous 
identity, as if it were self-evident. However, when articulated in a complex web of power, the 
meaning and content of indigeneity is by no means unambiguous, but dynamic and contested. 
I describe the different articulations 5  and workings of the transnational discourse of 
indigeneity in the TIPNIS controversy at the grassroots level and the way it operates within or 
contests the governmentality of the Bolivian state. 

In 2006 Evo Morales was elected as the first indigenous president of Bolivia. His 
presidency marked an important turn in Bolivian politics and could be seen as the result of 
decades of peasant mobilization against a social hierarchical system that marginalized 
indigenous peoples. Morales’ anti-neoliberal rhetoric of indigeneity certainly contributed to 
his success and his election victory can be placed in the context of “an indigenous 
awakening” (Canessa 2006, 25) in Latin America where political protest has become 
indigenized (Brysk 2000; Yashar 2005). There is a vast body of anthropological research 
concerning the way indigeneity operates within neoliberal states as a ‘counter-hegemonic’ 
force (Hale 2005; Li 2000; Muehlmann 2009). However, knowledge is lacking about the 
workings of this discourse in the “post-neoliberal” indigenous states of the New Left in Latin 
America. What happens if the discourse of indigeneity, typically used against the state, is 
coopted and transformed by the state? I argue that the cooptation of this typical counter-
hegemonic discourse in Bolivia by the state has led to competing discourses of indigeneity, 
which result in tensions and conflicts at a local level. I build my argument on the 
ethnographic data gathered in two communities and an indigenous organization of the TIPNIS 
territory where I lived during four months. I conducted participant observation during 
political meetings and daily activities, and interviewed villagers, and indigenous leaders.  

The structure of the thesis is as follows. In section 1, I outline the theoretical frame 
within which my argument develops, focusing on the political power of indigeneity. In 
section 2, I analyze the dynamics of the TIPNIS controversy and its political consequences. 
The second half of my thesis consists of the ethnographic analysis in which I examine the 
articulations of indigeneity along the three fault lines: 1) between indigenous and non-
indigenous groups in the territory; 2) between indigenous leaders in the city and communities; 
and 3) between anti- and pro-government group. Each of the three fault lines is the topic of, 
respectively, section 3, 4, and 5. In the last section I describe a meeting between the 
indigenous leaders of the territory to show how on these three fault lines the discourse of 
indigeneity becomes articulated. Through this concrete example, I demonstrate how these 
fault lines cross and different articulations of discourses of indigeneity clash, and tensions 
rise. I conclude by critically addressing the consequences of the fragmentation of indigeneity 
for bringing about social change for marginalized groups in Bolivian society. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
5 I use the term “articulation” as conceptualized by Li (2000, 151) who borrowed the term from Stuart Hall (1985).  
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1. THEORIZING INDIGENEITY: ARTICULATIONS OF A POWER DISCOURSE 
 
This thesis contributes to the academic debate around the ambiguities of the political power of 
indigeneity. I connect this debate to the wider discussion on discourse and power in the line of 
philosopher Michel Foucault (2002[1969];1991). In this section I lay the foundation for my 
argument. I first define the concepts of governmentality, discourse and power. I then outline 
the debate around indigeneity and its “strategic essentialism”6 (Kuper 2003; Robins 2001; Li 
2000). I argue that indigeneity should be seen as a power discourse and can best be captured 
in the concept of “articulation” (Hall 1985; 2006) to avoid an overly structuralist perspective.  
 
Power, discourse and strategic essentialism 
Michel Foucault initiated a shift in thinking about the way power is exercised, moving away 
from state centered approaches, in which the state is seen as ultimate power holder, to a 
diffused conception of power circulations among individuals, which he describes with the 
concept of “governmentality” (1991). Gupta and Sharma define governmentality as “the 
direction of conduct towards specific ends, which has as its objects both individuals and 
populations and which combines techniques of domination and discipline with technologies 
of self-government” (Gupta and Sharma 2006, 24). Power circulates between people and is 
exercised through social relations and institutions that do not necessarily lie squarely within 
the domain of ‘the state’ (Gupta and Sharma 2006, 25). Power relations are not imposed in a 
top-down movement from a central Power to populations and individuals, but are rather 
shaped through processes of subjectification in which conceptions of the self are created and 
enacted.  

The production of knowledge and power are closely related in Foucault’s theory of 
governmentality. According to Foucault, knowledge that is presented as neutral and apolitical, 
is in fact historically constructed to serve the interests of particular groups of actors in society 
(Foucault 2013[1965]). Knowledge as expressed in discourses serves to construct, reinforce 
or contest power relations through processes of subjectification. Competing discourses are 
thus “directly linked to the contestation over power” (Hall 2006, 167). Discourses that are 
effective become “regimes of truth” (Hall 2006, 169): they dictate what is to be accepted as 
true. Through discourses that shape perceptions and practice, individuals are located into 
“actual or virtual networks of identification through which they may be governed” (Rose 
2006, 158). In this thesis I explore how indigeneity can be seen as such a “zone of identity” 
through which groups are governed and govern themselves.  

In the past decades indigeneity has become an important theme in anthropological 
literature.  In his criticism The Return of the Native (2003) Adam Kuper denounces the 
comeback of classical colonial anthropological discourses on “the native” in the rhetoric of 
indigenous peoples movements. According to Kuper, the idea of indigeneity is uncritically 
employed by anthropologists who represent “the native” as an essentialized and racialized 
“other” who lives in harmony with nature, a representation that does not fit with the reality of 
the daily lives of these cultural groups. He states that this false representation of reality is 
constructed to serve the anti-globalization and environmental movement as they reinforce the 
romanticized idea of authentic cultures that are not in conflict with nature. According to him, 
these essentialist ideologies that anthropologists help construct “may have dangerous political 
consequences” (Kuper 2003, 395). Various anthropologists have criticized the “strategic 
essentialism” (Spivak 1987) of indigeneity and the way it represents indigenous peoples as 
                                                
6	  Term borrowed from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1987). 
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being isolated and static cultural peoples (Ghosh 2006; Sylvain 2014; Robins 2001), living in 
harmony with nature (Conklin & Graham 1995; Davidov 2013). I argue that whether these 
discourses of indigeneity correspond the reality indigenous peoples live, is not the point. 
Rather, the discourse of indigeneity, its contradictions, and the way it is constructed and 
informs action, tells us something about the configurations of power at work.  

Various authors have pointed out the contradictory aspects of the discourse. Robins 
(2003) claims that indigenous peoples “often find themselves having to respond to 
contradictory demands that they be both Late Stone Age survivors and modern citizens of the 
nation-state” (Robins 2003, 398). These contradictions can be seen as originating from a 
discourse, which on the one hand is transnational and open ended, while on the other hand 
aims to describe specific localities. Kuper (2003) and other authors (Ghosh 2006; Escárcega 
2013) emphasize that the discourse of indigeneity is globalized and transnational in nature 
“fostered by the UN and the World Bank and by international development agencies and 
NGOs” (Kuper 2003, 395). The local construction of indigenous identity is informed by a 
transnational regime of indigeneity that is characterized by a paradox. The discourse refers to 
a particular territorialised “primordial identity” seen as largely untouched by forces of 
globalization (Yashar, 2005). Interestingly, the discourse is based on a “common experience 
as ‘indigenous peoples’ that itself is a product of globalization” (Canessa 2006, 242) and that 
heavily relies on international network and discourses, such as the international language of 
indigenous rights. Indigenous peoples thus articulate an essentialized form of authenticity 
while speaking a transnational language of cultural rights (Canessa 2006, 242). 

However, the discourse of indigeneity is by no means imposed or implemented top 
down to a specific locality. As Robins points out, Kuper’s critique “fails to convey a sense of 
the unruly and contested character of the creation of histories and identities “from below” 
(2003, 399). Indigeneity is an appeal to a “common identity” (Barnard 2006, 13) that can 
indeed be instrumentalized for political purposes (Kuper 2003) like any other zone of identity, 
but it also becomes part of people’s experience (Speed 2002, 229). Furthermore, “ethno-racial 
meanings” are not fixed but fluid as they are constantly negotiated, constructed and 
reconstructed (Rappaport 2005). In the circulation of the discourse of indigeneity a key role is 
played by the agents to whom this discourse applies. I use the concept of “articulation” to 
capture this agency which I explain in the next section.  
 
Acknowledging indigenous peoples’ agency: articulations 
Anthropologist Tania Murray Li argues that a group’s self-identification as indigenous is not 
invented, adopted or imposed but “a positioning which draws upon historically sedimented 
practices, landscapes and repertoires of meaning, and emerges through particular practices of 
engagement and struggle” (Li 2000, 151). She uses the concept of “articulation” as defined by 
Stuart Hall (1985) to clarify the workings of indigeneity discourses: “the conjunctures at 
which (some) people come to identify as indigenous, realigning the ways they connect to the 
nation, the government, and their own unique tribal place, are the contingent products of 
agency and the cultural and political work of articulation” (Li 2000, 151). With articulation 
Hall meant the process of rendering a collective identity explicit as well as “conjoining that 
position to definite political subjects” (Li 2000, 152). Rather than inevitable, permanent or 
natural this collective identity is unstable, situational and provisional. Li (2000, 152) quotes 
Hall (1990, 225) arguing that cultural identities are “far from being eternally fixed in some 
essentialized past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power” and 
can be re-articulated.  

