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Abstract 
 

 

 

This Bachelor thesis is an interpretive study, where the material has mainly been gathered 

through ethnographic methods, with thematically opened interviews and observations 

providing the primary data. A field study was conducted in Bolivia during the months of 

November and December of 2009; in La Paz in the Western highlands, including some 

interviews in the fast growing suburb El Alto, as well as in Santa Cruz de la Sierra in the 

Eastern lowlands.  

 

Bolivia is one of the poorest and most unequal countries in Latin America and the world, and 

the purpose of the study is to re-contextualise and re-interpret how inequality is created and 

maintained in the Bolivian society by doing a case study on gender inequality. In addition, an 

intersectional analysis is used that takes into account the diversity of the Bolivian society in 

terms of ethnicity and class. The study aims at exploring the mechanisms that create and 

maintain inequality in a Bolivian context as well as looking at the prospects for potential 

change in the unequal relations between groups of people within the new context of 

indigenous president Evo Morales and a new inclusive constitution. 

 

Using an abductive method, the empirical material has been re-interpreted with the help of 

American sociologist Charles Tilly‟s framework of durable inequality. He identifies two 

mechanisms that create inequality, exploitation and opportunity hoarding, and two 

mechanisms that reinforce inequality; emulation and adaptation. Together with the concept of 

intersectionality, recognising women‟s different experiences depending on, for instance, 

ethnic background or social class, these two frameworks are framing the study. Jointly they 

generate a new analytical tool that can deepen the understanding inequality mechanisms: the 

Intersecting Inequality Framework.  

 

The content of the interviews when analysed show that inequalities in Bolivia have long 

historical roots, and that the processes of exploitation, opportunity hoarding, emulation and 

adaptation that Tilly describes all take place in creating and maintaining an unequal position 

for Bolivian women. The Intersecting Inequality Framework reveals that the inequality 

mechanisms in the three dimensions of gender, ethnicity and class sometimes work 

autonomously and other times intersectionally.  

 

Changing durable inequality is a slow process; nevertheless there are signs of changed 

relations between categorical bounded groups in the Bolivian society. Although, in the 

context of Morales the main political focus at the time lays not on attaining gender equality, 

but rather to continue the empowerment of the indigenous populations.  

 

 

Key words: Bolivia; Charles Tilly; Inequality, Durable inequality; Intersectionality; Gender; 

Ethnicity; Class   
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1. Introduction 

The introductory part of this thesis firstly identifies the problem area, in which the motivation behind the study is 
also explained. Thereafter a short introduction is given to previous research within the field. Next, the purpose, aim 
and research questions are presented. The introduction finishes by describing the layout of the rest of the paper. 

 

 

1.1 Problem Formulation 

Inequality and injustices seem to permeate all societies, in developing as well as in developed 

countries. It occurs not only in monetary terms regarding the unequal distribution of income, 

where a few have significantly more than others, but also in many other dimensions such as 

unequal access to power and resources, unequal possibilities for participation, fulfilling one‟s 

capabilities, freedoms or rights. Economic and noneconomic inequalities are often 

interconnected and Todaro and Smith (2009:209) explain that “each reinforces the other in a 

complex and often interrelated process of cause and effect.” In development practice, it is 

acknowledged that high levels of inequality in societies can aggravate levels of poverty and 

underdevelopment, and to address inequality is therefore essential. 

 

Despite local, national and global efforts to reduce and eliminate inequality, it is a continuing 

problem throughout the world. Some generalisations can be made as to who is mostly affected 

by poverty and inequality. Todaro and Smith (2009:238ff) stress that poverty and inequality 

affect women to a higher degree than men, that it is more often found among indigenous 

populations and ethnic minorities, and that a disproportional part are rural populations. It is of 

high relevance for development practitioners to question why it looks like this, and not simply 

establish that this is the case. Why are societies penetrated by inequalities? How do these 

inequalities arise? Why are they transferred from generation to generation? And is there 

something that can be done to change these unequal relations between people? 

 

In this thesis I attempt to gain a deeper understanding of the creation and maintenance of 

inequality by conducting a case study on gender inequality in Bolivia, one of the poorest and 

most inegalitarian countries in Latin America, a continent which in turn is the most unequal in 

the world (UNDP 2010a:16). Bolivia suffers from a history of great inequalities and social 

injustices. With its colonial past still present, structures of durable inequalities can be detected 

in terms of unequal distributions of resources, income, land and power, between the large 

indigenous population in relation to the white or mestizo population, between different social 

classes, between people in the highlands and lowlands respectively, and also between women 

and men.  

 

To study inequality, I take my point of departure in the analytical framework of the American 

sociologist Charles Tilly. He presents in his book Durable Inequality (1998) his view upon 

societal inequalities as durable, that is, they persist over long, historical periods of time and 

consequently are hard to change. He develops a theoretical framework where inequality is 

seen as a structural phenomenon, where it is not fruitful to look at it as something created by 

individuals on the basis of individual decisions, characteristics or performances. Rather, Tilly 
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argues that inequality is created in the relations between people and foremost between groups 

of people, hence, one must divert attention toward social mechanisms and the societal 

institutionalisation of inequality. Tilly highlights the relational differences between groups 

where socially defined categorisation of people results in categorical bounded pairs that 

differentiate, for instance, women from men, citizens from foreigners, or blacks from whites. 

These categories are connected to relational power differences that maintain structures and 

processes of exclusion and subordination. 

 

Tilly (1998) identifies two mechanisms that create durable inequality; exploitation and 

opportunity hoarding, and two mechanisms which sustain and reinforce unequal relations; 

emulation and adaptation. Together, these mechanisms produce complex processes which 

over time create, reproduce and maintain inequality in societies. For instance, during the 

colonial period in Bolivia sharp distinctions were created, especially between the indigenous 

and non-indigenous population, where the colonisers created mechanisms of what Tilly would 

refer to as durable inequality, as a way of organising the society. Through severe labour 

exploitation, categories were created between the beneficiaries and the non-beneficiaries of 

the colonial system, where the beneficiaries had a strong interest in maintaining the system. 

Structures of exclusion and subordination have, following the historical background of the 

country, continued up until present day, resulting in discrimination in economic, social, 

political and cultural terms between different categorical groups in Bolivian society.  

 

However, even if Tilly describes what he sees as durable inequality which contains self-

reproducing elements, his model also allows for potential change in the unequal relations 

between categorical groups. His framework includes mechanisms for altering inequality 

structures, and by using his approach one may reach a higher degree of understanding of the 

recent political and societal transformations that can be observed in Bolivia, as old structures 

of colonial, economic, social inequality are currently being challenged. Hence, Bolivia 

constitutes a particularly interesting case study for investigating mechanisms of inequality.  

 

In 2005 a historic event took place in the country; the first Latin American president with an 

indigenous background, Evo Morales and his party Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS), was 

voted into office. This took place after some turbulent years of popular protest and 

mobilisation in the beginning of the 21
st
 century where indigenous movements‟ mobilisation 

stopped the plan of privatising water and protests against the privatisation of natural gas 

forced former president Sánchez de Lozado to resign and leave the country. In December 

2009, Morales was re-elected for another four year term after receiving 63 percent of the 

votes.  

 

Additionally, in the beginning of 2009, the people of Bolivia voted in favour of a new 

constitution, La Constitución Política del Estado Plurinacional, which emphasises the pluri-

national feature of the country. The new constitution underlines the economic, political, 

judicial, cultural and linguistic diversity that makes up Bolivia (Article 1). In the preface it is 

established that the citizens of Bolivia are now constructing a new state, a state based on 

respect and equality between everyone. Values of unity, equality, inclusion, dignity, liberty, 
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solidarity, reciprocity, respect, harmony, social justice, distribution and redistribution, equal 

opportunities, and societal and gender equality in participation, among other ideals, are 

guiding the new organisation of society (Article 8). 

 

It appears that there is a formal desire to break with historical patterns of inequality in 

Bolivia, however, given that Bolivia has a historical record of durable inequalities in many 

realms of social life it seems relevant to ask to what extent this historical turning point is 

affecting different forms of inequality in society. The popular debate is mainly concentrated 

on the ethnical part of inequality and is rather limited to the empowerment of the indigenous 

populations. For my own part, I am interested in gender issues, but I do not want to treat 

gender as a single category of analysis, especially in such a diverse country as Bolivia. Hence, 

I will look at how different variables such as gender, ethnicity and class intersect when it 

comes to power and subordination in the Bolivian context.  

 

1.2 Previous Research 

Previous research has been conducted within the field of inequality studies. For instance, 

Todaro and Smith (2009) discuss inequality in broad terms, and put much focus on measuring 

economic inequality. Previous studies show, including Todaro and Smith (2009), that women, 

ethnic minorities and rural populations are most affected by inequality, not only in monetary 

terms but also in access to education and health as well as other areas. An additional feature 

of previous research is that most studies on inequality are quantitative by nature and based on 

household surveys. That is, the studies establish that inequality exists and that different 

groups of people are affected differently, but there is a lack of problematising regarding the 

root causes behind these inequalities. 

 

In 2010 the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) released a regional Human 

Development Report for Latin America and the Caribbean with the sub-title Acting on the 

future: breaking the intergenerational transmission of inequality, where they describe the 

Latin American continent as being stuck in an inequality trap in which inequality is 

reproduced and transferred from one generation to the next (2010a:6f). They highlight that 

what is characterising Latin America is the high and persistent levels of inequality (2010a:19). 

In the report for the first time an inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (HDI) has 

been developed (2010a:46ff). The inequality adjustment accounts for the unequal distribution 

of income, education and health, which make up the index, to get a better picture of the 

distribution of inequality in a country. The research, also quantitative, shows that Bolivia is 

one of the countries where HDI drops significantly if the inequalities between people are 

included (2010a:48ff).   

 

Looking more closely at what has been written about inequality, and more specifically about 

women‟s inequality in Bolivia, Coordinadora de la Mujer, a local umbrella organisation 

working with gender issues, is behind various publications. Being an organisation working 

with gender questions, they argue that gender is not the only important category of analysis 

when it comes to inequality in the country. In one of their publications, a national survey 
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about exclusion and discrimination from women‟s perception, the final chapter deals with the 

ethnic discrimination taking place in Bolivia and confirm, for instance, that indigenous 

women receive less education, more often work in the informal sector and have a lower 

income than non-indigenous women (Coordinadora de la Mujer 2007a:48ff). The report 

concludes that for non-indigenous women, being a woman is the main cause for 

discrimination, while indigenous women state that they experience their status as indigenous 

as the main reason for discrimination (Coordinadora de la Mujer 2007a:56). 

 

In another publication, Género, etnia y clase. En busca de nuevas preguntas para la 

emancipación de las mujeres (2007b:7ff), Coordinadora de la Mujer focuses more 

qualitatively on inequality and further problematise the concept within the Bolivian context. 

They argue for the necessity of taking a new approach towards understanding gender 

inequality, where gender, class and ethnicity are closely related. They argue that the three 

categories are part of three different inequality systems; a patriarchal system that subordinates 

women, a capitalistic system creating a class divided society that subordinates peasants and 

workers, and a colonial system that creates subordination based on race and culture, 

subordinating the indigenous populations. 

 

As shown, most studies on inequality are qualitative; they conclude that inequality exists and 

that certain groups are more affected by inequality than others. Recent studies also highlight 

the importance of the intersecting dimensions of gender, class and ethnicity. Nevertheless, I 

want to further deepen my understanding of inequality in qualitative terms, trying to find the 

complex mechanisms behind it. Therefore, a field study was conducted in Bolivia in the end 

of 2009 that serves as the basis for this thesis.  

 

1.3 Purpose and Aim of the Study 

Based on the problem formulation and previous research, the purpose of this thesis is to re-

contextualise and re-interpret, with help from Tilly‟s (1998) framework of durable inequality, 

some of the complex processes and mechanisms of inequality taking place in Bolivia, while 

accounting for the dimensions of gender, ethnicity and class. Combining an intersectional 

analysis with Tilly‟s (1998) general framework of the creation and maintenance of inequality 

can offer a deeper understanding and new insights to the field of inequality research.  

