
Bolivia has known 2 88 cozzps in 155 years-yet this one is different 

An Aborted Democracy 
BY DENNIS DEVINE 

The Bolivian coup of last July violently interrupted a 
twoand-a-half-year experiment in dcmocracy that was 
showing heartening signs of success. Indeed, following 
twelve years of military rule, democracy had begun to 
reopen the developing society‘s doors to some new pos- 
sibilities for social change- possibilities that were bru- 
talized by the military’s seizure of power. 

The new regime soon gained interndtional notoreity 
as news leaked out of cocaine smuggling by top junta 
members; of the Argentine military’s technical and 
material assistancc to the coup; and the unprecedented, 
for Bolivia, scale of human rights violations and repres- 
sion accompanying the military takeover. Despite Boli- 
via’s reputation as a chronically coupridden country, it 
has become apparent that, in many ways, this coup is 
different. Following on the heels of the fairest and 
freest elcction ever held in Bolivia, it is a blatant 
attempt by the nation’s military Clite and its foreign 
supporters to mold Bolivia into another Southern Cone 
dictatorship (i la Chile, Argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay, 
and Brazil) and to strengthen and move northward the 
Southern Cone’s first line of dcfensc against “creeping 
democracy.” Bolivian military rule; as elsewhere in the 
area, defends the economic and political interests of a 
small, wealthy minority, excluding 90 per cent of the 
population from the political decision-making process. 

Mesmerized by Bolivia’s legacy of 188 coups in 155 
years of independence, the international news media 
have sterco!ypcd Bolivia as a country without a demo- 
cratic tradition. Contemporary and historical evidence, 
however, shatters this stereotype and demonstrates Boli- 
via’s imprcssivc democratic heritage. 

Most Bolivian coups are merely barracks revolts led 
by a handful of ambitious, high-ranking officers 
engaged in a perennial power struggle. For hundreds of 
years, large areas. of Bolivian territory occupied by 
native American peqsants have been ruled by legiti- 
mate, representational Indian councils with jurisdiction 
over such matters as land rights, public works, and 
environmental protection. Anthropologists with extcn- 
sive field experience in Bolivia maintain that, in prac- 
tice, the kinship-based local indigenous councils are as 
highly participatory today as they always have been, 
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operating on the principle of community consensus. 
Bolivian history since the country’s major social rev- 

olution of 1952 also reveals a great deal about.the dem- 
ocratic popular will that has manifested itsclf in the 
recent past. Peasants in alliance with miners had 
formed people‘s militias, which defeated the army in 
1952 and drove an oligarchic military government from 
power. In response to strong grass roots pressures, the 
new government instituted a sweeping landreform pro- 
gram and granted universal suffrage. As a result of the 
land reform, which removed the landowning class from 
the countryside, rural votes in national elections be- 
came less subject to landowner manipulation, one of 
the traditional banes of Latin American democracy. (In 
Chile, for example, the majority of pasants were 
unable to break out of the grip of landowner control 
until the union movements of the 1960s that were 
sponsored by the Frei government; countries such as 
Brazil, Colombia, and Ecuador still endure varying 
degrees of landowner influence over peasant votes.) 

The post32 electoral reforms also abolished the liter- 
acy, sex, and income requirements for voter eligibility, 
making Bolivian peasants the most complctely enfran- 
chised in all of South America at that time. In the 
presidential election of 1951, only 126,000 votes had 
been cast. With the infusion of peasant votes via elec- 
toral reform, 935,000 votes were cast in the Presidential 
election of 1956. The removal of literacy requirements 
was particularly significant. In Chile, for example- a 
nation acclaimed for its long-standing democratic tradi- 
tion prior to the Pinochct dictatorship- illiterates were 
not eligible to vote until the early 1970s. And in’Peru 
illiterates voted for the first time in May, 1980. 

The peasant labor movement in Bolivia has also 
become a democratic force since rural unions were cre- 
ated in 1952 to implement the agrarian reform. Siilce 
that time each community has had its own independent 
union, which operates with freely elected leaders and 
makes planning decisions concerning a wide variety of 
self-help projects such as maintaining roads, building 
schools, drilling wells, and other local tasks. Perhaps no 
other South American country can claim such wide- 
spread and functional locally run rural organizations. 

. 

THE MILITARY-PEASANT PACT - 
The Bolivian military, after its defeat and institutional 
collapse, was rebuilt with-the help of a massive U.S. 
military assistance program, provided on the condition 
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that the Bolivian Government recreate and modernize 
its armcd forccs. Bolstered by the U.S., Bolivia's mili- 
tary once again becamc powcrful cnough to play the 
dominant political role- which it has done, almost 
without interruption, sincc seizing powcr from the 
civilian governmcnt'in a 19G4 coup. Not until 1977 did 
the U.S. Government, in keeping With the Carter 
administration's human rights policy, bcgin to qualify 
its assistancc programs on reformist grounds as a way of 
aiding dcmocratic movements in thc country. 

The real story of Bolivia's rccent antidcmocratic trag- 
cdy, howcvcr, deals with the nation's short-lived but 
fast-moving and revitalized constitutional process be- 
tween 1978 and 1980, which gavc indication of the 
strong linkage between democracy and development. 
The will of the Bolivian people, 65 per cent of whom 
arc pcasants, was displayed in three successive presidcn- 
tial or congressional elections in 1978, 1979, and 1980. 
Each time more than 80 per cent of ihc cligiblc voters 
went to the polls. Each time they saw their efforts to 
defeat military-backed candidates nullificd by clcctoral 
fraud and military coups. 