Although Kuper (2003) is right that anthropologists should not take these 
representations of indigeneity as a given reality, it is more helpful to regard indigeneity as a 
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discourse of power in an analysis that leaves room for the agency of indigenous peoples. 
‘Indigenous peoples’ have some room for maneuver “as they situate themselves in relation to 
the images, discourses and agendas that others produce for or about them” but that this space 
is always limited as they must “fit the preconfigured slot of indigenous peoples” (Li 2000, 
157). Indigeneity should be seen as a power discourse, and studying when it becomes 
operational, or on which conjunctures it is articulated, can tell us something about the power 
relations at work. By negotiating and articulating particular, and often contradictory, sets of 
meanings and identities that are defined and framed on international, national and local levels 
of mobilization, indigenous peoples can gain political space and transform power relations. 
  To contribute to the debate on indigeneity and power, I examined the TIPNIS 
controversy as grassroots case-study to explore the articulations of indigeneity by different 
groups of actors. The TIPNIS conflict does not fit the classical story of subaltern indigenous 
people challenging a repressive elitist state that wants to construct a road in an indigenous 
territory, neither does it fit the story of a developmentalist state that directs a project from the 
capital, that it prioritized over the local indigenous interests. The TIPNIS conflict in which an 
‘indigenous’ government finds itself in conflict with an ‘indigenous’ group that is far from 
homogenous, illustrates this complicated and multifaceted tale of indigenous resistance. It is a 
conflict in which indigeneity is claimed, instrumentalized, experienced and practiced in many 
voices at the same time. I explore the content and discursive construction of the fault lines, the 
connection of the fault lines to the TIPNIS controversy, and the way indigeneity is mobilized 
in relation to these fault lines. 
 
The TIPNIS Territory 

 
Figure 1: map of the TIPNIS territory7 

 

TIPNIS is a protected area and indigenous territory between the Cochabamba and Beni 
departments of central Bolivia. The TIPNIS territory has historically been an important site 
for the indigenous struggle in Bolivia. The inhabitants were one of the first indigenous groups 
to receive a legal title to a territory in Bolivia, thanks to the successful and famous Indigenous 
March that was held in 1990. The park is inhabited by indigenous peoples categorized as the 

                                                
7	  “TIPNIS communities divided as road consulation begins”. Emily Achtenberg (Nacla) 08-05-2012. Accessed 09-05-2017. 
http://nacla.org/blog/2012/8/5/bolivia-tipnis-communities-divided-road-consultation-begins 
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Mojeño-Trinitario, Yuracaré and Chimán ethnic groups that have their distinct political 
organization and communitarian structures of land use (McNeish 2013). According to a 2001 
national census 12,388 indigenous people inhabit the territory, living in 64 communities of 
which the majority is located close to one of the main rivers that traverse the territory: the 
Sécure, Isiboro, and Ichoa rivers (Laing 2015, 14). Besides these indigenous groups, the 
territory is inhabited by small-scale farmers of Aymara and Quechua origin who came from 
the highlands to colonize lands for the production of coca8 and other tropical crops. The 
small-scale coca farmers or cocaleros are an important base of support for Morales and they 
are generally in support of the highway as the road will facilitate the transportation of their 
goods and open up the territory for further colonization (Canessa 2014, 12). The green area in 
figure 1 indicates where these colonizers are living.  

The indigenous groups of the lowlands are organized in subcentrales that were created 
at the grassroots by community leaders to press issues on land rights. In the case of TIPNIS, 
there are four organizations on this level: Conisur (Confederation of Indigenous People of the 
South), La Subcentral Indígena del TIPNIS, La Subcentral Indígena de Sécure ‘alto’ and ‘La 
Subcentral Indígena del Sécure ‘bajo’. The democratically elected boards of the subcentrales 
represent their communities, bring in development projects, resolve conflicts, and protect the 
ethnic groups’ cultural and land rights. The subcentrales are part of the centrales that 
represent the indigenous peoples on a higher level. In the Beni department, where TIPNIS is 
located, this is CPIB. These centrales in turn correspond to CIDOB, the confederation of the 
indigenous peoples of the lowlands that was created in 1982 to unify the thirty-four 
indigenous groups from the Lowlands. CIDOB functions as a national representative 
organization to protect the interests of the different groups. With the conflict about the road 
these organizations began to fall apart and divide, first on a national level (CIDOB) and then 
on a regional level as well, which has led to parallel organizations, carrying the same name.  

 
Figure 2: This info-graphic depicts the conflicts and alliances between indigenous organizations of the lowlands. 

                                                
8	  Coca is a cash crop that is grown in the Bolivia’s tropical regions. In Andean cultures the leaves of the plant are 
traditionally chewed to gain energy, and they are used in many rituals for their sacred powers. The leaf is also used to 
produce cocaine. Over the past years, the growing demand for cocaine worldwide, has resulted in the increase of coca 
production in Bolivia. 
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Doing research in the Bolivian Amazon 

“Floor, are you ready?” asks Jesús. Arturo is already entering the small wooden canoe 
with a hoe and two big sacks for today’s harvest. Jesús drops us on the other side of the 
river and goes fishing. Arturo shows me around his small chaco9 of no more than one 
hectare where he grows corn, bananas, sweet potato, and some fruits. “I started 
cultivating here two years ago,” he explains, “I was studying theology in Trinidad but I 
suddenly had to come back because of an emergency: uncle Alfonso wanted to hit my 
mother because she was defending the territory.” “Because of the road?” I ask him. “Yes, 
the road has divided us up to family members.” Arturo is looking forward to the meeting 
of indigenous leaders that will take place in two months to bring an end to the political 
divisions within the communities. (Participant observation in Nueva Ana, 04-10-2016). 

I conducted fieldwork in the communities of Santa Carmen and Nueva Ana in the central part 
of the territory, as well as in the office of one of the indigenous organizations in the city of 
Trinidad where most of the indigenous leaders live. I participated in meetings, conducted 
semi-structured interviews, carried out informal conversations and conducted participant 
observation in the office of Subcentral Sécure and Subcentral TIPNIS. I applied discourse 
analysis to my data in order to explore the content of the discourses of indigeneity, and to 
identify the ‘conjunctures’ at which these discourses were articulated and informed action.  

Because of the context of political polarization, tension and division, I mainly worked 
with anti-government villagers and leaders. To be able to gather data on the pro-government 
side of the conflict as well I constantly had to (re)position myself, maneuvering in a complex 
web of power relations. I was able to talk with some of the pro-government leaders and 
villagers as well but have to acknowledge that the nature of these data are different as they 
were usually gathered in a way more formal setting and I could not triangulate this data with 
participant observation. In the thesis I will therefore focus on the articulations of discourses of 
indigeneity on the anti-government side, although I do mention the discourses of the pro-
government side as well as the two discourses “talk” with each other. I do not claim I was 
neutral while doing my fieldwork. I think neutrality is impossible when doing anthropological 
fieldwork. Various authors have argued that, especially when working with marginalized 
groups in society, it is impossible (Bourgois 2012[1991], Speed 2006), or even morally 
undesirable (Scheper-Hughes 1995), to not take a stance. I closely worked with the anti-
government leaders whom I befriended and empathized with. I slowly began to develop a 
political preference for the anti- government groups as I saw them struggling for the good of 
the communities and the territory, in an extremely difficult context in which their room for 
maneuver decreased significantly as the cooptation campaign of the government advanced. 
My political position is not invisible in the analytical choices I made and has influenced my 
critical stance towards the politics of the MAS government. This position is motivated by a 
feeling of social responsibility, and not by any theoretical consideration.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
9 See the glossary of Spanish words on page 35. 
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2. THE TIPNIS MARCH: A SCAR ON THE ‘INDIGENOUS’ FACE OF THE 
GOVERNMENT   

“It is a painful memory what happened in Chaparina, where they tortured us, even 
children and young people. I was with my wife and we helped out. We were with four 
children and we slept on the top [of a mountain] without anything, giving warmth to 
each other [...]. We suffered, but despite that we continue fighting for our rights.” 
(Miguel, participant of the march against the road, 24-09-2016). 

The 15th of August, 2011 around 2000 indigenous peoples and sympathizers left Trinidad to 
take part in the March in defense of the TIPNIS territory, indigenous rights, and dignity. 
Catalyst for the mobilization was the plan of the Bolivian government to construct a highway 
through the heart of the national park and indigenous territory without previously consulting 
the ethnic groups living there. The government argued that the highway was critical to the 
economic development of the country, as it would link the department of Cochabamba, the 
portal to the Andean region, directly to the Amazonian region, down to Brazil10. The road 
would link Brazil, which is an important trade partner for Bolivia, directly to the pacific 
ports. The road would also strategically bypass Santa Cruz, the economically strong eastern 
region of Bolivia, where the opposition of the traditional elites to the MAS had remained 
strong (Fabricant & Postero 2015). TIPNIS residents worried that the road would also further 
open up the territory for colonizers from the highlands who already occupy large parts of the 
southern part of the territory to grow coca and other tropical crops. Moreover, the road 
would facilitate the future exploitation of resources in the territory by mining and oil 
corporations.11 The march of indigenous peoples was supported by several environmental 
and indigenous organizations and was covered by international newspapers because of the 
strong emotive image of more than 2000 indigenous people walking for 65 days on the dusty 
and muddy roads in the lowlands up the Andes mountain range to the government in La Paz 
in their poor clothing, waving the TIPNIS Patujú flag12. As a central demand the marchers 
asked the government to stop the construction of the road through their territory. Evo 
Morales, however, dismissed the protesters as financed by foreign NGOs, the US embassy, 
and rightwing opposition forces13. He urged young coca farmers (one of his most important 
support groups and proponents of the road) to go out and “seduce Yuracaré and Trinitaria 
[ethnic groups in the territory] women to win their support for the highway.”14 When 
indigenous representatives asked the government to consider an alternative route that would 
not affect the heart of the territory Evo Morales rejected their grievances and said that the 
road would be constructed through the territory either way [“sí o sí”]15, ignoring the right to 
previous consultation of the indigenous inhabitants.  