 

UNDP argues that “... inequality can be reduced if public policy has a bearing on the 

mechanisms that determine the transmission of inequality from one generation to another” 

[my emphasis] (2010a:57). The purpose of this study is to look closer at the mechanisms 

behind the durability of inequality. The results can hopefully help to design developmental 

programs and public policy that intend to reduce inequality and injustices, while taking 

intersectionality into account.  

 

When talking to the interviewees in the field and analysing the material gained, the aim of the 

thesis developed and expanded, to the ambition to create a new analytical tool on how to look 

at the durability of inequality from an intersectional perspective. While doing this, women‟s 
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subordinated position in Bolivia is used as a case study. Further, the aim is also to increase the 

understanding of how variables like gender, ethnicity and class intersect and interplay in 

processes of power and subordination.  

 

1.4 Research Questions 

To be able to fulfil the purpose and aim of the study I have formulated two research questions 

that will help guide me in my research.  
 

 Taking the point of departure from women‟s subordinated situation: how do Charles 

Tilly‟s four mechanisms of durable inequality intersect in the Bolivian society 

accounting for gender, ethnicity and class? 

 

 What are the prospects of bringing about change in terms of these four mechanisms to 

attain greater (gender)equality in the new context of Evo Morales and the newly 

adopted Bolivian constitution?  

 

1.5 Disposition 

In the first chapter (1) I have identified the problem area and explained why it is specifically 

interesting to look closer at inequalities in Bolivia due to its complex history of inequality that 

now is in the process of meeting change. Previous research has been presented, as well as the 

purpose, aim and research questions guiding the study. In the second chapter (2), the 

theoretical frameworks helping the re-interpretation and re-contextualisation of inequalities in 

Bolivia are explored, that is, Charles Tilly‟s durable inequality and the concept of 

intersectionality. The chapter is rounded off by bringing the concepts together and presenting 

the theoretical model that has been developed throughout the study: the Intersecting 

Inequality Framework. Chapter three (3) provides a thorough description of the 

methodological approach explaining how the study was conducted. Chapter four (4) gives a 

contemporary and historical overview of Bolivia whilst introducing the reader to the 

application of the theoretical frameworks. In the fifth chapter (5) the empirical material is 

presented and analysed, describing processes and mechanisms that generate inequality and the 

prospects for changing unequal relations between groups of people. The last chapter (6) 

contains the concluding discussion where my findings are summarised and problematised, as 

well as presenting some thoughts about future research.  

 

 

 

 

  



6 

 

2. Theoretical Frameworks 

In this chapter the theoretical frameworks that are used as tools to interpret and re-contextualise the empirical 
material are explained in more detail. First, Charles Tilly’s theory of  durable inequality is discussed, followed by 
the development of  feminist and postcolonial/postmodernist feminist thinking, which ends in exploring the concept 
of  intersectionality. Finally, these two frameworks are combined and examined in relation to each other and to the 
study, creating a framework that I call the Intersecting Inequality Framework. This tool can extend the 
understanding of  durable inequality and account for the different dimensions of  gender, ethnicity and class. 

 

 

2.1 Charles Tilly‟s Durable Inequality 

The first theoretical framework used in the thesis to analyse mechanisms and processes of 

inequalities in Bolivian society is Charles Tilly‟s durable inequality. In his book with the same 

name, Durable Inequality (1998) he discusses how inequalities are created and sustained in 

societies and organisations
1
. According to Tilly (1998:10ff) categorical inequality is nothing 

new; it has been applied for thousands of years in different social situations. He argues that 

categorical difference is not inherently bad, but rather a way of solving organisational 

problems. It can facilitate both social relations and the production of collective goods. 

Nevertheless, it can also cause harm to the excluded, since those who are excluded become 

deprived of access and possibilities (1998:84f). 

 

Tilly (1998:6) looks into “the causes, uses, structures, and effects of categorical inequality”. 

Giving special attention to what he calls durable inequalities, that is, inequalities that persist 

during extended periods of time despite the turnover in people. He highlights socially defined 

categories of people and gives special attention to what he calls distinctly bounded pairs, such 

as men/women, citizen/foreigner, rich/poor, young/old, and other opposing classifications 

based on ethnicity or religious beliefs etc. Flax (1990:40ff) on her side, discusses gender 

relations and states that the concept of gender can be seen as an analytical category that 

creates two types of persons; women and men. These categories are interdependent, and 

cannot exist without the other, and the same can be said about Tilly‟s categorical bounded 

pairs. Tilly (1998:6ff) argues that categorical differences are evidence of the operation of 

durable inequalities, and that social mechanisms and the institutionalisation of these 

categorical pairs are the main causes of durable inequality. 

 

Tilly (1998:75ff) differentiates between what he calls interior and exterior categories. Interior 

categories belong to a particular organisation‟s internal structure that creates boundaries 

between the people in it. It can for instance be internally created hierarchies between 

management and workers in a work place. External categories do not originate from within a 

certain organisation; instead they come from the outside. Distinctions due to sex or ethnicity 

are examples of exterior categories. When interior boundaries coincide with exterior ones, it 

further reinforces the inequality within the organisation. 

 

                                                 
1
 An organisation in Tilly‟s definition does not only include what one first thinks of when the term is used (firms, 

governments, schools etc.), but it includes “all well-bounded clusters of social relations”, like households, local communities, 

religious groups etc. (Tilly 1998:9f). 
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2.1.1 The Mechanisms of Durable Inequality 

The four mechanisms that Tilly (1998) describes as central for the formation and maintenance 

of durable inequality are presented below:  

 

 Exploitation occurs when powerful actors control valuable resources that require 

labour processes for their extraction, that is, they control the economic productivity. In 

this sense Tilly‟s view of exploitation can be related to thoughts of Marxism and is 

mainly seen from a class perspective. The subordinated populations that perform this 

work are excluded from the full value that is added by their contribution, and instead 

this “value”, that is not always monetary but can take the form of power, status and 

security, will favour the exploiters. In other words, categorical boundaries separate the 

beneficiaries from other categories. “Categorically organised exploitation plays a part 

in almost all processes that generate durable inequality”, argues Tilly (1998:91) and to 

find this mechanism one can look at power holders, elites, categorical exclusion etc. 

 

 Opportunity hoarding is the second mechanism that promotes categorical inequality. It 

is a complement to exploitation, but normally performed by non-elites. As members 

from a categorical bounded network get access to resources that are not (yet) exploited 

by elites, they hoard their access to these and create beliefs and practices that sustain 

their control over them. This process therefore differs in the sense that the hoarders are 

not controlling the resources through ownership, as the exploiters do, but merely 

prevent access by other means. According to Tilly opportunity hoarding can also be 

transformed into exploitation, and therefore is a way of creating durable inequality 

(1998:91ff). 

 

 Emulation is “the reproduction of organisational models already operating elsewhere” 

(Tilly 1998:95). This happens when organisational patterns and/or social relations are 

adapted into new settings. Borrowing is the term Tilly uses to describe the process 

when parts of the social structure that includes unequal categories, is transferred from 

one location to another. As it costs less for an organisation to take over already 

existing patterns, and because they are familiar from before, this facilitates the 

sustenance of such structures as they seem natural. This mechanism of emulation 

sustains durable inequality (1998:95ff). 

 

 Adaptation also reinforces categorical inequalities. This is a social process that exists 

outside the direct realm of inequality, but that sustains unequal, categorical systems. 

Adaptation consists of two main components; the creation of routines that ease the 

day-to-day interactions between people; and the evolvement of “valued social 

relations around existing divisions” (Tilly 1998:97). As the subordinated groups live 

their daily lives, they create procedures around these divisions and in the end acquire 

an interest to maintain them. Furthermore, in an effort for these groups to cope with 

unequal situations, the victims themselves often improvise routines that contribute to 

the reproduction and maintenance of durable inequality (1998:97f). 
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The causal relationships in the creation of durable inequality are illustrated below (Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Basic Casual Relationships in Categorical Inequality. Adapted from Tilly (1998:115) 

 

According to Tilly (1998:114ff) emulation and adaption reinforces the mechanisms of 

exploitation and opportunity hoarding, which in turn function as installers of categorical 

boundaries. These categorical boundaries result in unequal rewards in organisations, 

depending on interior and/or exterior categorically bounded pairs. Furthermore, the 

categorical boundaries have an indirect effect on the accumulation of capacitates and social 

ties that in turn generate different performances, and thus, generate unequal rewards. 

Together, these mechanisms create and sustain durable inequality in different organisations in 

a self-reproducing complex. 

 

2.1.2 The State and Social Movements 

One central organisation where categorical inequalities are formed and maintained is within 

the nation-state. “Governments imitate other governments‟ forms, including their forms of 

inequality” argues Tilly (1998:195). Therefore, exploitation, opportunity hoarding, emulation 

and adaptation all take place within what Tilly calls “the politics of inequality” (1998:195). 

Tilly argues that representatives of the state almost always have tried to maintain and 

reproduce existing inequalities, especially those that can secure the domination of the ruling 

classes and those that sustain the necessary state resources such as money, soldiers, transport 

etc. However, he sees two distinctive features of governments: firstly they can intervene as 

“third parties in non-state relations of exploitation and opportunity hoarding” (1998:194ff) 

and secondly the state legitimately controls coercive means. Hence, the state can through its 

actions guarantee as well as threaten a wide range of rights.  
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Tilly also points out that unequal categories are created and maintained by social movements, 

the only difference being that they emphasise the unfair treatment of people on the weaker 

side of the category. “Social movements challenge the exploitation, opportunity hoarding, 

emulation and adaptation that occurs on the other side if the categorical line” (1998:212ff), he 

stresses. However, by emphasising the unjust treatment of one categorical group the 

categories are in fact reinforced, Tilly concludes. 

 

2.1.3 Why Durable Inequality Persist and How It Can Change 

Tilly explains why categorical inequality persists in a given form from generation to 

generation, despite the turnover in persons. He argues that “each of our four mechanisms 

[exploitation, opportunity hoarding, emulation, and adaptation] has a self-reproducing 

element, and the four together lock neatly into a self-reproducing complex” (1998:191). 

However, under some circumstances there are possibilities to challenge existing 

organisational structures. In broad terms, this happens when the benefits of exploitation and 

opportunity hoarding in a system decline, and/or when the costs for maintaining exploitation, 

opportunity hoarding, emulation and adaptation increase. In these situations, it is possible that 

exploiters and opportunity hoarders ally with other groups, thus breaking up established 

categories. Moreover, beliefs and practices in day-to-day interactions around categorical 

bounded pairs can become undermined and consequently loose justification (1998:225). 

 

What Tilly (1998) emphasises is that it is not enough to change attitudes and prejudices to 

come to grips with categorical inequality. Instead he maintains that it requires “redistribution 

of returns from monopolized resources; redistribution of control over monopolized resources, 

recasting of organizational structure; provision of easily adopted and effective alternative 

organizational models; and reduction of the transition costs to more egalitarian structures” 

(1998:192). 

 

Three situations of how changes can take form are described by Tilly (1998:226f). First he 

identifies a top-down situation, the second type he explains as a competitive situation and the 

third one is a bottom-up situation. In the last case Tilly argues that struggles and/or 

governmental actions can change or even reduce prevailing patterns of inequality quite 

quickly when members of subordinated groups succeed to mobilise or even gain power. To 

approach the question of how Tilly‟s general mechanisms of inequality relates to gender 

issues, we turn next to the second framework that will be used in this thesis – intersectionality. 

 

2.2 Intersectionality 

2.2.1 Towards Postcolonial/Postmodernist Feminism 

The second theoretical framework used in this study to complement and deepen the 

understanding of inequality related to gender is the concept of intersectionality, which has 

developed from feminist ideas. The oppression of women as a group and the idea of women‟s 

movements to challenge these inequalities were born in the end of the 18
th

 century (Östholm 

2006:7). The traditional feminist discourse has treated women as a single category of analysis, 
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based on the assumption that women as a coherent group experience shared oppression from 

men as a group in a society based upon a patriarchal system.  