Under military rule, pzasants wcrc compclled to 
accept national and regional leaders appointed by army 
commanders seeking to cxtcnd thcir political control 
over thc scattered indigcnous population. This imposed 
arrangement, termed the "Military-Pcasant Pact," effec- 
tively smothered lcgitimatc pcasant union initiatives 
and dcmands. Evcn before military rulc ended, the 
"pact" a tpp t ly  disintcgratcd, largcly as thc result of 
organized local opposition. 

Bcginning in 1978, democratic guarantccs of free 
speech and free association under a civilian administra- 
tion led to gcnuine, popularly elccted peasant reprcscn- 
tativcs who replaced the military-controllcd appointees 
and created a public forum for redressing long-standing 
social and economic gricvances. The mountain farmers 
madc dcmands for agricultural nccessities such as cred- 
it, fcrtilizcrs, improvcd seed, transport facilitics, re- 
duced tax burdcns, bcttcr prices for cash crops, and 
effectivc agricultural extension scrvices. Peasant organi- 
zations called attention to thc value of indigenous mcd- 
icine and helped rural doctors find ways to merge it 
with modern Wcstcrn medicine. They hircd a team of 
consultants to do feasibility studies for the crcation of a 
public bank serving only a pcasant clientele. (Agricul- 
tural credit distribution in Bolivia under twelve years 
of military rulc had allocated only 5 per cent of thc 
total to the peasant sector.) In many regions the rural 
unions organized a forccful but nonviolcnt blockage of 
roads to give wcight to their demands for incrcascs in 
the market priccs of farm products that would keep 
pace with inflation. Thc first national association of 
producers of potatoes- Bolivia's most important food 
crop- was formed; and a national association of small 
coffee produccrs was organizcd to rcplacc the national 
coffec-markcting organization run by military-ap- 
pointed bureaucrats that had hcld sway for years. 

In Bolivia's castern region of rich tropical lowlands, 
largely under the control of cattle and sugar barons and 
large commercial export. intcrcsts, the democratic 
movement of the Iatc '70s facilitated promising new 
forms of peasant organizations. For the first time in 
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history cane-cutters and cotton-pickers organized 
unions. These agricultural laborers- who migrate sea- 
sonally from the highlands to work on the large planta- 
tions, obtaining cash to supplement their meager food 
supplics from subsistence mountain plots- were tradi- 
tionally exploited under a "contract" labor system that 
cheated them on. prices and weights and rarely provided 
the promised wages of between two and three dollars a 
day. The huge profits produced through their labor had 
been siphoned off by the small minority of large-scale 
commercial farmcrs. In contrast, within thc democratic 
framework after 1978 the farmworkcrs' union banner 
went up, hcralding the successful battle for just wages 
and humane working conditions. 

The new spirit of democracy led to the formation of 
women's organizations which, in the late 1970s, sprang 
into existence almost overnight. Illiterate, non-Spanish- 
speaking women used thcsc groups to launch intensive, 
informal adult education and literacy programs in thc 
countryside. In some regions democracy fosterd the 
growth of independent women's unions. 

Sevcral natipnal human rights organizations cmcrgcd 
during thc same period to monitor violations of civil, 
political, social, and economic human rights. These 
organizations conducted in-depth investigations and 
brought together rcprcsentatives of all social sectors in 
the country to form a national human rights assembly. 
By 1979 it was morc broadly bascd and dynamic than 
most political parties in Bolivia. Freedom of expression 
increased dramatically through the initiation of many 
ncw ncwspapers, as well as radio programs with strong 
appeal for Bolivia's largc working class. They investi- 
gated such matters as military corruption and the 
impact of govcrnmcnt policies upon thc poor. (Luis 
Espinal, a human rights lcadcr and the editor of thc 
weekly paper that exposed military corruption, was 
brutally murdcrcd in May, 1980, by a paramilitary 
group.) 

The parliamcnt elected in 1979 opcncd hearings on 
corruption and international drug smuggling with an 
aim of providing a full accounting to the public about 
thc disappearance of largc sums of money from the 
treasury at the very time Bolivia was struggling to deal 
with a $2.5 billion forcign debt-more than half the 
nation's annual CNP. The lcadcr of thcsc ,investiga- 
tions, Marcel0 Quiroga Santa Cruz, a brilliant parlia- 
mentarian, was cxecuted by the military during the 
July, 1980, coup. 

kolivia's turn toward democracy, fostered by a new 
emphasis on human rights from Washington and by 
changing conditions in Bolivia, was comparable in 
importance to the transformation that took place in the 
U.S. during the civil rights and antiwar movements of 
the late 1960s. The outcropping of a dcmocratic move- 
ment in Bolivia enabled the nation's poor majority to 
spcak out forcefully for the first time in morc than 
fifteen years, allowed their critical concerns to be 
addressed by their governmcnt, and began to challcnge 
the traditional privilege of the rich to rcmain protected 
through military might. The military's latest seizure of 
power has becn a major setback-to thc nation's impres- 
sive movement toward rcprcsentative governmcnt and 
social justicc. L-l 