                                                
10	  “Contested Development: The Geopolitics of Bolivia’s TIPNIS Conflict” Emily Achtenberg (nacla). Accessed 09-05-
2017. https://nacla.org/article/contested-development-geopolitics-bolivia’s-tipnis-conflict 
11	  “TIPNIS:	  Derechos	  Indígenas,	  Consulta,	  Coca	  Y	  Petróleo.”	  Cuadernos	  De	  Coyuntura:	  Plataforma	  Energética	  (CEDLA).	  
March	  2012.	  Accessed	  09-‐05-‐2017.	  https://www.cedla.org/sites/default/files/bol_plataforma4.pdf 
12	  “The Bolivian TIPNIS March in Photos.” Nacla. Accessed 09-05-2017. http://nacla.org/news/photo-essays/10671/essay 
13	  “Evo denuncia que “Tipnis es una bandera para atacar” a su Gobierno”. El Día 13-10-2011. Accessed 09-05-2017. 
https://www.eldia.com.bo/index.php?c=&articulo=Evo-denuncia-que---Tipnis-es-una-bandera-para-atacar---a-su-
Gobierno&cat=150&pla=3&id_articulo=75941 
14	  “La consulta por el TIPNIS no sera vinculante”. La Razón 01-08-2011. Accessed 08-05-2017. http://www.la-
razon.com/index.php?_url=/economia/consulta-TIPNIS-vinculante_0_1441655852.html.  
15	  “Evo afirma que ruta cruzará “sí o sí” por el medio del Tipnis”. Alvaro Luksic (El Pais) 02-09-2011. Accessed 02-05-
2017. http://www.elpaisonline.com/index.php/2013-01-15-14-16-26/cronica/item/20377-evo-afirma-que-ruta-cruzara-si-o-si-
por-medio-del-tipnis. 
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     The march received even more national and international press attention when the 
marchers were brutally repressed by the police forces on September 25, in Chaparina.16 
Videos and pictures of the police force started circulating, and Morales’ administration was 
heavily criticized. The marchers of the ‘indigenous march’ received a lot of support from 
many sectors of civil society. Indigenous, peasant and women organizations and unions 
declared solidarity with the marchers who were warmly received by local support groups 
who brought the protesters clothing and food.17 The outrage about how the government had 
treated the protesters was great. How could a government that presented itself internationally 
as protector of indigenous rights and Mother Earth, brutally repress its indigenous citizens 
engaged in a peaceful protest?18 Indigenous leader and organizer of the march, Fernando 
Vargas, who had previously supported the MAS describes the change of the public opinion 
in an interview:  

“The march revealed the face of the government that in fact was not an indigenous 
government, that was not a government that protects the environment, that it was not a 
government that respects mother earth, the rivers. On the contrary, it was a government 
that exploits natural resources, that violates human rights, that is, a dictator government 
that does not respect democracy” (Fernando Vargas, president Subcentral TIPNIS, 16-
12-2016). 

The march, and especially the public rejection of the police violence in Chaparina, caused a 
lasting scar on the ‘indigenous face’ of the MAS government. Evo Morales was forced to 
negotiate with the marchers. Law 180 was passed that declared the territory ‘untouchable’ 
and he put the construction on hold in prospect of the elections in 2014. However, in 2015 he 
declared his intention to continue the project19. Meanwhile, the MAS seemed to have been 
engaged in a local campaign of cooptation20 of the indigenous political structure in the 
TIPNIS region that started during the “post-consultation” that was finally carried out in 2012, 
leading to political polarization and conflicts in the territory. According to the government 
most communities approved of the abolition of Law 180 during the consultation process21, 
and this allowed the construction of the road. An independent verification commission22 
                                                
16	  “Bolivia: Two years after Chaparina, still no answers”. Emily Achtenberg (Nacla) 21-11-2013. Accessed 09-05-2017. 
http://nacla.org/blog/2013/11/22/bolivia-two-years-after-chaparina-still-no-answers 
17 	  “Crece solidaridad con marchistas indígenas del TIPNIS.” Eabolivia 24-09-2011. Accessed 09-05-2017. 
http://www.eabolivia.com/social/9306-crece-solidaridad-con-marchistas-indigenas-del-tipnis.html 
18	  “Evo Morales’s defence of Mother Earth rings hollow in Bolivia”. Mike Gonzalez (The Guardian) 03-10-2011. Accessed 
09-05-2017. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/cifamerica/2011/oct/03/evo-morales-indigenous-people-protest 
19 “La Carretera que atraviesa el TIPNIS ‘se realiza’.” Rubén Ariñez (La Razon) 05-06-2015. Accessed 09-05-2017 
http://www.la-razon.com/nacional/Evo-carretera-atraviesa-TIPNIS-realiza_0_2283971614.html.  
20	  The interpretation of my data led me to the conclusion that the MAS is engaged in a process of cooptation of the TIPNIS 
indigenous organizations. With cooptation I mean that anti-government leaders have been replaced with pro-government 
leaders and that the MAS has facilitated the creation of parallel organizations. Various anti-government leaders (Fernando 
Vargas, Marcial Fabricano, and Don Vicente) claimed that the government offered them money, intimidated them  and 
threatened them with persection in order to disarm the critical leaders. I am inclined to believe these claims. My 
interpretation is supported by the stories of my informants and observation at the meeting of indigenous leaders where I 
identified clear signs of this process. I furthermore support my claim with the confirmation of anthropologists Sarela Paz of 
Universidad Católica Boliviana, Cochabamba (personal communication 24-01-2016), and Renata Albuquerque de Moraes of 
Universidade de Sao Paulo (personal communication, 24-04-2017) who both carried out fieldwork in the TIPNIS territory 
and are familiar with the political situation.  
21 	  See the final report of the government on the consultation process. Accessed 08-05-2017. 
https://www.oopp.gob.bo/index.php/informacion_institucional/INFORME-FINAL-TIPNIS,851.html 
22 This comission was constituted by members representatives of the APDHB (Asamblea Permanente de Derechos 
Humanos de Bolivia; Permanent Human Rights Assembly of Bolivia), the Catholic Church and the FIDH (Federación 
Internacional de Derechos Humanos; International Federation of Human Rights) (Laing 2015, 161). 
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concluded that the “post-consultation” was indeed “undemocratic” and “unconstitutional” 
and “did not adhere to the organizational structures of the indigenous communities, 
sometimes meeting just part of the communities or conducting meetings outside of the 
communities altogether.” Neither did the process follow the indigenous form of decision-
making – by consensus (Laing 2015, 161). The communities that voted in favor of the road 
and cancellation of Law 180 seem to have been manipulated with distorted information 
(Laing 2015, 161). This conclusion was confirmed by many of my informants. 

On the local level the TIPNIS controversy has resulted in ongoing tensions within and 
between communities and different indigenous organizations. On the national level, the 
TIPNIS controversy can be seen as a breaking point after which electoral support for Evo 
Morales steadily declined. Initially most indigenous organizations and leaders, such as 
Fernando Vargas, had supported the MAS and recognized Evo Morales as indigenous leader 
of all Bolivians. Now, many of these organizations withdrew their support. The TIPNIS 
controversy served as a catalyst for the indigenous/peasant organizations CONAMAQ and 
CIDOB to leave the Unity Pact in 201123. In 2013 Evo Morales ‘reunited’ the Pact. However, 
because of frictions within the organizations, a parallel had emerged between pro- and anti-
government factions of the organizations24. The Unity Pact now only comprised the pro-
government factions of CONAMAQ and CIDOB, and the anti-government factions 
continued organizing independently of the government. 
 
The TIPNIS conflict revealed a multitude of ‘indigenous’ interests, positions and 
identifications and shows the limitations of indigeneity as state project. As catalyst of the 
breakdown of the Unity Pact, the controversy shook up the collaboration between grassroots 
sectors of society. The conflict also exposed some of the contradictions between the 
discourses and practices of the ‘indigenous’ government. With ‘indigenous’ concepts such as 
buen vivir Morales had sought to reconcile the idea of, on the one hand, a developmentalist 
state with redistributive politics heavily depending on the extractivist industry (Fabricant & 
Gustafson 2015). On the other hand, he emphasizes the importance of the protection of 
indigenous rights, indigenous autonomy and the environment. Evo Morales and his MAS 
government have been increasingly criticized for this “double discourse” 25  Bolivian 
anthropologist Sarela Paz explained in an interview that from her perspective the election of 
Evo Morales indeed resulted in a “social earthquake”26 in which classes were shook up which 
led to the accumulation of wealth in sectors of society that were previously poor, subaltern, 
peasant and indigenous, but there are clear limits to Evo Morales’ ‘process of change’ 
[proceso de cambio]. Fabricant states that “a closer look at contemporary Bolivian politics 
reveals a complicated and multifaceted tale of indigenous resistance” (2012, 2). Sarela Paz 
emphasizes that the Bolivian reality is very difficult to generalize, as it is very arbitrary and 
ambiguous. “Let’s not make generalizations, but let’s collaborate in making a mosaic, piece 

                                                
23	  The unity pact between different social movements was forged in 2004 and consisted of CSUTCB (Unique Confederation 
of Rural Laborers of Bolivia); The Bartolina Sisa indigenous women organization; CSCIB (Syndicalist Confederation of 
Intercultural Communities of Bolivia); CIDOB (Confederation of Indigenous Peoples of Bolivia; and CONAMAQ (National 
Council of Ayllus and Markas of Qullasuyu). The pact provided a common vision for the new constitution of 2009. (Laing 
2015, 49). 
24	  “Evo vuelve a juntar al Pacto de Unidad, pero con dos facciones.” Dennis Luizaga (La Razón) 24-12-2013. Accessed 09-
05-2017. http://www.la-razon.com/nacional/Evo-juntar-Pacto-Unidad-facciones_0_1967203285.html 
25	  “Río+20: Indígenas denuncian el doble discurso de Evo”. Plataforma Energética / CEDLA 19-06-2012. Accessed 09-05-
2017. http://www.bolpress.com/?Cod=2012061903 
26	  Interview with Sarela Paz, 24-01-2017, Cochabamba 
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by piece.”27 With this thesis I want to contribute to the Bolivian mosaic, to contribute to the 
understanding what indigeneity means in an ‘indigenous’ state. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
27	  Interview with Sarela Paz, 24-01-2017, Cochabamba 
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3. FRAMING THE CONFLICT OVER LAND IN TERMS OF INDIGENEITY 

“If they construct the road, they will all enter [the territory], the colonos, They are already 
coming in without having the road. So once the colonos enter, we will be left without 
land, because the colonos are so many, more than us. Their mission is to enter [the 
territory] and cultivate the land, and grow coca. They are going to destroy everything 
because they work with machines, whereas we work simply with machete, ax, and 
shovel, nothing more, just to sustain the family.“ (Arturo, villager Nueva Ana, 03-12-
2016).  