 

Mohanty (2003:23) argues that women, throughout history, have “been labelled powerless, 

exploited, sexually harassed and so on, by feminist scientific, economic, legal and 

sociological discourses”. Östholm (2006:7ff) explores the history of feminism and states that 

the first wave of feminism in the 19
th

 century concentrated on women‟s rights in terms of 

economic and political rights, with emphasis on universal suffrage for women and men. The 

second wave of feminism from the late 1960‟s to 1980‟s focused on sexual and reproductive 

rights and on more subtle inequalities between men and women in society. Nicolson 

(1990:1ff) argues that especially under the second wave, feminist analyses heavily reflected 

Western, i.e. North American and European, white, middle-class perspectives. The hegemony 

of Western science and scholars has led also to feminist studies becoming Western biased. 

However, this essentialist view, ignoring specific cultural and historical contexts, treating 

women as a singular group with similar interests has become increasingly criticised and so 

has the view of a universal, cross-cultural patriarchy (Mohanty 2003:17ff). 

 

Fraser and Nicholson (1990:31) argue that: “while gender identity gives substance to the idea 

of sisterhood, it does so at the cost of repressing differences among sisters”. This notion has 

become progressively more recognised, taking into account women‟s different experiences 

based on, among other things, class, ethnicity, age and sexuality (Mohanty 2003:17ff). From 

the 1980‟s and onwards the diversity among women has allowed for the rise of black-

feminist, postcolonial feminist and postmodernist feminist thinking. Weldon (2008:194) 

explains that black feminism highlights the experiences of black women, which cannot not be 

explained or understood from the perspective of either black men or white women. 

Postmodernist feminism follows in the same line as it opposes the metanarrative of a 

universal feminist struggle. Instead of accepting one shared identity based on gender, 

postmodern feminism acknowledges the diversity of identities and interests, highlighting that 

there can be some common themes among women, but that are also differences and conflicts 

between women (Fraser & Nicolson 1990:35). 

 

Postcolonial feminism, for its part, also accounts for different experiences of women. This 

view criticises how women of the Third World are portrayed by Western feminist scholars, 

arguing that colonial stereotypes are being reproduced (Eriksson et al. 2005:23f). Postcolonial 

feminist thinking disapproves of the way that the Western feminist discourse has come to 

recognise the oppression of Third World women and at the same time put themselves in a 

better-off position of being educated. From the perspective of Western women, Third World 

women have been portrayed as a homogenous group subordinated not only in terms of being 

female, but also limited because of originating from the developing world of poverty, lack of 

education, traditionalism, etc. In this sense, ethnocentrism has had the interpretive prerogative 

to characterise the lives of Third World women as victims of male violence and of the colonial 

and developmental processes (Mohanty 2003:17ff). 
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2.2.2 Intersectionality Framework 

The expanded ideas of feminism lead us to the concept of intersectionality, a term first 

described by Crenshaw in 1989 (Mirza 2009:3). Intersectionality has further been explored 

by, among others, de los Reyes and Mulinari (2005) and will have an important role in the 

analysis of the situation for Bolivian women in this study. The concept has its roots in the 

critical theories questioning the hegemony of the Western, white, middle-class feminism that 

often failed to consider the experiences of non-white women. De los Reyes and Mulinari look 

upon intersectionality as an alternative to traditional gender studies; it is an approach that 

takes into account inequalities based on the notions of, for instance, gender, race, ethnicity, 

class and sexual orientation. By problematising and making visible how relations of 

superiority and subordination are created beyond a one-dimensional analysis of power; it is 

possible to look at inequality based on more than one dimension (2005:7ff). Not doing so, 

they argue, makes us blind for how different forms of subordination and power relations 

interact in our social life, and will result in fragmentised knowledge (2005:90).  

 

De los Reyes and Mulinari (2005) maintain that intersectionality is a way of looking at the 

world with new eyes that us question knowledge that is taken for granted. They argue that 

historical and spatial contexts must be taken into consideration, along with the organisation of 

society and dominating ideologies when doing an intersectional analysis. They highlight that 

power and power relations are neither fixed nor unchangeable. In accordance with Tilly 

(1998), de los Reyes and Mulinari argue that they are created in the social interactions 

between people and can therefore change (2005:23). In addition to this, the authors argue that 

attention must be paid to the intersections between different levels; the individual level; the 

institutional level; and the structural level, to fully understand the concept intersectionality 

(2005:9). 

 

Bowleg (2008:314ff) highlights the importance of analysing social identities as just 

intersectional, rather than additive. This causes methodological and analytical challenges 

when studying these phenomena. Instead of an additive approach that assumes that for each 

stigmatised identity a person carries, he or she becomes oppressed by the combination of, for 

instance, ethnicity, class and sexual orientation, an intersectional approach tries to look at the 

interdependence and the mutually constitutive relationships of different identities. Bowleg 

argues that the true meaning of intersectionality gets lost if identities are just added on top of 

each other. Weldon (2008:202) argues in the same manner, but emphasises that it is social 

structures and not identities that are the focal point of an intersectional approach. Moreover, 

Weldon (2008:203ff) stresses that regarding the intersections between gender, ethnicity and 

class, the effects can be somewhat intersectional and somewhat autonomous. Her reasoning is 

illustrated below in Figure 2. Weldon argues that “finding that gender, race and class 

sometimes combine to create effects that are unique to specific gender/race/class groups does 

not mean that every effect of social structures is unique to such groups” (2008:204). This is 

illustrated by the circles containing gender, ethnicity and class showing that they sometimes 

overlap, i.e. intersect in terms of gender/class, gender/ethnicity, class/ethnicity and in 

gender/class/ethnicity, but also have autonomous effects.   
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Figure 2. Intersectional and Autonomous Effects of Gender, Class and Ethnicity 

Adapted from Weldon (2008:204) 

 

Furthermore Bowleg stresses that “intersectionality examines how distinctive social power 

relations mutually construct each other, not just that social hierarchies exist” (2008:313). 

Hence, intersectionality is a theoretical framework that is valuable when looking deeper into 

subjects and trying to explain and deepen the understanding of phenomena instead of just 

establishing that they are there, as is often done in much of the quantitative inequality 

research. 

 

2.3 Bringing the Concepts Together – The Intersectional Inequality Framework 

Tilly‟s (1998) theory of durable inequality and the concept of intersectionality are the tools 

used in this study to help re-interpret and re-contextualise mechanisms of inequality in 

Bolivia. Tilly‟s perspective is rather limited in accounting for gender relations but adding 

intersectionality to his theory expands the possibilities for a deepened understanding of 

inequality. Together they make up a broad perspective of how inequalities in societies 

reproduce themselves and relates to each other, taking into account multiple structures of 

power and subordination in the creation of distinctly bounded pairs. To get a clearer picture of 

how the concepts are used, I have elaborated an illustration combining the two frameworks 

that can extend the understanding of the mechanisms of inequality (Figure 3). This new 

analytical tool has been developed throughout the research process, and its importance in the 

study has increased as the thesis progressed.  

 

 

Gender 
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Intersectional 

effects  Autonomous effects 
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The combined framework of mechanisms and relations between different dimensions of 

inequality, I have named the Intersecting Inequality Framework. It is developed from the 

thoughts of Tilly‟s (1998) durable inequality and the concept of intersectionality, and the way 

of using the framework has emerged throughout the research process when I have tried to 

categorise and understand the material gained. 
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Figure 3. Intersecting Inequality Framework 

Adapted from Tilly (1998:115) and Weldon (2008:209) 

 

Direct effects:    

Indirect effects:  
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Firstly, framing the model is the organisation where the processes of inequality take place. 

Given that every organisation exists in historical and spatial context that must be accounted 

for, to be able to understand the categorical relationships between groups in that certain 

context, the context makes up the outer boundary of the illustration. Thereafter, taking the 

point of departure in the intersecting circles of gender, ethnicity and class the mechanisms of 

inequality that Tilly (1998) describes happen in all three of these dimensions. Using the 

concept of intersectionality, it shows how inequality structures can have both autonomous and 

intersectional effects. The same thing can be said about the self-reproducing processes of 

exploitation, opportunity hoarding, emulation and adaptation that lead to the instalment of 

categorical boundaries; this process takes place in each of these dimensions. Hence, these 

processes have both autonomous and intersectional effects. Looking at the reproduction of 

inequality from this perspective can describe how, for instance, inequalities in the ethnic 

dimension can reduce if the costs are increasing or the benefits are decreasing for maintaining 

that system, while inequality in some of the other two dimensions stay unchanged.  

 

Tilly (1998) had mainly a class perspective when he elaborated upon his theory of durable 

inequality. What I have done is further develop his thinking to include the intersecting 

dimensions of gender and ethnicity, which can create expanded knowledge.  
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3. Methodological Approach 

In the third chapter the methodological design of the study is explained. The section starts by exploring the inference 
of abduction, followed by a description of hermeneutics and the hermeneutic circle. Thereafter the specific methods 
used to collect the empirical material for the study are described, that is, ethnographic methods including 
thematically opened interviews and observations as well as secondary sources. The processing of data is later 
presented and the chapter ends with a methodological discussion where I reflect upon critical aspects and challenges 
of the study. 

 

 

3.1 Abduction 

The scientific inference, or thought operation, used to interpret the gathered material in this 

study is what Danermark et al. (2002) call abduction. Abduction is a complementary method 

in the social sciences that describes individual events and phenomena, as well as general 

structures that are not directly observable. Since mechanisms of inequality are not explicitly 

visible, abduction was deemed a useful method to use. Danermark et al. (2002) argue that 

discoveries within the social science field are to a large extent based on abduction, since new 

events are seldom “discovered” within social sciences. Rather, new understandings and 

explanations of existing events becomes visible when applying a different perspective that can 

give new insights and thus result in expanded knowledge (Danermark et al. 2002:88ff).  

 

Danermark et al. (2002:117ff) further argue that structures and mechanisms in social science 

can almost only be understood by the use of concepts, i.e. a language that gives meaning to 

the material. By taking the starting point in a theory or a framework, an abductive approach 

can be used to re-describe and re-contextualise events or as Danermark et al. (2002:91) 

illustrate it: “to observe, describe, interpret and explain something within the frame of a new 

context.” Consequently, abduction is an interpretative method. It cannot give an answer as to 

whether the conclusions drawn by using the inference are true or false. Instead, a phenomenon 

can be re-contextualised in different ways by using different angles, but it cannot be said that 

one re-contextualisation is more true than another (2002:92). Hence, my interpretation of 

inequalities with the specific frameworks I am using is only one way of understanding the 

situation in Bolivia. 

 

Two examples of how theories could be used as interpretive frameworks are given by 

Danermark et al. (2002). The first way is to re-contextualise gathered material from the 

perspective of two different theories, and the second technique is to apply “established 

theories to partly new empirical fields” (2002:147). This thesis uses a mix of the two, as 

Charles Tilly‟s theory of durable inequality is applied to a new context, the Bolivian society, 

but an intersectional analysis is also made when looking at the same society, resulting in 

combining two different theories to look at the same case. 

 

3.2 Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics can be defined as the study of interpretation. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000:53) 

explain its traditional meaning by stating “the meaning of a part can only be understood if it is 
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related to the whole.” Danermark et al. (2002:159) express this by arguing that the context 

must always be taken into account when trying to comprehend the significance of an event. 

The processes of relating the part to the whole has come to be called the hermeneutic circle. 

Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000:58) argue that it is possible to combine two views of the 

hermeneutic circle; the first view is that a part must be related to the whole and the whole to 

the part, and in the second view the circle is described as the relationship between pre-

understanding and understanding.  