The opposition of what Arturo here calls colonos or ‘colonizers’ and the ‘original’ indigenous 
inhabitants of the territory, is the first fault line I draw to analyze the social dynamics of the 
TIPNIS controversy. I use the concept of ‘fault line’ to refer to the articulation of indigeneity, 
in order to convey the meaning of a seemingly rigid opposition that is in fact fluid and 
dynamic. The people from the TIPNIS territory see themselves as the legitimate indigenous 
peoples, as opposed to the colonizers who nevertheless claim indigeneity as well. In this 
section, I describe the way in which TIPNIS residents construct their own indigenous identity 
in contrast to the characteristics they ascribe to the non-indigenous colonizers, and the 
tensions and contradictions that have arisen as a consequence of the container concept of 
‘indigeneity’ that the MAS government employs28.  
 

Claiming indigeneity: the colonizers versus the original indigenous peoples 
In the past there have been many conflicts between the colonizers and the indigenous 
communities over land. The conflict deepened in 2011 with the TIPNIS controversy. Key to 
understanding this fault line is the question of ‘who is indigenous?’ Since 2000, the 
colonizers from the highland started self-identifying as ‘indigenous’ rather than in terms of 
class and framing their struggle as one for indigenous rights, depicting the coca leaf as a 
powerful indigenous symbol. The colonizers see themselves as authentically indigenous 
(Canessa 2014), but the inhabitants of the TIPNIS territory interestingly construct their own 
‘indigenous’ identity in opposition to the characteristics they ascribe to the Quechua and 
Aymara coca farmers. The inhabitants of the territory often described the differences 
between them, ‘the original indigenous peoples’, and the colonos in terms of economic use of 
the land.  

“They are not like us, they have their chacos [slash and burn fields] with only seeds, 
only coca […] whereas we only cultivate our chaquito [small field], one or two hectares, 
but they cultivate ten hectares […], whereas they destroy everything: the wood, our 
wealth, all there is! They also have their factory for making coca [cocaine], there they 
make their pichicata [illegal drugs], and that’s their business. Whereas we do not have 
business, we just live, cultivate little fields, to harvest some products.” (Don Rafael, 
Corregidor Santa Carmen, 13-10-2016). 

Don Rafael regarded their way of production as defining characteristic of the TIPNIS 
indigenous people, which distinguished them from the ‘non-indigenous’ colonizers. The 
indigenous peoples’ management of the resources on the territory is collective, in contrast to 
the coca farmers that privately own the land they cultivate (Laing 2015, 15). In this line, 
Arturo explained to me the difference between colonizers who were in his eyes ‘peasants’ 

                                                
28	  To fit the new inclusive state ideology of the Bolivian ‘plurinational’ state, the category of ‘indigenous’ has been stretched 
out to the container concept of ‘indigenous, original, and peasant communities’ [pueblos indígena originario campesinos] 
that has been captured in the new constitution (2009). With the acknowledgement of the ‘plurinational’ character of the 
Bolivian state, the government gave citizenship a new impulse, creating a new collective identity (Postero 2007).  
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and indigenous peoples like himself: “an indigenous person cannot sell his territory” (Arturo, 
villager Nueva Ana, 03-12-2016). The villagers also emphasized that the colonos have a 
different relation with nature as they reduce it to natural resources that they can negotiate: 
“they negotiate everything, they sell the earth” Don Rafael stated in an interview (13-10) 
referring to the commodification of nature that he believed to be alien to the indigenous 
tradition, in which they only take what they need.  

Besides the difference in use of the land, they used the word humilde, that can be 
translated as ‘poor’ but also as ‘humble’, to clarify the difference between their own group 
and the colonizers who were described as being rich. This word also indicates the low self-
esteem of the TIPNIS indigenous peoples. They mentioned the word humilde to describe a 
situation in which they were manipulated by coca farmers or pro-government groups: “we 
are really humilde, they come and talk to us […] but sometimes they mislead us” (Doña 
Julieta, villager Nueva Ana, 17-12-2016), and “we are humilde, the government takes 
advantage of us because we do not have the knowledge” (Arturo, villager Nueva Ana, 03-12-
2016). The word ‘humilde’ plays a very important role in the self-identification of the 
inhabitants, and points out the intersection of class and ethnicity and their imagination of 
themselves as ultimately subaltern.  

The TIPNIS inhabitants strongly associated the colonizers with the government. 
Arturo clarified to me in an interview that the colonos are “people of the government”:  

“They support Evo, so they gave their vote but not for nothing, under the condition that 
he would give them land. Because of that the government is fulfilling their promise, 
because the colonos are more serious than we are. If the government does not do what it 
promised, soon they will organize a march or even get them. Whereas we are more 
humilde: if the government promises something we do not even do anything. We just 
stay in our communities […]. The government is afraid of the colonos.” (Arturo, villager 
Nueva Ana, 03-12-2016).  

Arturo thus believes that the cocaleros support Evo Morales in exchange for land to 
cultivate: pieces of fertile land that are part of the TIPNIS territory. The government has to 
fulfill this promise because the cocaleros are aggressive and powerful, and can seriously 
counter the government.  

Most of my informants described Evo as ‘not indigenous’ as he did not fit the criteria 
which they ascribed to themselves as indigenous peoples. 

 “Now they all want to be indigenous, but I do not consider Evo Morales [as 
indigenous], because we indigenous peoples are different. As he is from the highlands, 
he does not have the same ideas as we do, we truly are the original people [pueblos 
originarios] […]. He [Evo] does not forgive anyone. He does not have the heart of an 
indigenous person, not the way of thinking of an indigenous person. Because an 
indigenous person is more flexible, more simple, more comprehensive.” (Don Alfonso, 
villager Nueva Ana, 07-12-2016). 

In this statement, Don Alfonso points out the high morality of the original indigenous 
inhabitants, related to their humbleness, as opposed to Evo and other highlanders who he 
believes to be morally inferior. He also refers to the syndicalist culture of organizing and 
doing politics of the MAS that is in their eyes characterized by aggression, rigidity and 
hierarchy, as opposed to the indigenous political culture which is more open-ended, flexible, 
and consensus-based. Exclaiming that “now they all want to be indigenous” he points to the 
fact that being indigenous is a fairly new identity for the colonizers, whereas they have 
identified as ‘indigenous’ since the 1980s. This also indicates how indigeneity has become 
social capital. The mobilization of indigeneity by both groups, the original inhabitants of the 
territory and the settlers, points out the multitude of ‘indigenous’ positions in Bolivia and the 
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fragmentation of the concept.  
 
Vague boundaries 
The frontline of the conflict between the colonos and the original TIPNIS residents lies in 
Polygono Siete (see the green area in figure 1), the southern part of TIPNIS that is 
increasingly inhabited by coca farmers. However, on the local level it is difficult to make 
these distinctions. When I visited San Joaquin, one of the communities of Polygono Siete. I 
realized that although most people identified as indigenous, the community was becoming 
increasingly mixed because of intermarriage between Aymaras and Mojeño Trinitarios. 
Moreover, the indigenous families were also involved in growing coca illegally in their 
territory.	  Given the unclear ethnic boundary (Barth 1969) between indigenous and non-
indigenous people, the southern communities cannot be categorized easily appealing to one 
side of the distinction. The southern communities do not adhere to Subcentral TIPNIS or 
Subcentral Sécure but have established their own organization indigenous Conisur 
(Confederation of Indigenous Peoples of the South). However, the anti-road and anti-
government groups do not acknowledge the communities that adhere to Conisur as 
‘indigenous’ or part of the territory29. They accuse them of selling the territory to colonizers 
and growing coca themselves. In the TIPNIS controversy these ‘border communities’ came 
to play an important role. In collaboration with the government, Conisur organized a ‘counter 
march’ in 2011 in which the southern communities were presented by the government as 
‘TIPNIS indigenous inhabitants’. Anti-road indigenous leaders claimed they were colonizers 
and coca farmers marching, not indigenous peoples.30 In the consultation process the 
government also strategically put forward the coca farmers communities of Conisur (that do 
not hold the collective land title) as the consulted indigenous people, bypassing the original 
indigenous communities living in the territory (Canessa 2014, 164; Laing 2015, 161).  

 
This case illustrates how the discourse of indigeneity has become fragmented. Canessa (2014, 
162) argues that in the ‘indigenous’ state ideology of the MAS, indigeneity is scaled up to a 
national identity in which you are indigenous whatever you do and wherever you are. These 
new ‘indigenous citizens’ are thus not necessarily ‘the subaltern’ or discriminated against, 
neither are they necessarily ‘territorialized’. Canessa (2014) argues that this tension between 
‘territorialised indigenous groups’ who live in their original habitats and ‘deterritorialised 
indigenous groups’ who live in urban areas and in colonized regions is the central problem in 
the TIPNIS conflict. Canessa is right that this conflict between colonos and the original 
residents of the territory plays a big role in the TIPNIS controversy. However, to clarify the 
dynamics of the conflict, the colonos-indigenous fault line does not provide enough 
explanatory value. The TIPNIS controversy cannot be seen as a conflict between clearly 
defined opposing parts. Many of the indigenous villagers are in favor of the road, even if they 
acknowledge the danger it poses to their territory. The TIPNIS residents can by no means be 
seen as a homogenous ‘indigenous’ group with shared interests and characteristics. Especially 
at the local level in the communities, the villagers are part of a complex power play in which 
indigeneity becomes articulated in different ways. In the following sections I describe two 
other fault lines that help to explain the heterogeneity and myriad of positions within the 

                                                
29 “Tipnis: socializan proyectos con indígenas del Conisur” Karen Carrillo (Los Tiempos) 17-03-2017. Accessed 09-05-
2017. http://www.lostiempos.com/actualidad/economia/20170317/tipnis-socializan-proyecto-indigenas-del-conisur 
30 “Indígenas del Tipnis: La marcha del Conisur as una provocación.” Eju.tv 24-12-2011. Accessed 09-05-2017. 
http://eju.tv/2011/12/indgenas-del-tipnis-la-marcha-del-conisur-es-una-provocacin/ 
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indigenous group. 
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4. THE GEOGRAPHICAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC DISTANCE BETWEEN 
LEADERS IN THE CITY AND COMMUNITIES IN THE TERRITORY 

 “If you are leader and you oppose and demand, […] [the state] will tell them “look at our 
leaders, all the money and projects that were meant for you, they have spent it. Your 
leaders should bring you projects, health, education, infrastructure, […]” That’s how they 
manipulate the bases. “You’re left here while your leaders are there in the city, living 
happily. They have shops, restaurants, they live travelling, in hotels, and eat well while 
you are dying of hunger.” That’s how they disconnect you from your bases” (Fernando 
Vargas, former president Subcentral TIPNIS, 16-12-2016). 