 

Aspers (2007:37) refers to the hermeneutic circle as a process in which “understanding occurs 

in interpreting.” To comment on this, my pre-understanding of Bolivia has therefore been re-

formed by my gained understanding during the research process which in turn has led to a 

new pre-understanding. However, as Aspers (2007:35) highlights, there is a risk of losing out 

on understanding of the field if the researcher enters into a former unknown field, since the 

researcher brings his or her own predetermined knowledge based on the values and logic from 

his or her background. This has an effect upon the interpretations made in the study. 

Furthermore, the hermeneutic circle also implies that the part must be understood in relation 

to the whole, which means that the statements, thoughts and ideas in the individual interviews 

were related to the specific Bolivian context, and the other way around.  

 

3.3 Ethnography  

The majority of the material for this thesis was gathered in Bolivia during November and 

December of 2009, using an ethnographic approach. An ethnographic approach includes both 

qualitative interviews and observations. These methods are interpersonal in their nature, 

which means that the researcher must directly interact with what is being studied to gain 

knowledge. Hence, “the research takes place in the field” (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007:3). 

The purpose of using ethnographic methods is to investigate how people look upon their own 

situation and how they look upon others and themselves, to be able to find explanations that 

are based on the understanding of people‟s opinions, meanings and thoughts. In the 

ethnographic research process the data collection is rather unstructured, and can take place in 

formal as well as informal settings that are not specifically set up for research purposes 

(Aspers 2007:30ff; Hammersley & Atkinson 2007:3f). 

 

3.3.1 Qualitative Interviews 

The primary method to collect data has been through qualitative interviews; an effective and 

widely used method in development research and ethnographic studies as a key source of data 

(Aspers 2007; Mikkelsen 2005). The type of interview that was used in this study is what 

Aspers (2007:138ff) calls a thematically opened interview, which is conversational and 

relatively unstructured in its character. In comparison to a semi-structured interview, it is more 

flexible regarding pre-set questions, the use of interview guides etc. (Aspers 2007:137, 153). 

A thematically opened interview implies that as the interview proceeds the researcher tries to 

develop the conversation. There are some broader topics that the researcher wants to include, 

and these themes are chosen based on the theories used in the study. Thematically opened 

interviews are the most useful when the researcher wants to include theory into the study, 
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however it is important that during the interview session the theory is put aside. Open-ended 

questions were asked, so that the interviewees were free to elaborate upon their answers 

without having to provide specific information (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007:118). 

 

In this study I have conducted 28 interviews with a total of 31 individuals, 29 of which were 

women and two were men. Of these interviews 15 was carried out with a diverse selection of 

representatives from Bolivian organisations: women‟s organisations, indigenous peoples‟ 

organisations and Bolivian Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) to be able to get a 

broad picture of how organisations work with and look upon gender issues in the country. The 

other 13 interviews were made with ordinary Bolivian women, where they were interviewed 

about their lives. When talking to Bolivian women, effort was put on diversifying the 

respondents by speaking to women from indigenous as well as non-indigenous backgrounds, 

from different social classes and different ages, to get a spectrum of diverse experiences and 

thoughts. Due to the initial contacts that I had in Bolivia, it was decided that the study was 

going to take place in the two largest cities in the country. Hence, 16 of the interviews were 

conducted in La Paz and four in the rapidly growing suburb El Alto, both located in the 

Western highlands. Eight interviews were conducted in Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia‟s 

largest city located in the Eastern lowlands (see Appendix I for a complete list of conducted 

interviews).  

 

Aspers (2007:72f) highlights the importance of having informants that can provide empirical 

material for the study but in addition help the researcher to get in contact with other actors in 

the field. My initial contacts helped me to get in contact with different sectors and new actors. 

This way a “snowball effect” (Aspers 2007:91) took place where the researcher lets the 

person interviewed give suggestions about who to talk to next, and the snowball keeps rolling. 

One advantage of this method is that the confidence the researcher builds with one person can 

be transferred to the next person. I noticed this while conducting the interviews, as it was 

easier to schedule an interview if referring back to the recommendation of a previous one. 

However, Aspers (2007:92) highlights that the researcher must be careful of not getting 

caught into just one specific network of people, and therefore must actively try to reach 

different actors. I had varied connections in Bolivia before entering the field, and during my 

stay I got in contact with other individuals that extended and diversified my network.  

 

Before starting the interview, all interviewees where informed about the purpose of the study 

and that their participation was voluntary. This is what Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) refers to 

as informed consent. The representatives from the different organisations agreed upon having 

their names published, while the ordinary Bolivian women remain anonymous throughout the 

text. The interviews with representatives from organisations lasted between 20 minutes and 60 

minutes, depending on the time available, and the interviews with Bolivian women ranged 

between 30 minutes and 140 minutes. All interviews were conducted in Spanish and recorded 

on tape, to later be transcribed. The quotes from the interviews in this study are all my 

translations from Spanish. Unfortunately, some of the nuances of the language get lost in the 

translation to English.  
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3.3.2 Observations 

As an additional method to collect data, observations and participatory observations were 

used. Aspers (2007:105ff) explains that this implies that the researcher must engage in 

activities that the studied actors take part in to become integrated into the field and gain 

knowledge about the same. The result of the observations is manifested by taking field notes, 

which must give both overview and depth. The first impressions are particularly important to 

describe, as the researcher will experience more the first day than during the rest of the field 

work as everything is new when entering the field. During my stay in Bolivia I have been 

taking field notes as well as tape recordings of some of my observations. I tried to engage in 

the Bolivian society and was living with different local families that gave me valuable 

insights to everyday Bolivian life. In addition, I also participated in five open seminars 

dealing with women‟s situation in the country, with topics ranging from human rights of 

women in the new constitution to the impunity of sexual violence (see Appendix II for the list 

of seminars). 

 

3.4 Secondary Sources 

A third method to gather material was through literature reviews of secondary sources. As a 

complement to qualitative interviews and observations, I have used various books, scientific 

articles and other texts and investigations from governmental, non-governmental and 

international organisations to be able to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the Bolivian 

socio-political situation. In accordance with Rienecker and Jørgensen (2008:246ff) who argue 

that books and scientific articles have the highest level of scientificity when it comes to 

secondary sources, I have primarily used this type of material for the study. However, whilst 

in Bolivia I also collected relevant books and other printed materials to increase my 

understanding of Bolivian society.  

 

3.5 Triangulation 

Triangulation is defined by Mikkelsen (2005:349) as the “use of a variety of sources, methods 

and types of information ... to verify and substantiate an assessment; to cross-check and 

validate data and information to limit biases.” By using qualitative interviews, observations as 

well as secondary sources as data for the thesis, method triangulation has been achieved. 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) highlight that relating different types of collected data 

through various techniques are a way of counteracting the risk of errors and incorrect 

analyses. Hence, it is a possibility to “assess the validity of inferences” (2007:184) and 

double-check the interpretations made.   

 

3.6 Data Processing  

The gathered primary and secondary data was then analysed and related to the concept of 

Tilly‟s (1998) durable inequality and intersectionality. To facilitate the process 24 out of the 

28 interviews were transcribed and the remaining four interviews were partly transcribed. By 

transcribing the material it could be more easily handled in processes of categorising and 
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analysing. Due to time restraints during the field work the 24 completely transcribed 

interviews were made by three native Spanish-speaking persons that I consulted to perform 

the task, and the four partly transcribed interviews I conducted myself. The material was 

carefully read through together with complementary field notes. Thereafter the material was 

categorised into different subheadings depending on the main themes, topics and ideas that 

were brought up.  

 

In processing the material the hermeneutic circle was kept in mind, relating the part to the 

whole and the other way around. In this sense, individual opinions and thoughts of the 

interviewee were related to the Bolivian socio-political context, and the context was related to 

the experiences of the interviewee to be able to create understanding. My own pre-

understanding of the field also plays a role, as hermeneutics relates pre-understanding to 

understanding in a circular manner. Before entering the field I had undertaken literature 

studies of Bolivian history, politics and culture and this knowledge was extended during the 

whole research process, thus affecting my pre-understanding and understanding.  

 

During the analytical process I have taken on board that theory can enable some 

understandings and reasoning, while obstructing others. Based on the premises of the theory 

used, it draws attention to certain aspects at the same time as others get obscured (Aspers 

2007:35). Nevertheless, Danermark et al. (2002:136) argue that coding and categorising 

material without direction of theoretical concepts runs the risk of being thoughtless and 

superficial. Therefore, the use of theories and concepts are central when structuring and 

analysing material. Since the purpose of the study is to re-interpret and re-contextualise some 

of the complex mechanisms of inequality, and the aim is to create a new analytical tool to 

perform this task, the gathered material is categorised in accordance with the theoretical 

frameworks.  

 

3.7 Limitations and Critique  

During the field work in Bolivia I perceived that my status as a foreign, white, young, female 

researcher affected the relation to the people interviewed. This made me understand that 

power-relations are a crucial aspect that must be regarded when conducting a field study, 

especially in Bolivia, a society where gender, ethnicity and class historically has had a great 

impact on the relations between people. It is important to remember that my specific position 

impacted on how the interviewees related and behaved in their meeting with me as a 

researcher. In the interaction with the female interviewees, I experienced that we found a 

common ground to stand on as sharing an identity as women. However, I also experienced 

that it was harder to connect to some of the indigenous women than to the mestizo women. I 

perceived that some of the mestizo women that were critical towards the empowerment of the 

indigenous population could express their views freely as they saw another white person in 

me that they could relate to. In the same manner, I sensed that some indigenous women saw 

me more in the light of being white than being a woman, and this made it harder to create 

trust and a connection between us.  
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Another limitation is that this study is limited to two geographical areas in Bolivia, La Paz in 

the Western highlands and Santa Cruz in the Eastern lowlands. The interviews have been 

conducted in an urban environment, even if most of the indigenous women talked to 

originally come from rural communities and have migrated to the city. Hence, the study has 

more of an urban perspective, and cannot fully account for the life of women in rural areas 

where other conditions might be in place. However, a number of the interviewed women had 

migrated from the countryside to the city and could therefore also share their experiences 

from rural environments. Most interviewees argued that the conditions for women in the 

countryside are harsher than in urban settings. Nevertheless, conducting the study in urban 

areas also had advantages as in the mass of people that these cities have, daily interactions 

take place between categorical bounded pairs, such as indigenous and non-indigenous and 

lower classes with higher classes, where inequality and discrimination becomes more visible.  

 

There are also some critical aspects that must be taken into consideration regarding the 

execution of the study. Firstly, there were some communication problems since all interviews 

were conducted in Spanish, which is not my mother tongue. This made it harder to understand 

the nuances of the language as well as asking follow-up questions. Secondly, the interviews 

were all recorded on tape for the information not getting lost, misunderstood or forgotten, but 

the recorder occasionally made the interviewed person feel uncomfortable which could have 

an effect upon the gained material. Therefore, not recording the interviews could have made 

some interview situations more relaxed, but having access to all recorded material was 

deemed more essential. Thirdly, there were concrete problems during some interview 

situations such as noisy environments, people walking in and out hence interrupting the 

interviews, and lack of time, that affected the quality of the interview. Lastly, there were also 

occasional problems with people not showing up to scheduled interviews leading to cancelled 

or rescheduled interviews, and sometimes people showed up hours after the time decided 

upon thus creating organisational difficulties in the execution of the study.   
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4. Contextualisation 

In this fourth chapter an introduction and contextualisation to Bolivia is given. The reader is introduced to the use 
of  Tilly’s inequality mechanisms whilst Bolivia’s social and political development from colonial times until present 
day is described. Also gender in the Bolivian context is discussed. All in all, this functions as background to the 
empirical findings discussed in the following chapter.  
 
 

4.1 An Introduction to Bolivia  

The Plurinational State of Bolivia is one of the poorest countries in Latin America with a 

population of about 10 million people. In the 2010 Human Development Index, Bolivia is 

ranked as a country with medium human development in 95
th

 place out of 169 countries 

(UNDP 2010b). The World Bank (2011) calculates that in 2007 almost 38 percent of the 

Bolivian population was poor. Poverty reached 64 percent of the rural population and 24 

percent of the urban population. These levels have dropped noticeably compared to ten years 

earlier in 1997 when 77 percent of the rural population and 54 percent of the urban population 

was poor.   

  

In addition to being a poor country Bolivia has one of the highest income inequalities in Latin 

America, with a Gini Index
2
 of 57 in 2007, making the country one of the most unequal in the 

world (UNDP 2010c). The wealthiest 20 percent of the population stands for over 61 percent 

of the income or consumption, while the poorest 20 percent make up less than three percent of 

the income or consumption (World Bank 2011). Bolivia is described as unequal in terms of 

not only income, but also in access to resources and power, where the poor, the indigenous 

populations as well as women are most affected and discriminated by the unequal distribution.  

 

Bolivia has the highest percentage of indigenous populations in Latin America. The 2001 

census showed that the indigenous people make up about 62 percent of the inhabitants. Most 

belong to the Quechua (31 percent) and the Aymara (25 percent) of the Andean highlands. The 

remaining six percent belong to around 30 different indigenous peoples of the lowlands in the 

Eastern Amazonian part of the country. The indigenous populations do not represent a 

homogenous group and there are distinct cultural and linguistic differences as well as 

disagreements between groups (Assies 2006:299). In Bolivia there is also a small Afro-

Bolivian population.  

 

4.2 A History of Inequality   

In Bolivia, patterns of exploitation can be traced back to when the Spanish conquistadors 

entered the country in 1538. In this sense the Bolivian history is not unique to the area but 

shares its colonial and postcolonial experiences with other Latin American countries. This can 

be connected to what Tilly (1998) calls emulation, which includes the reproduction of 

organisational models in different locations to make them seem more natural.  

                                                 
2
 Gini Index is a widely used measure for income inequality, ranging from 0 to 100, where 0 represents absolute 

equality and 100 represents absolute inequality. 
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In the area that today makes up Bolivia, vast sources of valuable mineral deposits were 

discovered in the 16
th

 century and to able to extract the minerals and sustain the 

administration of the colonies, the exploitation of the Indians as a labour force was intense 

(Postero 2007:3f). The colonial system was facilitated by the use of categories, or using 

Tilly‟s (1998) vocabulary “distinctly bounded pairs.” Sharp distinctions were created between 

the indigenous and the non-indigenous populations creating a stratified society.  

 

Bolivia was the first country to start a rebellion against Spain, but was the last one to gain 

independence, in 1825. Nevertheless, as an independent country, the basic inequality 

structures in society did not change and the discrimination of the indigenous populations 

continued (World Bank 2006:1). The criollos, with Spanish ancestry, maintained the political 

and economical power and could continue to exploit and hoard opportunities. Land was 

expropriated from the indigenous populations and the latifundio system, where indigenous 

labour was used for cultivating the land owned by criollos or mestizos (with mixed heritage) 

was common (Postero 2007:3f). 

 

In 1952 the Bolivian Revolution took place, which led to some transformations of Bolivian 

society. Various structural inequalities were officially abandoned, for instance changes in 

citizenship rights made all adult Bolivians into citizens, independent of sex, ethnicity, income, 

occupation or education. Educational and healthcare systems were introduced, but in a nation-

building effort the sole teaching language became Spanish, ignoring the country‟s cultural 

diversity. An agrarian reform was adopted, putting an end to the latifundio system and the tin 

mines that then made up the backbone of the Bolivian economy at the time were nationalised 

(Assies 2006:302f).  

 

Despite the social improvements coming out of the 1952 revolution, the social achievements 

were rather modest. Civil rule turned into a military rule between 1964 and 1982, including 

several military coups. Life expectancy and literacy improved during the period, but the 

agricultural reforms did not work out as planned and the agricultural sector was dominated by 

huge estates owned by a few, especially in the cultivable Eastern lowland regions. Politics 

was centred on class and economy, however, the cultural aspect was largely ignored. The 

revolution had put an end to the term indio for describing the rural indigenous and instead the 

term peasantry was used, overlooking the multicultural aspect of Bolivia (Assies 2006:302ff). 

It can be seen as an attempt to create categories based more on class than ethnicity and thus 

downplaying the ethnic identity around which the majority of the Bolivian population could 

actually unite.  

 

In 1982 after returning to a civilian government after years of military rule, huge economic 

problems in terms of foreign debts and a staggering inflation struck Bolivia. Structural 

adjustment policies were introduced in the wake of neo-liberalism, which included 

devaluating the exchange rate, reducing public spending, increasing taxes, abolishing 

subsidies, promoting free markets and privatization, and opening up to foreign direct 

investments (Todaro & Smith 2007:679ff). The social situation worsened as social welfare 
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spending was cut. The reforms mainly impacted the poor and the indigenous negatively, who 

already suffered from “economic subordination and ethnic discrimination” (Assies 2006:310).  

 

However, part of the neo-liberal reform was the Law of Popular Participation (LPP), adopted 

in 1994. It included decentralisation and thus giving more power to local levels, as well as 

recognising Territorial Based Organisations (TBOs) which gave legal personality to 

indigenous peoples‟ organisations (Assies 2006:311ff). This can be seen in a wider 

perspective of Tilly‟s (1998) concept of emulation. Other parts of Latin America, such as 

Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador and Panama, had already started to adapt quite strong multi-

cultural policies (MCPs) (Lee Van Cott 2006:276). The LPP gave a stronger voice to 

organisations and mobilised different actors, such as coca producers and peasants‟ 

organisations
3
. In this context, a growing opposition towards neo-liberalism resulted in social 

movements mobilising in an unprecedented manner. In 2000, grass root organisations, mainly 

indigenous movements, managed to mobilise in what has been called the “Water War”. They 

succeeded in stopping the privatisation of water in the city Cochabamaba by a foreign 

company that drastically increased water prices. In the end, the company was forced to leave 

the country (Kohl 2006:316ff). In 2003, localised mobilisation and popular protest grew 

nationwide, and stopped the sales of Bolivia‟s natural gas to foreign investors. Peasants from 

the highlands were supported by coca-growers from the sub-tropics, together with unionised 

miners, neighbourhood committees and the middle classes (Chaplin 2010:352). This “Gas 

War” forced president Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada to resign and leave the country.  

  

Already in the elections of 2002, Evo Morales, a Quechua coca-grower was running for 

president. His party Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) was created in the middle of the 1990‟s 

and had continuously gained ground. As indigenous social movements grew stronger, Postero 

(2010:24) argues that Morales incorporated “the language of indigenous liberalisation of the 

popular struggles” in his rhetoric. Using Tilly‟s (1998) framework, this can be understood as 

trying to create “new” categories. By drawing division between indigenous and non-

indigenous rather than between social classes, Morales appealed to the ethnic majority of 

Bolivia. The promises from Morales to include the formerly excluded group of indigenous 

people into positions of power and to continue the opposition of neo-liberalism that had led to 

mass-discontent and mobilisation, led to the victory of MAS in the 2005 December elections. 

In the December 2009 elections Morales won for the second time. Furthermore, in 2009 a 

new inclusive constitution was adopted after a referendum, which is said to put an end to the 

historical inequalities that has been part of Bolivian everyday life.  

 

Nevertheless, Postero (2010:29f) highlights that critical voices have risen against Morales, 

mainly in the lowland region, creating a highland-lowland divide. Lowland elites and political 

leaders have launched a counter-discourse which has raised racial tensions between 

                                                 
3
 It is worth highlighting, as Clisby (2005:29) emphasises, that women‟s organisations, mothers groups or other 

associations dominated by women were not considered territorial, but functional, and hence could not be classed 

as TBOs and therefore not be part of the process of popular participation. This led to increased inequality 

between men and women as men increased their power and leadership roles in the union groups, indigenous 

groups and neighbourhood committees, etc., that was part of the LPP.  
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indigenous and non-indigenous populations. In this “counterrevolution” claims have been put 

forward of regional autonomy and independence from the rest of Bolivia as Morales is seen as 

a threat against democracy and capitalism.  

 

4.3 Gender in the Bolivian Context 

Latin America is often described as a patriarchal society. The term machismo is a concept 

used not only to describe the unequal power relations between men and women, but also the 

power relations between men, argue Parker and Aggleton (2007:114ff). Machismo includes 

the belief and practice of male superiority in relation to women and is legitimised by 

patriarchal social structures (Mayo & Resnick 1996:257). In addition to machismo, when 

discussing gender in Bolivia it is also necessary to take into account the diversity of the 

country, that is, the indigenous cultures and philosophies. Part of the Andean cosmopolitan 

world-view, dealing with question of duality and complementarity in the surrounding world, 

goes under the name chacha-warmi. It means “man-woman” in Aymara
4
 and is a concept that 

originates mainly from the highland indigenous cultures of the Aymaras and Quechuas. 

Chacha-warmi deals with the duality in the world, like day and night, good and evil, 

including the complementary roles between men and women (Susskind & Anguelovsky 

2008:12f). In this binary relationship, which includes a gendered division of labour, the man is 

seen as the productive unit and the woman as the reproductive unit (Pape 2008:46f).  

 

Burman (2011:67ff) explains that the concept of chacha-warmi has received criticism, 

foremost from feminist organisations and the white/mestizo middle-class in Bolivia. They 

argue that the emphasis on the multi-cultural aspect of the country and the decolonisation 

process that Evo Morales is undertaking, concentrate the patriarchy of the Andean cultures 

and strengthen the suppression of women. Indigenous autonomy would thus legitimate the 

values and practices of chacha-warmi that, from their perspective, subordinates and repress 

women. This debate can be related to Okin (1999) who discusses in Is multiculturalism bad 

for women? how MCPs and group rights for ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples often 

end up favouring the men in those groups. She argues that group rights cannot be beneficial to 

women since all cultures are (more or less) patriarchal with men in decision making positions. 

Hence, the interests of the group are determined by men as the act as the group‟s 

spokespersons without taking into account female views or opinions.  

 

On the other hand, the defenders of chacha-warmi, that is, mainly indigenous peoples in 

Bolivia, argue that patriarchy and women‟s subordinated position derives from the colonial 

structures of the Bolivian society. “This assumption is based on the idea that the subordination 

and silencing of women must be of colonial origin since Aymara culture is based upon the 

notions of gender complementarity found in the concept of chachawarmi” (Burman 2011:70). 

Consequently, decolonising society would lead to greater equality and a better situation for 

indigenous women from this perspective.  

                                                 
4
 The corresponding expression in Quechua is quari-warmi. In this study I am only using the expression chacha-

warmi, as that it most common and it was also the term that the interviewees referred to.  
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5. Empirical Findings and Analysis – Intersecting Inequality in 

Times of Change 
 

In this section I present the results of  my field research and analyse the findings with help from the Intersecting 
Inequality Framework developed from Tilly’s theory of  durable inequality and the concept of  intersectionality. The 
chapter is divided into two subsections, with each elaborating upon one of  the research questions defined in the 
introduction.  
 
 

5.1 The Mechanisms of (Gender)Inequality 

In the initial part of the empirical findings and analysis, the focus of the text is related to the 

first research question presented in the introduction, i.e., investigating with the point of 

departure from women‟s subordinated situation, how Charles Tilly‟s four mechanisms of 

durable inequality intersect in the Bolivian society while accounting for gender, ethnicity and 

social class. 

 

When using the Intersecting Inequality Framework, processes of inequality take place in all 

three dimensions; regarding gender, ethnicity and class. Whilst analysing the experiences of 

the women and men interviewed, complex expressions of these intersections are revealed. All 

interviewees attested, directly or indirectly, of the patriarchal structure of Bolivian society, 

and its effects on both women and men in the country. As distinctly bounded pairs, the 

dichotomy between women and men can be seen as an external category, using the vocabulary 

of Tilly (1998). Analysing the testimonies of the interviews, it becomes clear that Tilly‟s 

mechanisms can be used to re-interpret and understand much of the creation and maintenance 

of inequality in Bolivia.  