In this quote indigenous anti-government leader Fernando Vargas describes the tension 
between him as a leader and his bases that he sees as a product of pro-government and pro-
road groups that used these made up stories as a way to disconnect leaders from their bases. In 
this section I describe the tensions and susceptibility between the leaders in the city and the 
communities in the territory in the context of cooptation of the political structure of the 
TIPNIS indigenous movement, in which projects play an important role. Suspicion toward the 
leaders, regarding the management of funds for projects, was expressed in the form of rumors 
that circulated within and between communities. The tensions between leaders and villagers 
can be seen as a problem of representation that is caused by the geographical as well as socio-
economic differences between the leaders and villagers.  
 

Starting a new life in the city 
Trinidad is a small city, a few days away from the TIPNIS territory by canoe. This is the city 
where the TIPNIS residents come to buy and sell their goods, and to visit the offices of their 
representative organizations. The indigenous leaders that work there are permanent residents 
of the city who moved out of their communities when they were chosen as leaders. One of 
these leaders is anti-government leader Marcial Fabricano. He started mobilizing the 
indigenous groups in the community of Nueva Ana in the 1980s, organized the first 
‘indigenous march’ in the 1990s, and soon moved to Trinidad once he was chosen as the first 
president of Subcentral TIPNIS that he founded. As a leader he worked for various 
indigenous organizations in Trinidad and Santa Cruz. His life has changed a lot since then. In 
the city, life is hard and one has to work to survive because in the city it is not your fields, 
but money, that determines the quality of your life. This is why most leaders established 
small businesses such as motor taxi service, restaurants, and shops.  

Arturo from Nueva Ana, an isolated TIPNIS community, is recently chosen as a new 
leader and will soon start his term in the city. Nueva Ana is one of the larger communities in 
the territory that makes up more or less 30 families. The majority of those families identify 
as Mojeño Trinitario, corresponding to the language which they (used to) speak. In the 
communities there are basic provisions such as electricity powered by solar panels, a church, 
a town hall, and a few computers with Internet and a primary school. The villagers are 
largely self-sufficient and sustain themselves with the small livestock they keep; fishing; and 
their ‘chacos’: slash and burn fields where they grow yuka, bananas, rice and corn. At times 
they travel to the city in their canoes to sell bananas, or wood, in order to buy provisions such 
as soap, clothing, and gasoline. This is seen as the typical humble and simple life of the 
indigenous villagers.  

As I described in the previous section, the villagers in Nueva Ana see their chacos 
and poor living conditions as important identity markers. I argue that, when moving to 
Trinidad, the leaders lose a part of their ‘indigenous’ identity when they surrender 
themselves to the city life that is so different from the rural life in the territory. The leaders 
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definitely enjoy more possibilities than the villagers in the territory. Marcial went to a clinic 
in Santa Cruz when his health was bad, and his children were able to go to the university and 
find well paid work. However, they still occupy a very marginal position because of the 
racism and hardships in the city where they continue to live in relative poverty. In an 
interview, newly-elected leader Arturo expressed his worries about moving to the city:  

 “It damages the family, because as authority you abandon your family, the family does 
not know what to eat and what to do […]. I don’t know what I will do with my family.” 

He says he sometimes thinks he does not want to fulfill his position anymore:  

“because as a leader one does not earn any money, you have to look for it to sustain 
yourself there [in Trinidad] […] Sometimes, one does not have anything for 
transportation, there’s no money for the taxi, not even for a soda.” He explains. “But, as 
we are going to be with the government, I think the government will pay us” he jokes. 
(Arturo, villager Nueva Ana, 13-12-2016). 

The leaders are never fully part of the city, where they live on the outskirts, and continue in 
harsh conditions, nor are they part of the communities anymore, where they are increasingly 
seen as outsiders, strangers to the problems there. Rappaport calls these leaders, who move 
back and forth across the frontiers of their communities, “inappropriate others” as they 
“refuse to identify themselves exclusively with one side or another of the frontier” 
(Rappaport 2005, 41). The geographic and socio-economic distance between the leaders in 
the city and the villagers in the territory caused distrust and susceptibility. The leaders were 
said to be concerned with their own personal gain instead of with the good of the 
communities. They barely returned to the villages and therefore did not understand the 
villagers’ needs and problems anymore. These tensions were expressed in rumors that 
circulated within and between the communities.  

Although respected for his work as early leader, Marcial was highly distrusted by 
some villagers in Nueva Ana. There were rumors that Marcial had made a lot of money by 
selling mara (a type of tropical hardwood) illegally. They also claimed that he appropriated 
land that belonged to the office of the subcentral, where his house is now located. In 2009 he 
was given huasca (punishment with a whip according to the communitarian justice system) 
on a meeting of local authorities for his behavior that went against the good of the 
communities. Arturo describes the event: “[they punished him because] he stole a lot of 
money, and on top of that, he stole wood and where he lives used to be the land of the 
indigenous people”. Marcial always insisted that he was attacked by masistas (pro-
government groups) that abused the pretext to eliminate the anti-government leaders, 
something that did not have anything to do with communitarian justice in his eyes. About 
both leaders, Marcial and Fernando, the villagers complained that they never came to the 
communities and that they became rich at their expense. I never found out whether these 
rumors were true and if the leaders were benefitting from money meant for community 
projects but that is not the point. Rumors carry with them a moral judgement and thus expose 
the behavior seen as normative within a social group (Menezes 2016, 89). In the eyes of the 
villagers, the leaders who pursued economic self-enrichment deviated from the norm of the 
morally high, humble indigenous people, working for the good of the community. 

Anti-government and pro-government leaders also effectively vilified each other 
during the conflict about the road, spreading stories and ‘proof’ of their enemies’ corruption. 
This further damaged the relationships between the leaders and ‘their bases’. The 
dissatisfaction and distrust of the villagers with their leaders was most clearly illustrated on 
the meeting of all indigenous leaders of the territory in Santa Maria in August 2016 where 
Fernando Vargas, the president of Subcentral TIPNIS was supposed to be replaced by a new 
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leader. He attempted to mobilize the communities together with Emilio Noza, president of 
Subcentral Sécure ‘bajo’, but the majority of the communities decided not to travel to the 
meeting, so the elections could not take place. “They lost confidence in their leaders” was 
one of the explanations. Fernando Vargas had already finished his term, so the subcentral 
was left without leader. “Did the villagers still recognize him as president?” I had asked 
Doña Julieta, a villager of Nueva Ana, “the majority of the people do not recognize him as a 
president anymore because he got into politics”. Fernando Vargas was elected to run as 
president candidate for the Partido Verde (Green Party) in 2014. Many villagers saw this as a 
conflict of interest. Furthermore, there were stories that he requested funds in the name of 
TIPNIS, which he used for personal expenses. Fernando Vargas was aware of people 
spreading rumors behind his back: What did they tell you about me?” he asked me during an 
interview (16-12-2016), “I have a clean conscience; I never robbed a cent!” According to 
him, it was the government that pitted the communities against their leaders. 

 
The birth of parallel organizations and serious conflicts between organizations during 

the consultation for the road, had led to increased political polarization and conflicts within 
the communities. This resulted in the paralysis of local ‘indigenous’ politics in the territory.  
The leaders hardly visited their communities because of fear for punishment. They were 
accused of getting involved in ‘politics’ and not serving the communities anymore. The fault 
line between leaders and communities can be seen as a result of the literal geographic distance 
as well as the socio-economic differences between the two groups. In the next section I show 
how the tensions on this fault line became exacerbated by another fault line: between pro- and 
anti-government groups. These two fault lines already existed before the conflict over the 
road, but were set in motion by the consultation process after which they became extremely 
tense. The conjunctures that these fault lines constitute and on which side the indigenous 
peoples position themselves determine how they articulate indigeneity. 
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5. MAKING SENSE OF POLITICAL POLARIZATION IN A DIVIDED 
COMMUNITY 

“There were families who did not agree, just because of the fact that they supported 
someone [referring to one of the indigenous leaders in the city]. I hope this situation will 
end soon because this is no life. Before we lived like God wants us to live, in peace. 
Everyone used to collaborate with each other but now nobody helps us. That’s what has 
changed. I have seen this happening and I criticize it. Now, for example, they do not even 
want to give you a single banana, yuka now has its price because of the fight between 
family members. I noticed this terrible harmful change and it is damaging us. This is not 
what the life of us indigenous peoples was like” (Don Alfonso, villager Nueva Ana, 07-
12-2016).  

In this statement, former leader and MAS supporter Don Alfonso reflects on the changes in 
his community Nueva Ana that has since the consultation process of the road been plagued by 
a huge fight between anti- and pro- government villagers. This fight had caused a lot of 
damage in the social tissue of the community as it had divided them “up to family members”.  
Don Alfonso regrets how he got into a serious conflict with his niece, Doña Julieta, whom he 
threatened with violence because of her anti-road stance. In this section I describe how the 
villagers position themselves in the context of political polarization, in which indigenous 
leaders and their bases of support in the communities become framed in the opposition ‘anti- 
versus pro-government’, usually paired to the opposition ‘anti- versus pro-road’. 
 