 

5.1.1 Exploitation 

Starting with the mechanism of exploitation, it can be detected in various realms of Bolivian 

society. Divisions and inequality based on class and the categorical dichotomy between rich 

and poor is the perspective that Tilly (1998) originally focuses on when addressing 

exploitation. The exploitative mechanisms are exercised as a result of a select few controlling 

the economic activities while the subordinated majority perform the job although not 

receiving the full value of their contribution. In Bolivia, the historical patterns of colonisation 

have resulted in an ethnic division regarding class where there is still an over-representation 

of indigenous populations among the poor in society. In this sense, the exploitative 

mechanism in the dimensions of ethnicity and social class in the Intersecting Inequality 

Framework can be said to intersect. Hence, coming to grips with these inequalities require 

measures in both spheres.    

  

Two older Quechua sisters (R1) living in the suburb El Alto outside La Paz, see 

discrimination and subordination in Bolivian society taking form more in class terms, but 

where class is related to the colour of one‟s skin. “The one who has money believes that he is 

above, and the one who does not have money think he is below and he will do whatever the 

other person says”, they argue, based on their own experiences and upbringing. An Aymara 
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woman in La Paz (R3) explains how she remembers when the indigenous populations of 

Bolivia were associated with the working class, which downplayed the importance of the 

ethnic aspect. The political demands for improving people‟s situation were put forward as part 

of a class struggle, and not as a struggle for indigenous people‟s rights and emancipation. The 

intersections between the two dimensions were toned down as the mestizo elites benefitted 

more from portraying inequality in class terms. Associating economic and political inequality 

with class rather than ethnicity reduced the risks of the creation of united indigenous 

movement.   

 

Exploitation also takes place when looking at gender and the relations between women and 

men. One form of exploitation can be detected in women‟s work, and primarily in women‟s 

unpaid work in the household, which contributes to an exploitative structure that creates and 

maintains inequality between women and men. The interviewees attest that Bolivian women 

have traditionally been bound to the household. This has further consequences, as women‟s 

workload in the household makes it harder for them to be able to have a formal job that 

requires a schedule and regular working hours. Maria-Elena Burgos, representative from 

“Association of Women Councilors of Bolivia” (ACOBOL) (O1), argues that many women in 

Bolivia are part of the large informal sector, without labour rights or social security. She 

stresses that the informal sector is the one that has grown the most in recent years and that the 

high poverty levels in the country make it impossible for poor people to reach a profession. 

The World Bank Report (2009:1ff) Gender in Bolivian Production. Reducing Differences in 

Formality and Productivity of Firms shows that women are over-represented in the large 

informal sector of the Bolivian economy, and primarily in the self-employment category. 

Nearly two thirds of the female urban workforce was part of the informal sector in 2005, 

mainly in low-skilled jobs such as commerce, restaurants and domestic services. The high 

informality of the female workforce is to a large extent connected to women‟s role in the 

home, which reduces her possibilities of acquiring and maintaining a formal job.  

 

The large amount of work that women perform in the household can be seen as a form of 

exploitation. Exploitation, according to Tilly (1998) requires labour where the subordinated 

populations who perform this work are excluded from the full value that is added by their 

contribution. Eneida Charufa, from the lowland indigenous organisation “Coordinator of 

Ethnic Peoples in Santa Cruz” (CPESC) (O13) puts it the following way: “...it is like the work 

that women do is little valued, or not valued at all”, referring to the work performed by 

women in the household as well as in the professional life. Taking Tilly‟s approach shows that 

there is an exploitative component in the household work that women perform as they receive 

neither monetary nor non-monetary compensation, e.g. power, status or security, for 

performing these tasks. Looking at the household work that women do, this can be seen as 

using “free” labour, which makes it easier to maintain a high exploitation level. Furthermore, 

it becomes an interest of the exploiters, e.g. men, to uphold such structures.  

 

There is a further dimension to the exploitative structures of household work that goes beyond 

the binary categories of men and women. In Bolivia domestic workers are a common 

phenomenon used by both wealthier and not so wealthy families to perform the household 
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chores. A mestizo middle-class woman in La Paz (R5) explains the chain of exploitation 

regarding domestic workers: 

 

“Here [in Bolivia] if I have my domestic worker, she in turn has another domestic worker 

that she exploits and treats worse. You can see all that, you can see it at the markets, in 

the assistants in guest houses, in those who clean. It is a quite harsh chain of exploitation. 

And quite important, because without it the economic system would not function.”  

 

In this chain of exploitation that the mestizo woman describes, poor, migrant, indigenous 

women make up the majority of the domestic workers. Amelia Ticono, one of the founders of 

the domestic workers union “National Federation of Domestic Workers of Bolivia” 

(FENATRAHOB) (O4), explains that the great majority of domestic workers are women. 

Even though a few male workers exist, they do not normally perform the same tasks as 

women but mainly do gardening and maintenance work. Ticono does not want to identify 

herself or her colleges as indigenous women even if the vast majority could be considered to 

have an indigenous background. Rather, she argues that FENATRAHOB and domestic 

workers in general are made up by migrant women from rural communities. Due to a lack of 

education and profession, many end up in the exploitative chain of being a domestic worker 

as the only chance for some kind of income. However, the monetary compensation is small 

and the working conditions are often harsh.  

 

A young Guaraní domestic worker (R9) from the lowlands explains that her experience is that 

the wealthier the employer, generally the better you get treated. An older Aymara woman‟s 

(R12) experience is the same. Working for a less well-off family more often results in verbal, 

and sometimes physical, abuse as well as worse working conditions. They Guaraní girl‟s 

explanation is that the social differentiation between herself and a poorer family is less, 

resulting in the employer wanting to demonstrate more explicitly who has more power. This is 

connected to the statement of the mestizo woman above (R5).  

 

As described, household work in one‟s own home can be seen as a form of exploitation of 

women, but incorporating the dimensions of ethnicity and class takes us to a situation where 

poor women, often with an indigenous background end up selling their labour to do 

household work to more well-off families for a small monetary compensation. In these 

intersections of gender, ethnicity and class some women have the possibility use the help of 

other women to perform the household tasks. This intersectional exploitation results in putting 

the domestic servants in the bottom segment of the societal hierarchy, where the exploitative 

mechanism that creates inequality takes place in all three dimensions of gender, ethnicity and 

class. Amelia Ticono, FENATRAHOB (O4), states that the discrimination and subordination 

that she experiences comes from the fact of being a woman, being indigenous and being a 

domestic worker, that is, where the three dimensions intersect. Further, Ticono explains that 

many of her co-workers are ashamed of their job, experiencing discrimination from the rest of 

society, including from other women, and when possible they hide from others what they do 

for a living. 
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An older Aymara woman (R12) who has worked as a domestic worker all her life, is finding 

herself in a dependent situation as both she and her husband are working for the same wealthy 

family in Santa Cruz. The woman attests to being treated as inferior by the family for being a 

poor indigenous woman, but she has no other choice than staying and accepting the situation 

as she is economically dependent on her employer for housing and a small salary that does not 

represent the full value of the work she performs. The woman is being heavily exploited by 

the family who are using her aging body for intense domestic duties from early morning to 

late at night, six days a week. 

 

5.1.2 Opportunity Hoarding 

When looking closer at the second mechanism that helps to create and maintain inequality, 

various forms of opportunity hoarding can also be detected in the material gained. Based upon 

Tilly‟s (1998) use of the concept, opportunity hoarding happens when members from a 

categorical bounded network gain access to resources and then create practices that sustain 

their control over them. 

 

This can for instance be seen in Bolivian politics, where for much time political space and 

power was hoarded by, primarily, mestizo men, and the state itself sustained these practices. 

Traditionally, the political participation of poor and indigenous people, both men and women, 

has been restricted in Bolivia. Following the 1952 Revolution, one of the most important 

consequences was the introduction of universal suffrage independent of sex, ethnicity, 

income, occupation or education (Assies 2006:302f). Up until this point being a citizen of 

Bolivia and enjoying the rights that follow, was restricted to literate, propertied men (Kohl & 

Farthing 2006:41). However, the old structures prevailed even after the revolution, and can be 

looked upon as a form of continuous opportunity hoarding.  

 

Women are now getting a more prominent role in Bolivian politics, but Eneida Charufa from 

CPESC (O13) strongly questions the political positions which are given to women. Speaking 

from her experience, she was chosen as a political representative for her village but later 

resigned when she found out that she was to become a substitute instead being a permanent 

representative. Charufa is sceptical towards the quality of the political positions attained by 

Bolivian women, arguing from her own experiences that even if the number of women has 

increased in Bolivian politics, they still do not get access to influential positions. Felipa 

Huanca from the indigenous women‟s organisation “National Federation of Peasant, 

Indigenous and Original Women of Bolivia” (Bartolina Sisa) (O7) argues that what is lacking 

are not female representatives, but the ability for these women to be able to reach high 

positions in the hierarchical order, that they are being listened to and have decision-making 

power. She experiences how men hoard opportunities from women, denying women access to 

spaces for instance in meetings and other decision-making places. She says that: 

 

“It seems like the brothers [men] do not reflect. They continue to want to be just them, 

that women have to be in the background. When I enter a meeting, the sisters [women] 

are sitting in the back. Men are not capable of saying „Sisters, sit here with us and 

together we can talk‟. This still does not happen.”  
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This can be interpreted as a continuous form of opportunity hoarding by men, where women 

are restricted from the real positions of political power, instead being given other functions 

and positions when entering the political scene which many times have little or no impact. 

 

Looking at the hoarding of political opportunities, just as men to a large extent formerly have 

prevented women from getting access to political power, the increased participation of women 

now restricts men that formerly were occupying those seats. Moreover, accounting for the 

dimensions of ethnicity and class, women are now also preventing other women from 

reaching political and organisational positions. María Teresa Soruco, a mestizo woman from a 

women‟s NGO in La Paz, “Articulation of Women for Equity and Equality” (AMUPEI) (O3), 

explains this in the following manner: 

 

“Before this administration [Morales] the women involved in organisations were middle-

class women. And today that has changed, now the leadership is in the hands of women 

presenting peasants and indigenous organisations ... The ones who are best represented 

now are indigenous women ... There has been certain distrust against them because in the 

end they are competing for a space that earlier were occupied by other [mestizo] women.” 

 

The dichotomy between “us” and “them” becomes especially visible when discussing levels 

of representation of women in politics, where class and ethnicity becomes a dividing factor. 

Pamela Cartagena from the “Peasantry Investigation and Promotion Centre” (CIPCA) (O2) 

describes how some mestizos look upon the current situation with a feeling of not being 

represented by current politicians, which creates frustration. A couple of mestizo women from 

the upper-middle class (R4; R10) confirm this by expressing a sentiment of resentment 

against the increased participation of indigenous women in the parliament and in national 

politics in general, saying that they are not prepared nor educated for the task.  

 

The political space for indigenous women has formally been almost non-existent, and now 

when the indigenous populations are claiming political positions, women do the same, 

including indigenous women. Here the gender, ethnicity and class dimensions intersect. A 

well-off mestizo woman (R10) argues for what she sees as the unfairness of uneducated, 

indigenous people getting access to political power. Her resentment towards having an 

indigenous president is expressed in the following way: “...a donkey cannot enter as 

president! You study for a reason and imagine someone that has not even advanced past 

primary school, not even the basics, being your president...” 

 

Another form of opportunity hoarding that is connected to the previous statements, and which 

has had an effect upon inequality in Bolivia, can be found within the educational system. 

Discrimination can be regarded as a form of opportunity hoarding, as it prevents the 

discriminated from gaining access to resources and opportunities. Women and indigenous 

peoples have traditionally had fewer possibilities than men and mestizos to attain higher 

education in Bolivia. As part of the patriarchal structure, it was not seen as valuable to send 

daughters to school or higher education as they were supposed to be housewives or help out in 

the household. However, coming from an indigenous background made this even harder, and 
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several of the older women with indigenous backgrounds interviewed tell a story of having to 

fight and break norms to remain in school, and others only stayed a few years before having 

to quit. School was not seen as necessary for a woman, especially not for an indigenous or 

Afro woman. Furthermore, Spanish was the sole teaching language which further 

disadvantaged indigenous children. Felipa Huanca from Bartolina Sisa (O7) explains her 

experiences from the school system: 

 

“[School was taught] in Spanish, it was difficult. We were forced to speak Spanish ... If 

you are coming to school, the teacher told us, you have to change the way you dress, you 

have to wear pants ... You had to forget your own language [Aymara] ... because we had 

no other choice than learning Spanish, it was forced upon us ... it was difficult times.” 

 

The educational reform of 1952 can be seen as an example of opportunity hoarding, as 

ignoring the large ethnic majorities‟ cultural and linguistic diversity restricted their 

opportunities for education, which negatively affected their capacities and ties. According to 

Tilly‟s (1998) reasoning this leads to categorically unequal rewards, contributing to durable 

inequality. Spanish as the only teaching language can also be seen as a form of devaluing of 

the indigenous cultures in an attempt to create a united Bolivian culture not divided by 

ethnicity.   

 

5.1.3 Emulation 

Emulation, the borrowing of social relations into new settings to make them look more natural 

and acceptable, is the first of two mechanisms that Tilly (1998) describes as reinforcing 

unequal relations between groups of people in society. Much of the inequality structures 

found in Bolivia are not unique to the country, but rather follow a pattern of similar unequal 

arrangements found around the world. Tilly argues that governments copy other governments‟ 

ways of doing things, “including their forms of inequality” (1998:195). This seems to be the 

case also when it comes to inequality in Bolivia.  

  

Exploring the patriarchal structure of Bolivian society from the viewpoint of Tilly (1998), 

women‟s subordination to men is not a phenomenon that is unique to Bolivia or Latin 

America, but a structure that exists in almost all societies, including countries which are 

viewed as highly developed, such as Sweden. This can be interpreted as that inequality 

between men and women has been borrowed and transferred from one setting to another 

during a substantial time, making it seem like a natural relation. In the interviews two 

different perspectives get reviled; some see inequality between men and women as rooted in 

history and refer back to the Spanish colonisation to find the source of gender inequality in 

Bolivia, while others see the Andean highland indigenous cultures as the basis for suppressing 

women. For instance, Guery Zabala, a mestizo man working at the organisation “National 

Network for Information and Communication Workers” (Red-ADA) (O6) highlights the 

danger of glorifying the indigenous cultures and argues that “when we want to rescue these 

cultures, what we do is rescuing the patriarchy in its maximum expression.” If the patriarchal 

structures and gender inequality in Bolivia originates from the colonisation period, the 

Andeans highland cultures, or both, is not the theme for this thesis. However, what becomes 
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clear is that Bolivian women are finding themselves in a disadvantaged position.  

 

Cecilia Enríquez from a NGO working in El Alto, “Center for the Advancement of Women 

Gregoria Apaza” (Gregoria Apaza) (O11), and Miriam Suárez from “House of Women” (Casa 

de la Mujer) (O12) in Santa Cruz discuss the traditional role of women. They argue that the 

patriarchal structure of Bolivian society restricts possibilities for many women as they are 

assigned a role that is connected to the private sphere and primarily to the household. Many of 

the older women interviewed were married at a very young age, as this was traditionally part 

of the female role, both in Bolivia and in the wider world. A middle-aged woman from the 

upper-middle class in Santa Cruz (R11) tells about the women‟s life from her perspective:  

 

“Because a woman was made to marry, she was not made for studying or for work, she 

was made to marry. A woman‟s goal was marriage ... In my time, I was like that. I was 

raised to marry and to be a lady. That was who I was.” 

 

Nevertheless many of the interviews stress that younger the women of today have more 

possibilities and are not bound to the home in the same way as women were before. Women‟s 

sphere has increased from the private into the public, which is also a general tendency in 

many other countries. However, aspects of the traditional role of women are still expressed on 

various occasions. A young mestizo woman from La Paz (R4) tells that she quit her university 

studies when she fell in love, and further argues that the culmination of being a woman is to 

have a child and be a mother. By her statements she is reinforcing the traditional role of 

women which is seen as primarily reproductive. 

 

The subordination of the indigenous populations in Bolivia can also be seen as part of a 

general system of subordination of non-white populations that can be traced back to the 

colonisation period. The spread of the colonial system was facilitated by the use of categories 

differentiating the colonised from the colonisers, and by borrowing this organisational model 

from one place and applying it to another made it progressively easier and more natural to 

maintain. As a result, this system was neither questioned nor challenged for quite some time. 

As Tilly (1998:195) argues, ruling elites have almost always tried to maintain and reproduce 

inequality to secure their own domination; a pattern of emulation that can be detected all over 

the world.  

 

Marfa Inofuentes from “Afro-Bolivian Centre for Integral and Communitarian Development” 

(CADIC) (O10) describes how she has experienced discrimination based on the fact that she 

belongs to the small group of Afro-Bolivians, which had not been officially recognised until 

the new constitution came into place in 2009. She describes a constant struggle for 

recognition based on ethnicity: 

 

“[Discrimination] functions on the basis of skin colour ... There are people that believe 

that those having a darker skin tone are more inferior ... The whiter you are, the better, 

and then you might be better incorporated into society ... To be black is considered to be 

less, a lot less.” 
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Discrimination can be seen as a form of opportunity hoarding, but it also contains the 

reinforcing mechanism of emulation, where exterior categories based on gender, ethnicity and 

class are transferred to new settings and become practised in new environments. This can 

explain why discrimination based on exterior categories, such as sex and skin colour, occurs 

in many different parts of the world.  

 

5.1.4 Adaptation 

The second mechanism after emulation that reinforces inequality is adaptation, that is, the 

creation of routines around existing divisions and the normalisation of the same. It can be 

argued that both women and men have adapted to the unequal gender relations and created 

habits that maintain and reinforce this form of inequality. Pamela Cartagena from CIPCA 

(O2) describes the patriarchal culture of Bolivia as penetrating and being part of all types of 

relations, ranging from family relations and professional life to general societal structures. 

She argues that it is hard to break away from, as it requires you to confront your family, your 

partner, and all people around you.  

 

Miriam Suárez from Casa de la Mujer (O12) and Tania Nava from “Catholic Women for the 

Right to Decide” (Católicas por el Derecho a Decidir) (O15) express a connection between 

colonialism and patriarchy, for instance Nava maintains: “I think patriarchy is, was, and 

remains the strongest element of the colonisation process”. One respondent, an Aymara 

woman in La Paz (R3), argues that the strong colonial influence on Bolivian society was how 

machismo was created. She argues that the notion of machismo is particularly strong in the 

rural communities that were heavily influenced by the Spanish colonisers. In her viewpoint, 

the subordinated position of women resulting in discrimination originates from the colonial 

power‟s rules and norms, and that the Catholic Church has also played its part in reinforcing 

female subordination. At the same time she also highlights that women themselves are 

internalising the ideas of female subordination. 

 

“[Female] subordination is more colonial, it is colonial because the colony gave right to 

suppress women only to some [men]. Women‟s rights were governed by men, whether 

fathers or brothers … Now, to get out of this colonial system is difficult, the same woman 

is colonised. She says: „I cannot do this‟, „my husband knows‟ … The colonial system is 

part of us. Even the church tells you: the woman is the rib and the man is God‟s work.” 

 

In her view, men as well as women are adapting their behaviour around the categorical 

division between the sexes, creating day-to-day routines that normalise these relations.  

Amelia Ticono, leader for the domestic servants‟ workers union in La Paz, FENATRAHOB 

(O4), describes the adaptive mechanism in the following way:  

 

“Machismo [exists] in every field, in politics, they [men] always see us [women] as 

inferior, we do not know how to think like men, we do not know how to make decisions, 

we cannot administrate. Men have plenty of these ideas, and women themselves are also 
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machistas5.”   

 

Ticono makes clear that also women can be seen as contributing to the reinforcement of 

inequality between men and women. Daniela Franco, a psychologist at the feminist 

organisation “Creating Women” (Mujeres Creando) (O5) further contributes to the argument 

of adaptation when it comes to unequal gender relations: 

 

“There is no machismo without a woman putting the man in such position... I think that 

we are very overprotective of the men here [in Bolivia]. I mean, we believe that men need 

to be served, that men need to, you know, as if they were children.” 

 

Breaking structures can be very difficult. Pamela Cartagena, CIPCA (O2), reflects over her 

own life and relationships, viewing herself as a modern women being in an equal relationship, 

but still having difficulties not to adapt her behaviour around established gender-divisions: 

 

“Because we [women] can make the effort [to change gender relations], but in the end 

you go back to making food for your husband, and not because it is wrong to make him 

food, but because your maternal instinct is to say: „He has been working all day and he is 

hungry‟. However, he will not think the same way; that she has been working too and is 

hungry. He will come home and watch TV. Those are small things that are very difficult 

to break out of.” 

 

It is not only individual women that are adapting to what is seen as a female role, even some 

of the NGO‟s that are working with women reinforce these gender roles in the activities 

organised for women. In Gregoria Apaza, working mainly in the suburb El Alto next to La 

Paz, women learn how to wash clothes, iron, and harvest vegetables among other things, 

chores that can be seen as traditionally female. Cecilia Enríquez (O11) is aware of the 

reinforcement of gender roles that these activities generate, but argues that it gives women the 

possibility to earn their own income in areas where they already have some knowledge, 

stating that, the ability for a woman to earn her own money is deemed more important than 

reinforcement of gender roles. 

 

However, it is not only in the gender dimension where adaptation is taking place. It is also 

taking place in ethnical and class terms. The older Aymara woman (R12) who has worked as a 

domestic worker all her life, is creating her daily routines and behaviour around the divisions 

based on her ethnicity and low class status in relation to the family for whom she works. Her 

testimony includes a strong mechanism of adaptation; she is used to being subordinated and 

adapts to the situation without reflecting upon it. To her, this is how life is, and this is her 

place.  

 

                                                 
5
 Machista refers to both men and women that practice machismo, i.e. male superiority in relation to women. 
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5.2 Challenging (Gender)Inequality Structures 

This second part of the empirical findings and analysis will focus on the second research 

question presented in the introduction. Here, the material is interpreted in relation to the new 

context of Evo Morales and the newly adopted constitution, to look at the prospects of 

bringing about change in terms of the four mechanisms of inequality to attain greater 

(gender)equality.  

 

5.2.1 “El Cambio”  

The historical inequalities that have penetrated and formed the base of the Bolivian society 

are rather stagnant as Tilly‟s (1998) concept implies. However, despite the expressions of 

exploitation, opportunity hoarding, emulation and adaptation presented above, during the 

interviews numerous interviewees referred to el cambio, “the change” that is said to now be 

part of Bolivian society. Even if several persons argued that the transformation started before 

the election of Morales, the majority maintain that el cambio had its first peak during the 2005 

December presidential elections giving Latin America its first indigenous head of state. 

Furthermore, the newly adopted constitution from 2009, La Constitución Política del Estado 

Plurinacional, is seen by several of the interviewees as the ultimate expression of change in 

Bolivia. A mestizo woman in El Alto (R2) argues that with this new inclusive constitution, 

historical inequalities within Bolivia can change. This supports Tilly‟s argument that the state 

has a possibility to both create and abolish durable inequality through its actions. 

 

The mission to rewrite the Bolivian constitution was undertaken shortly after the 2005 

election by the Constituent Assembly with great participation by formerly excluded groups 

such as the indigenous population and women, according to Chaplin (2010:353). The 

constitution adopted, recognises equal opportunities for both men and women, and 

emphasises the multi-cultural aspect of the country and the right to self-determination for the 

indigenous populations and Afro-Bolivians.  

 

When referring to el cambio and the new constitution, most interviewees emphasise its 

ethnical dimension. Felipa Huanca from Bartolina Sisa (O7) states that:  

 

“We are the majority. We have to govern ourselves. This political and economic power 

must be in our hands...”  