“The Fight” 
The communities show an assemblage of different and dynamic positions. The 

national context of political polarization resulted in the birth of parallel organizations, first on 
the national level (CIDOB) and later on the local level (Subcentral Sécure). In the city of 
Trinidad, the polarization shaped the political landscape, as parallel organizations of 
Subcentral Sécure and CPIB coexisted, both claiming to be the legitimate organization and 
fighting over the original offices. In this context, the leaders in the city often took a clearer 
anti- or pro-government position. Old anti-government leader Marcial Fabricano worked 
together with Emilio Noza (Subcentral Sécure ‘bajo’) and Fernando Vargas (Subcentral 
TIPNIS) to stop the construction of the road and openly criticized the government for 
coopting the indigenous movement.31 These anti-government leaders closely collaborated 
with CIDOB’s anti-government parallel organization, led by Adolfo Chavez, and with anti-
government CPIB, headed by Nazareth Flores. On the other side, pro-government leader 
Carlos Fabricano (Subcentral Sécure ‘alto’) and Eladio Roca (Conisur) led a campaign in the 
territory in favor of the road and the abolition of Law 180. These pro-government leaders 
closely collaborated with Pedro Vare of pro-government CPIB and adhered to pro-
government CIDOB led by president Lucio Ayala (see figure 2).  

On the local level, the situation of political polarization resulted in divided and 
politically paralyzed communities. In Nueva Ana the divisions caused a big fight at the time 
of the conflict over the construction of the road. The villagers refer to this conflict as ‘La 
Pelea’ which means ‘The Fight’. Santa Carmen’s teacher Pedro, who used to live in Nueva 
Ana, describes how the fight started on September 20, 2012 when the consultation for the 
road was carried out: 

 
                                                
31	  “Consulta o cooptación en el TIPNIS?” Xavier Albo (La Razón) 08-07-2012. Accessed 09-05-2012. http://la-
razon.com/index.php?_url=/opinion/columnistas/Consulta-cooptacion-TIPNIS_0_1646235444.html 
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“Marcial Fabricano came to listen; he did not come to oppose the consultation but to 
listen, and they did not let him land. They blocked the airstrip of Nueva Ana […]. That’s 
where the fight started. Youngsters saw that men fought with women like rivals. It was a 
total disaster for Nueva Ana. And even family members, Don Alfonso and Doña Julieta, 
because she was defending and her husband as well. And that is good that they are 
defending, I do not say that is bad. They are defending because they have children and 
they are looking to the future.” His wife Nazareth joins the conversation: “my family 
lives in Trinidad now, because of the divisions.” Pedro: “That time of the consultation, it 
is really sad. The government makes us fight among family members. It is really sad” 
(Pedro & Nazareth, villagers of Santa Carmen, 15-10-2016). 

When the government delegation arrived to carry out the consultation in Nueva Ana, Marcial 
and some other anti-government leaders from the indigenous town hall in Trinidad tried to 
come over to monitor the process but the pro-government villagers blocked the airstrip, and 
they were not able to land. Doña Julieta describes the event to me in an interview. The 
emotions resound in her voice, and she has an expression of sadness on her face but also of 
strength:  

“I told them that as a woman I can also undo the blockade, because they were arriving 
from the indigenous town hall from the city […]. They made me listen to their whips and 
they would not let me. I laughed at them. They were all men who where there against 
one woman. I laughed at them, and I asked them if they wanted to see me fight like a 
man. I told them that a woman also has strength because I do not betray my land that 
God gave us to live on, for our children and grandchildren to live on. […] I succeeded in 
unblocking the airstrip but they [Marcial and other anti-government leaders] had already 
seen that we were fighting on the airstrip, and they no longer wanted to land, so they 
returned to Trinidad.” (Doña Julieta, villager Nueva Ana, 17-12-2016). 

She recalls the experience of fighting with her uncle Don Alfonso on the airstrip, and how 
she, as a woman, had the duty to defend her territory for the coming generations. The 
divisions in the community were directly connected to the divisions in the city, where pro-
government leader Carlos Fabricano as well as anti-government leader Emilio Noza claimed 
the presidency of Subcentral Sécure. Carlos Fabricano is a nephew of anti-government leader 
Marcial Fabricano. Ruth, Marcial’s wife, recalled how Carlos’ father had come to their shop 
in Trinidad, crying about how his own son turned against him. “You’re not my father 
anymore,“ Carlos had said, “Evo is my father now”. 

In the community of Nueva Ana, part of the villagers, among whom Doña Julieta and 
Arturo, recognizes Emilio Noza and what they call Subcentral Sécure ‘bajo’ or ‘low’ as 
legitimate representative organization while others, among whom Don Alfonso, supported 
Carlos Fabricano’s Subcentral Sécure‘alto’ or ‘high’. The latter was acknowledged as 
‘official’ organization by the government as Carlos Fabricano was said to own the papers of 
the organization. These alliances were however constantly negotiated and changed over time. 
Emilio Noza, for example, was never clear to me about which communities he counted as his 
‘bases’. Later on I realized that this was because it was not clear for him either, as he 
constantly had to (re)negotiate alliances, apart from several communities and families who 
had always supported and continued to support him. Several of my informants took a very 
strong position in favor of one of the organizations. In Nueva Ana, the family of Doña Julieta 
and her son Arturo, were the only family in the community that strongly supported anti-
government leader Emilio Noza. The other villagers were more pragmatic when it came to 
supporting one of the organizations. Their support primarily depended on the projects that 
the organizations would bring to the community. Since the ‘official’ Subcentral led by Carlos 
Fabricano got government funding to carry out projects in the communities, most of these 
villagers pragmatically supported his organization. This nevertheless did not mean that they 
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were in favor of the government or the road. As pro-government corregidora (highest 
authority in the community) Doña Alicia of Nueva Ana told me in an interview (14-01-
2017): “we have to take advantage, that they arrive those projects because president Evo is 
already going to leave, two years from now.” Projects are really important to the villagers. 
These projects range from new school buildings, solar panels and water towers to agricultural 
projects. In the eyes of the villagers, the projects determine the capacity of their leader. Don 
Luis reflects on his time as corregidor of Nueva Ana: 

“I went where the project was, that’s why I got involved with the MAS […]. This town 
hall for example that you’re looking at [he points to the wooden community town hall],  
that town hall for example, I did it, asking, begging there […]. It’s because if you do not 
support [them], the project does not come.” (Luis, villager Nueva Ana, 05-12-2016). 

His statement illustrates how the government uses projects as an instrument of cooptation of 
the indigenous movement. This interpretation is supported by interviews with various 
informants32. Pro-government corregidora of Nueva Ana also confirmed that the government 
had offered projects at the consultation process, in exchange for their approval of the 
construction of the road.33 The communities have become increasingly dependent on direct 
government funding of community projects, since various NGOs are thwarted in their work34 
or even left the country35. Leaders without economic resources could not bring any projects 
to their communities but remained independent because of non-alliance with government. On 
the other hand, if they collaborated with political parties to bring projects to the communities, 
the leaders were suspected of putting the money in their own pockets. This paradox put the 
leaders in the city in a difficult position.  
 
The indigenous organic tradition and the ‘dirty politics’ of the government 
The TIPNIS indigenous people used the adjective orgánica (‘organic’) to refer to the 
grassroots indigenous political tradition, and the adjective política (‘political’) to refer to the 
party politics of the MAS government. Orgánica relates to the consensus-based decision-
making model that the communities follow and the legitimacy of a leader when he or she was 
chosen ‘organically’. Marcial explains in an interview (13-01-2017) that “‘lo orgánico’ takes 
as starting point the interests of the community. Política defines the national scale ‘left- and 
rightwing politics’, which is seen as alien to the community, corrupted and manipulative. The 
adjectives carry with them a value judgment and were employed by the villagers to 
(de)legitimize particular leaders who were claimed to be chosen either in a grassroots manner 
by the communities or top-down installed by the government. Don Alfonso, who himself 
used to campaign for the MAS in Nueva Ana, reflects on the situation:  

“Sadly, the política has managed, dominated leaders. These last years they got involved 
into politics and that is why we had this big problem between us [referring to The Fight 
and divisions in the community]. Some leaders have had relations with political parties 
but that was not the objective of our movement. […] This política like any política is 
dirty and treacherous” (Don Alfonso, villager Nueva Ana, 07-12-2016).  

The distinction between orgánica and política can be seen as the way in which the TIPNIS 
inhabitants position themselves on the ‘anti- versus pro-government’ fault line.  
                                                
32	  Interviews with e.g. Marcial Fabricano (13-01-2017); José Guasebe (15-12-2016); Doña Alicia (14-01-2017). 
33	  Interview with Doña Alicia, 14-01-2017, Trinidad. 
34	  Interview with Fundación Tierra, 20-01-2017, Santa Cruz. 
35	  “What’s behind the Bolivian Government’s attack on NGOs?” Emily Achtenberg (Nacla) 09-03-2015. Accessed 09-05-
2017. http://nacla.org/blog/2015/09/03/what%27s-behind-bolivian-government%27s-attack-ngos 
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The anti-government leaders in the city also used the adjectives orgánica and política to 
differentiate between organizations and leaders that who were top-down ‘installed’ by the 
MAS and the organizations and leaders that were bottom-up chosen by the communities. 
These leaders described how, through the pro-government organizations, the communities 
were ‘politically’ (políticamente) coopted by the government. The pro-government leaders 
did not acknowledge this distinction, as according to them they were the only legitimate 
organization and that they had been ‘organically’ (organicamente) chosen by their bases. The 
polarization and framing of ‘either with or against us’ damaged the ‘organic’ discussion 
about the advantages and disadvantages of the road and eroded the communitarian 
consensus-based political model. Almost all my informants stated that they were tired of la 
política that had brought about divisions in their communities. A meeting between 
indigenous leaders was organized with the aim of, among other things, bringing an end to the 
conflict. 
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6. ARTICULATING INDIGENEITY ON A MEETING OF INDIGENOUS LEADERS  
 
“We are going to start all over, reorganize the political structure” Don Sebastián of the 
committee said (25-10-2016). Both, pro- and anti- government villagers told me that the 
objective of the meeting was to end the divisions and unify the different subcentrales. Only 
Subcentral TIPNIS would continue and they would abolish the two Subcentrales Sécure. 
Marcial Fabricano was very hopeful and enthusiastic about the prospect of the meeting. He 
talked about indigenous peoples of other territories that planned sending delegates to the 
meeting: “they want to know how the famous Mojeño, Yuracaré and Chiman peoples are 
going to resurrect” (Marcial, 14-11-2016). The meeting of indigenous leaders of TIPNIS took 
place on the 28th, 29th and 30th, November 2016, in the community of Nueva Esperanza in 
the middle of the territory. The indigenous leaders that took part were corregidores (the 
highest authority) in their communities, but also many ordinary villagers came to Nueva 
Esperanza to participate. A total of 232 adults were present. The purpose of the meeting was 
to elect a new president for the TIPNIS subcentral, who would replace Fernando Vargas. 
Apart from this, the leaders also hoped to bring an end to the divisions and conflicts in the 
territory that prevailed since ‘The Fight’ that started during the consultation process for the 
road. In this section I use the meeting as an ethnographic place and moment to show how the 
fault lines I described in the preceding sections come together, forming conjunctures at which 
indigeneity is articulated in different ways to legitimize claims to the territory and its 
development. 
 

Two camps 

After a canoe journey of two days and two nights, we finally arrive at Nueva Esperanza, 
the community where the meeting of leaders will be held. Smoke is coming over the 
trees, and people are washing themselves in their canoes. A group of people is standing 
along the riverside but they don’t greet us. We continue to the other end of the 
community where another group of people is awaiting us. Don Emilio climbs out of the 
canoe first. “Good that you’re here” a villagers says, “Conisur is here with Carlos 
Fabricano”. Don Vicente urges everyone to get together for an update: “the comittee is 
controlled by la política. There are two convocation letters, they changed it. The 
committee had a meeting with Carlos Fabricano the night that we wrote the convocation 
letter together. In the second letter, Conisur and Sécure ‘alto’ are also invited. “They are 
going to propose someone from the committee”, a villager says, “la política is getting 
involved”. A bell sounds from the town hall and the villagers line up with a plate in their 
hands to take breakfast: a soup of rice, meat and yuka. “Where is Carlos Fabricano?” I 
ask Don Rafael. “All those masistas [government supporters] have their own camp,” he 
says while pointing to he other side of the trees, “Doña Alicia is there as well, and the 
people from Conisur”. After the breakfast the participants come in and take place at the 
benches in the town hall. Carlos Fabricano and Eladio Roca of Conisur, and other pro-
government leaders, sit next to each other in the front. Emilio Noza and his support 
groups sit on the other side of the town hall. Fernando Vargas is sitting in the center 
together with his Quechua wife, chasing away the mosquitoes that fly around his head. 
The presidium starts the meeting by checking the list of participating communities, 42 
out of the 46 communities are present. They want to continue the program but Don 
Vicente interrupts them. He wants clarification of where the committee of organization 
got their resources from: “It seems like they are working with the government. I hope 
this is not the case. They did not want to publish the convocation, that’s a bit strange 
right? Moreover, they were supposed to convoke two organizations [Subcentral Sécure 
‘bajo’ and Subcentral TIPNIS], no more. It makes you question whether the committee 
is independent. What happened? What are their interests? I hope that it was a mistake, or 
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are they manipulated by la política? Let’s analyze the things that have happened and not 
betray our territory!” Eladio Roca, president of Conisur, stands up to react to Don 
Vicente’s claim that Conisur is not supposed to take part in the meeting: “We are 
‘cocaleros’ as you always say, but this is the moment to reconcile […]. Let’s defend our 
territory like indigenous peoples. It hurts me that you call me ‘cocalero’. My father is 
Yuracaré and my mother is Yuracaré. Yuracaré is my mother tongue. We will leave [the 
meeting], if you want us to. But we are the same, we are the marchistas [marchers] of the 
1990 march who initiated the territory. Let’s all defend our territory, our resources. We 
are not gringos [foreigners], we are indígenas [indigenous].” Don Vicente stands up to 
respond but one of the committee members interferes: “we have not come to fight 
amongst us. If we are brothers, we have to reflect. As committee we are also part of 
TIPNIS. We all know that they are always the same persons who cause problems” 
(participant observation in Nueva Esperanza, 29-11-2016). 

 
This first hours of the meeting in Nueva Esperanza, already show all the fault lines coming 
together. The fault line between colonizers and the original TIPNIS inhabitants came to the 
surface in the conflict over the presence of pro-government organization Conisur. President 
Eladio Roca referred to his indigenous identity as Yuracaré and fellow marchista to 
legitimize Conisur’s presence and to protect their interests in the political processes in the 
territory. The fault line between the leaders and villagers was expressed in the uneasy 
presence of Fernando Vargas. He was the only one who traveled to the meeting in a fast 
motorboat that stood in sharp contrast to the simple wooden canoes of the villagers and 
marked the different life he had come to lead as a leader in the city. He seemed very stressed 
during the meeting, hardly talked to anyone, and left very quickly after his report, abandoning 
his support groups. The fault line between anti- and pro- government groups manifested in the 
spatiality of the meeting, as the two groups both had their own camp. The ‘independent’ 
committee was highly distrusted by the anti-government groups and Don Vicente accused 
them of collaborating with pro-government groups “La política is getting involved” was the 
conclusion of one of the participants of the meeting. 
 

The meeting continues with the speeches of the four leaders of the subcentrales in which 
they reflect on what they have done in their term. Pro-government leader Carlos 
Fabricano of Subcentral Sécure ‘alto’, starts: “The main concern is development and 
projects for all communities. I was still small when I went to the March. Now the 
question is: how do we want to develop? As indigenous peoples we also have the rights 
to development. We already brought a lot of projects and we will bring a lot more. We 
have to take advantage that the state now does things for the communities but if we are 
divided, we are not going to achieve anything (Carlos Fabricano, president Subcentral 
Sécure ‘alto’, 29-11-2016). Afterwards, anti-government leader Emilio Noza gives his 
report: “I did not bring any projects but I am proud to stand in front of these three 
peoples and continue defending our territory, our casa grande [big house], our loma 
santa.36 There have been difficulties, persecutions, but talking about the unification, I 
hope that it is not just words, to manipulate us. We organized the meeting so that our 
corregidores start anew, grassroots, from the bases. The política of the government 
manipulated our brothers. This is how the divisions started, the paralelismo. Sécure Alto 
has divided us. The projects bring division. Let’s not allow them to lie to us and betray 
us. Conisur and Carlos Fabricano want to abolish TIPNIS’ title. You call this defending 

                                                
36 The TIPNIS indigenous people use the words ‘Casa Grande’ [Big House] and ‘Loma Santa’ [Sacred hill], to emphasize 
their spiritual connection to the territory. 
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the territory? (Emilio Noza, president Subcentral Sécure ‘bajo’, 29-11-2016).   

In their speeches, the two presidents articulated indigeneity in a very different way. Carlos 
centred his speech around development of the territory and projects, which he saw as a 
continuation of the indigenous movement: in the 1990s they marched, now they had to pursue 
the development of their territory because as indigenous peoples they have the right to 
projects that the government now offered them. Emilio centered his speech around the 
importance of conserving the territory to which the indigenous peoples have a spiritual 
relation. According to Emilio, Conisur and Carlos Fabricano betrayed their territory by 
abolishing Law 180, giving way to the construction of the road, as opposed to conservaing 
and defending the territory. He stated that the projects of Subcentral Sécure ‘alto’ are the 
main cause of division between the villagers. “We have to start anew, from the bases” he 
proposed, insinuating that la política of the government was imposed top-down to coopt the 
organic indigenous structures. At the meeting, Emilio resigned as president of Subcentral 
Sécure ‘bajo’. He hoped that Carlos would do the same to formally end the division but 
Carlos made clear that he would continue as president. However, Carlos claimed that the 
divisions and conflicts should stop, because otherwise the projects would not be carried out. 
Emilio expressed his doubt about the sincerity of the request for unification, as he suspected it 
was  merely a strategy to mask the cooptation process. 
 
Mixing pro- and anti-government leaders in the new board 
After the speeches, the elections for the new president were held. The pro-government groups 
indeed proposed a member of the committee: Domingo Nogales. The anti-government groups 
responded by proposing Adan, the corregidor of anti-government community Puerto Rosario. 
The majority of participants voted for Domingo Nogales and Adan became vice-president. 
The new board now consisted of both pro- and anti-government leaders. The mixed leadership 
of Subcentral TIPNIS, can be seen as a product of all the fault lines coming together. The 
‘anti- versus pro-government’ fault line was expresed in the collaboration of the committee 
with pro-government groups, resulting in the invitation of Conisur. The ‘colonizers versus 
indigenous peoples’ fault line was illustrated by the disputed presence of Conisur. Their 
presence, in turn, facilitated the election of a pro-government president that would replace 
anti-government leader Fernando Vargas. The committee of organization was appointed 
because of the increased tensions on the ‘leaders versus villagers’ fault line, that resulted in 
the leaders’ inability to call a meeting. The primary objective of the meeting was bringing an 
end to the conflict between pro- and anti-government groups. But soon the first schisms 
within the board would appear, indicating that this fault line did not cease to exist. 
At the meeting these fault lines moved along each other, causing frictions, clashing at times, 
and colliding at others. It is on the conjunctures shaped by these fault lines that indigeneity 
became articulated in different ways to legitimize claims to the territory and ideas about its 
future, its development and its defence. Through these articulations the TIPNIS indigenous 
people (re-)positioned themselves in relation to the fault lines in ‘zones of identity’ in which 
they are governed and govern themselves in a complex power web that constantly changes as 
the fault lines move. 
 

A month later I’m at the office of Subcentral Sécure ‘bajo’, talking with Don Rafael about 
the meeting in Nueva Esperanza: 

“We went for nothing, it’s bad our organization now. The meeting has been has been 
politicamente (politically organized). I knew it went políticamente because they already 
knew which leaders they would elect, because they were azules (government supporters) 
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from the MAS. Everything was already planned, beforehand, that it would be him 
[Domingo Nogales]. I did not agree with that, that they’re masista. They should work 
well and defend our territory […]. They say that he [Domingo Nogales] is already 
signing the abolition of Law 180 […]. It was not orgánica anymore, but política. It was 
the first time it went like that” (Don Rafael, Corregidor Santa Carmen, 14-01-2017). 

Anti-government leader Marcial Fabricano37 also reflects on the meeting:  

“It is in this situation of abuse and the involvement of la política that the corregidores are 
also being manipulated by la politiquería. So, we have to understand, that the meetings 
should not between corregidores, but it has to be the communities, the villagers 
themselves” (Marcial Fabricano, 13-01-2017). 

In this statement Marcial suggests that, now the leaders of the communities are also being 
manipulated, the real organic bases have to reclaim their organizations.  
 
The cooptation of Subcentral TIPNIS should be placed in a national context of political 
polarization that is illustrated by this grassroots case. On a national level the cooptation 
campaign had started in 2012 when Adolfo Chávez was suspended as president of CIDOB for 
“dividing” indigenous peoples and “breaking” the statutes. The immediate cause was Chávez’ 
strong position against the TIPNIS road. His resignation resulted in a fight between the 
leaders who were working with the government and leaders who refused to collaborate and 
continued to support Chávez as the legitimate president. In July 2012 these two groups fought 
over the office La Casa Grande that was eventually taken by the pro-government leaders38. 
Up to date pro-government leaders make up the ‘official’ CIDOB and Adolfo Chávez and his 
support groups keep organizing themselves with limited resources, in a parallel organization. 
Adolfo Chávez is living abroad because of an arrest warrant. This paralelismo of CIDOB is 
not an isolated case. Various indigenous organizations are divided and now have official parts 
that collaborate closely with the government and parts that maintain their independent 
position. The latter have little resources and their leaders face persecution and intimidation39. 
In this sense the fault line between the anti- and pro-government groups is slowly moving, as 
the government is gaining ground. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
37	  Marcial Fabricano himself was not present at the meeting because of health problems. 
38	  “Indígenas afines al MAS retoman oficinas de la CIDOB.” Alvaro Luksic (El País) 30-07-2012. Accessed 09-05-2017.  
http://www.elpaisonline.com/index.php/2013-01-15-14-16-26/cronica/item/17557-indigenas-afines-al-mas-retoman-oficinas-
de-la-cidob 
39	  Interview with Fernando Vargas (16-12-2016), and Marcial Fabricano (13-01-2017). 
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CONCLUSION 
A lot of research has already been done on the mobilization of indigeneity as counter-
hegemonic force in neoliberal states, where ethnic minorities have come to identify 
themselves with the powerful transnational discourse of indigeneity, to stand up against 
repressive majorities, states and companies (Hale 2005; Li 2010; Muehlmann 2009). 
Nevertheless, knowledge is lacking on how the discourse operates in the ‘post-neoliberal’ 
states of the New Left in Latin America. Among these countries, Bolivia is a particularly 
interesting case as Evo Morales and his MAS government use discourses and symbolism of 
indigeneity to construct a national state ideology. How does the discourse of indigeneity 
operate in a “post-neoliberal” developmentalist state in which the majority of the population 
has come to self-identify as “indigenous”? To answer that question, I looked into the TIPNIS 
controversy: a conflict between the ‘indigenous’ government and its indigenous citizens over 
the construction of a highway through their territory. Five years after the indigenous march 
against the road that caused a scar on the ‘indigenous’ face of the government, the conflict is 
still not solved. It is still unclear whether the road will be build but this issue has moved into 
the background in the communities. The controversy however set in motion many other 
dynamics. The indigenous communities, and their representative organizations, are plagued 
by serious divisions, in a context of increased political polarization and cooptation of the 
indigenous organic structures by the MAS government. This has led to the paralysis of the 
local indigenous political system and damaged the social tissue of the communities. These 
local tensions reveal the underlying fault lines of the conflict that cannot be reduced to a 
triangular conflict between the state, colonizers and indigenous peoples as some 
anthropologists (Canessa 2014; Sanchez Lopez 2015) have done. My research in the current 
situation of polarization and division on the local level, demonstrates that what is going on is 
far more complex. 

This thesis contributes to the debate on the power of indigeneity. In order to analyze 
the use of indigeneity I employed the concept of fault lines, connecting the concept to theory 
about power and discourse in governmentality (Foucault 2002[1969]; 1991) and articulation 
(Hall 1985; Li 2000). Indigeneity is articulated in different ways by villagers and their leaders 
according to how they position themselves towards the fault lines, in order to make sense of 
the situation, to negotiate power, and ultimately, to survive. I explicated three out of the many 
fault lines that shape the dynamics of the conflict. There are other fault lines that should be 
explored in the same fashion to understand the ‘polyphonic’ articulation of indigeneity, for 
instance the role of gender. In this thesis I demonstrated how indigeneity has become 
disintegrated into a multiplicity of different, competing discourses. The power of the 
discourse seems thus to be its open-endedness and fluidity, which make it suitable to mobilize 
the discourse by different actors in different situations. A consequence of this fragmentation is 
that the discourse is not necessarily attached to ‘the subaltern’ anymore as the majority and 
the government also mobilize indigeneity. The fragmentation of the discourse raises questions 
about the meaning of indigeneity as a concept altogether as well as the political implications 
of this analysis. As anthropologists we should be extremely careful to not take indigeneity as 
a given. Instead indigeneity should be seen as a discourse that can be articulated in many 
ways, as instrument in identity politics, shaping power relations, that at the same time is part 
of people’s experience of reality. I also encourage fellow anthropologists to engage in a 
debate about the political consequences of the disappropriation of the discourse of subaltern 
groups in society. As I have showed in this thesis, the discourse does not necessarily work for 
marginalized groups in society but can also work against them. This raises questions about the 
usefulness of the discourse as an instrument for subaltern groups to transform unequal power 
relations.  
       In this thesis I tried to capture the complexity of this conflict through the concept of fault 
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lines. As any other generalization, these fault lines fall short at capturing the dynamical aspect 
of reality as they crystalize reality into rigid oppositions. Nevertheless, these are to be seen for 
what they are: conceptual tools. In order to have a complete picture of the situation, more 
hidden aspects of the conflict should be analyzed as well, such as history, interests, and needs. 
My thesis should be seen as an attempt to shed a light on some of the complexities of an 
intricate reality. With it, I aimed at contributing to what anthropologist Sarela Paz has called 
the Bolivian “mosaic”. The work of an anthropologist is extremely valuable for revealing the 
complexity of conflict situations, coloring in the mosaic piece by piece, building on long term 
field research in which the complexities of the conflict slowly come to the surface. 
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GLOSSARY 
 
Aymara         ethnic group originally from the Highlands, language 
Azules             MAS supporters 
Campesino   peasant 
Central   the name for representative organizations on the departmental level 
Chaco    small slash and burn field for cultivation 
Chimane   one of the Amazonian ethnic groups living in TIPNIS, language 
Coca    a tropical cash crop, also used for the production of cocaine. 
Cocaleros   small-scale coca farmers 
Colonos    colonizers (referring to the highland ethnic groups living in TIPNIS) 
Corregidor(a)   highest authority in the community 
Huasca   punishment with a whip according to the communitarian justice system 
Humilde    poor, humble 
La Casa Grande  “the big house”, word used by TIPNIS inhabitants to refer to their  
   territory, name of the office of CIDOB in Santa Cruz. 
La Pelea   “The Fight” between anti- and pro-government groups in 2012 during  
   the consultation process for the road. 
Loma Santa    “Sacred hill”, word used by TIPNIS inhabitants to emphasize the  
   sacredness and paradise-like characteristics they ascribe to their  
   territory.  
Masistas   MAS supporters 
Marchista    a person who participated in the 1990 Indigenous March. 
Mojeño Trinitario   one of the Amazonian ethnic groups living in TIPNIS, language 
Orgánica(-mente)   “organic” / “organically”: Grassroots, referring to the  
   indigenous political structure and consensus-based decision- 
   making model as opposed to the politics of the government. 
Paralelismo   the parallelism that divided the indigenous representative  
   organizations in context of The Fight in 2012, which resulted in  
   the coexistence of pro- and anti-government organizations that carry  
   the same name and both claim to be the legitimate organization. 
Política(-mente)   “political”/ “politically”: the politics of the government as opposed to  
   ‘organic’  indigenous politics. Also refers to manipulation and  
   cooptation processes. 
Subcentral    the name for representative organizations on the regional level. 
Quechua  ethnic group originally from the Highlands, language. 
Yuracaré    one of the Amazonian ethnic groups living in TIPNIS, language 
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SUMMARY 
In Latin America marginalized ethnic minorities have increasingly come to identify as 
“indigenous”, and narratives of “being indigenous” have become an important political tool 
for minority groups that mobilize against repressive majorities, states and corporations. In 
2006, Evo Morales was elected as the first indigenous president of Bolivia. He uses 
indigenous symbols and rhetoric to create an inclusive state ideology for the majority. This 
thesis explores the different narratives of “being indigenous” that compete in Bolivia, causing 
conflicts and contradictions at the local level by looking into the TIPNIS controversy. This 
conflict broke out in 2011 between the ‘indigenous’ government that wants to construct a 
highway through the heart of the TIPNIS territory and national park, and the indigenous 
groups living there. As a protest the indigenous peoples marched 600 kilometers from their 
territory in the Amazonian jungle to capital city La Paz, demanding that the government 
would halt the construction of the road. What are the causes of this seeming contradiction of 
indigenous people challenging an indigenous state that claims to represent them? I argue that 
different articulations of the transnational language of indigeneity cause conflicts and 
contradictions at the grassroots level. I support my argument with data I gathered in two 
communities in the TIPNIS territory in the wake of the conflict. Five years later, the road is 
still not built and the issue has moved to the background. Nevertheless, the controversy has 
set in motion many other dynamics. The government seemed to have been engaged in a 
campaign of co-optation of the indigenous political organizations to win support for the road 
project. The situation of political polarization between anti- and pro-government aggravated 
because of the TIPNIS controversy. At the local level, this has led to the paralysis of the local 
indigenous political system and damaged social life in the communities, as the road issue 
divided even family members. In this thesis I demonstrate how groups with different political 
interests related to the construction of the road, articulate distinct and competing narratives of 
“being indigenous”. I show how these narratives come together and clash in a political 
meeting of indigenous leaders in Nueva Esperanza, a community in the TIPNIS territory. I 
argue that this variety of narratives of “being indigenous” indicates the fragmentation of the 
discourse and disagreement about who is indigenous and what it means to be indigenous. 
Because of the fragmentation of the discourse, it is increasingly difficult for marginalized 
groups in Bolivian society to bring about social change.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