 

The above statement refers to her ethnic identity as an Aymara, not to her sex or class 

belonging. That could technically be the case since women make up the majority of the 

population in comparison to men, and due to widespread poverty, lower classes are more 

common than higher classes in Bolivia. However, it becomes clear that following the election 

of Morales as president in 2005 there has been a widespread recognition of indigenous people, 

and their political and cultural claims have been put high on the agenda. Tania Nava, a 

mestizo woman working at Católicas por el Derecho a Decidir (O15) argues that:  
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“Having an indigenous president is doubtlessly something that many of us applaud, 

something that is celebrated, due to all discrimination that has existed mainly towards the 

indigenous peoples. Hence it is a very important symbolic matter.” 

 

Nevertheless, one crucial question to ask is: are things really changing, and if so how can 

these changes be interpreted from Tilly‟s (1998) perspective? When Tilly (1998:226f) talks 

about resistance towards unequal structures, he differentiates between top-down, competitive 

or bottom-up situations. But for these processes of structural change to take place, the benefits 

of exploitation and opportunity hoarding in a system must decline, and/or the costs for 

maintaining exploitation, opportunity hoarding, emulation and adaptation must increase. In 

these situations, it is possible that exploiters and opportunity hoarders ally with other groups, 

breaking up established categories and thus reduce inequality. Furthermore, beliefs and 

practices around day-to-day interactions around categorical bounded pairs can become 

undermined and consequently loose justification (1998:225). 

 

5.2.2 Exploitation 

Firstly, we look closer at exploitative structures to see if change can be detected in this 

domain. There are doubts among the interviewees that there exists a genuine will to change 

gender relations and the subordinated position of women by the government of Morales, 

despite the formulations in the new constitution. A young Afro-Bolivian woman (R8) states: 

“It is said that there is no machismo with the new government ... but it is not true”. Several 

others agree with her viewpoint, among them Tania Nava at Católicas por el Derecho a 

Decidir (O15) who describes how gender questions have become less important with the 

Morales government:  

 

“Before we [Bolivia] had a Vice Ministry of Women‟s Affairs, but now it does not exist. 

Now it is called the Vice Ministry for Equal Opportunities where different groups that are 

considered vulnerable enter, which also includes women. But now it [gender issues] does 

not have the same strength as it had earlier, and that is a regression.”  

 

Felipa Huanca, from the indigenous women‟s organisation Bartolina Sisa (O4) also criticises 

the current government of Evo Morales and the lack of interest to change unequal gender 

relations. Other interviewees join in on her argument that the actual government should act as 

an example to follow. They argue that Bolivia has come far in choosing an indigenous 

president and that real change is taking place in altering the unequal relations between the 

indigenous populations and the mestizo population, but they maintain that it is now time to 

present and prepare a “sister” to become president, because a president is not automatically a 

man. Pamela Cartagena, CIPCA (O2) agrees with Huanca when she argues that: 

 

“The discourse is one thing and the practice is another, because the government should 

have set an example by saying: Evo [Morales] goes first and a woman is second. And even 

better, an Aymara woman, to once and for all break this issue of cultural exclusion and 

racism. But it has not been done ... [This] shows machismo at a public level, the power 

exerted by powerful groups has always been men. That is a general thing.” 
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Interpreting the criticism towards Morales and his lack of political will to alter unequal gender 

relations can be looked at through the gender dimension in the Intersecting Inequality 

Framework. In the distinctly bounded pair of men and women, Evo Morales is still a man. 

That changes have taken place within the dimension of ethnicity which has led to the first 

indigenous president in the country, does not mean that the mechanisms within the dimension 

of gender is challenged in the same manner. The exploitative mechanism of women‟s unpaid 

work in the household is not contested with the new constitution in the same manner as the 

autonomy and political participation of the indigenous peoples. The conditions for domestic 

workers, a sphere where ethnicity as gender intersect, do not seem to be of high priority 

either.  

 

In general, men have been able to exploit, hoard opportunities and normalise gender divisions, 

and the interviews attest to that this is still happening in both the public and private sphere. 

Eneida Charufa, CPESC (O13) has her analysis of why; that there exists a fear of losing 

position and power, that is, losing out on exploitation and opportunity hoarding.  

 

“Personally, my analysis is that there might be some fear on behalf of men that women 

will overcome them. Because they, for being men, do not allow a woman to hold a greater 

position than a man, for being a man he will say: „How can a woman be my boss?‟ ... 

They fear that they will lose what they call „power‟, they do not call it participation ... but 

they see it as power.”  

 

5.2.3 Opportunity Hoarding 

Exploring opportunity hoarding within the new context, Juan José Jiménez from the Bolivian 

NGO “Capacity and Service Centre for the Integration of Women” (CECASEM) (O8) sees an 

opening for a greater inclusion of women the political domain. The concept of parity and 

alternation has gained ground in Bolivia, and when the Constituent Assembly was writing the 

new constitution it was made up by 50 percent women and 50 percent men. This is looked 

upon as a great achievement by many of those interviewed, but it is also recognised that 

reaching numbers is not enough as the patriarchal structures penetrates the thoughts and 

formations of both women and men in Bolivia. Pamela Cartagena, CIPCA (O2) explains it the 

following way:  

 

“... Nothing guarantees that anyone dressed in a skirt is more equal ... because she is a 

woman, she can even have a more strongly marked macho culture...”  

 

Nevertheless, it becomes clear that a greater number of women can be seen participating in 

Bolivian politics. Some argue that the increased involvement of women in politics will not 

only increase the focus on women‟s issues, but also open doors for other women to enter the 

public sphere (Charufa, CPECS, O13). However, this is challenged by several interviewees 

who recognise that women cannot be treated as a single group with shared interests. The three 

different dimensions in the Intersectional Inequality Framework can be used to interpret this, 

as not only gender but also ethnicity and class play an important role in one‟s identity. A 

female politician will not necessarily fight for women‟s rights as other dimensions might 
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weigh more in her decision-making process. Tania Nava, Católicas por el Derecho a Decidir 

(O15), gives the following statement: 

 

“… I believe that one needs to be careful in celebrating that there are more women in 

politics, to understand that not all women think of, or fight for, the rights of women. That 

is, the fact of being a woman does not imply a common language ... [There has been] 

cases in which female parliamentarians [in Bolivia], women in power, in decision-making 

positions have acted contrary to the rights of women, that is, they have prioritised other 

things than what we are fighting for [women‟s rights].” 

 

Others, like Amelia Ticono, FENATRAHOB (O4), questions the notion of increased female 

participation and argues that “the law says equality; gender equality, alternation and I don‟t 

know what more, but it is not happening, it is only written in words.” Hence there is a 

dissonance between what is formulated in laws and reality. This notion however is disputed 

by Eneida Charufa, an indigenous woman working for CPECS (O13). She acknowledges the 

efforts to reach equal political representation by women and men, and argues that the 

candidates for the December 2009 elections are even represented more by women than men.  

 

In the ethnic dimension of the Intersectional Inequality Framework the historical unequal 

treatment of the large indigenous population of Bolivia has been highlighted and made visible 

since Morales gained power. Most persons interviewed would agree that inequalities and 

discrimination have decreased in Bolivia; nevertheless, some are experiencing increased 

discrimination that they have not lived through before. Two mestizo women (R4; R10), one 

living in La Paz and one in Santa Cruz maintain that since Morales became president, the 

discrimination and division between indigenous and non-indigenous have increased. “In my 

case, the only thing I can say is that I feel more hated” says the young mestizo woman from 

La Paz (R4), referring to the recent resentment she experiences from the indigenous 

population. As Tilly (1998) makes clear in his work; by emphasising the unjust treatment of 

one categorical group, the categories are in fact reinforced (1998:212ff). These feelings 

experienced by the mestizo women of a widening division between indigenous and non-

indigenous can be interpreted as a reinforcement of the categorical boundaries due to the 

unjust treatment of indigenous peoples being emphasised.  

 

Looking at another theme, education, many of the interviewees recognise that women and 

indigenous people have greater access to education. Maria Elena Burgos, ACOBOL (O1), 

sees this as a great progress as women and men from marginalized groups go to university 

and also finish doctorates. However, there is still a large divider in education, class, as doing a 

doctorates degree can cost 9.000 US dollars. Educational opportunities are in this sense still 

accessible only for a few, which maintain inequalities, according to Burgos. The World 

Indigenous Nations Higher Education Consortium (WINHEC 2008) describes that Morales 

approved the creation of three indigenous universities in 2008, where Aymara, Quechua and 

Guaraní will be used for teaching languages, as one step towards “decolonising Bolivia”.  
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5.2.4 Emulation 

Emulation, that is, the borrowing of structures from one setting to another, can also be looked 

at in the light of the context of Morales and the new constitution. Morales is the first 

indigenous president in Latin America and in this sense what has taken place in Bolivia has a 

possibility to influence other countries in the region. He also represents one of several Latin 

American governments on the left side of the political scale that have gained ground in recent 

years. Furthermore, an indigenous president and an inclusive constitution can also be seen as 

a continuous process of the emancipation of the black populations for instance in United 

States or in South Africa. Inequalities based on exterior categories, such as skin colour, are 

becoming harder and harder to justify, especially for a state. 

 

The new Bolivian constitution is celebrated by many of the interviewees, both mestizos and 

indigenous. One mestizo woman in El Alto (R2) talks proudly about the new constitution, 

arguing that it is based on the present Bolivian reality, emphasizing that former constitutions 

have been no more than copies of other countries‟ laws and norms. In Tilly‟s (1998) view, 

states often copy other states way of doing things also when it comes to inequality, but in this 

woman‟s view Bolivia is now following its own path.  

 

Regarding gender equality, greater inclusion of women is a general phenomenon in most parts 

of the world. The progression in the Bolivian society with more women involved in politics as 

well as the adaption of MPCs is not unique, but part of a growing pattern making these 

changes easier to adopt as they seem less controversial and more natural.  

 

5.2.5 Adaptation 

The final mechanism that reinforces inequality is adaptation. A Quechua woman (R1) explains 

how she and other indigenous women have experienced discrimination in Bolivian society for 

being not only indigenous but poor indigenous women. However she believes that now, 

women from different ethnicities and classes have an opportunity to be equal: 

 

 “... [Indigenous women] have seen the suffering firsthand and they have seen the 

inequality that has been. They have been mistreated by word and deed. Because when 

they entered a minibus, to give an example, when a woman dressed in pollera
6
 entered a 

minibus and another [mestizo] woman got on the bus she said: „Chola
7
 move, because I 

want to sit here‟. So they have lived all this ... Now is the opportunity to be able to claim, 

without hate, without revenge, but to say: „I am also a woman like you‟, and then maybe 

we can sit side by side.”  

 

This Quechua woman has experienced discrimination based on the dimensions of gender and 

ethnicity, and the intersection between them as an indigenous woman; both from women and 

men in society. However now she sees an opening to more equal relationships between men 

and women, as well as between women with different backgrounds. She no longer wants to 

                                                 
6
 Pollera refers to traditional cloths of highland indigenous women 

7
 Chola is a term used for indigenous women, it can sometimes be used in a derogatory way 
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adapt her behaviour and give up her seat on the minibus, but has realised her equal value 

looking beyond the categories of gender, ethnicity and class.  

 

On the other hand, some of the interviewees claim that discrimination has increased. Two 

mestizo women (R4; R10) claim that there is more discrimination today that they, as 

mestizos, are now subjected to. Analysed from the perspective of Tilly‟s (1998) concept of 

adaptation, the changed behaviour of formerly subordinated groups on the basis of class and 

ethnicity is creating reactions among those that have formerly been superior. Maybe it is even 

possible to say that the counter-reaction from the two mestizo women indicates that changed 

relations really are taking place.  

 

Other changes in the reinforcing mechanism of adaptation can be illustrated from the quote of 

an older upper-class woman living in Santa Cruz (R13). She explains how she has changed 

the way she looks upon herself and her husband, and their relation: 

 

“Before, women thought, well, if your husband hits you, abuses you, insults you, shoves 

you, you have to be quiet. Because they [men] said: „A woman does not have the right to 

open her mouth, the man is the man, and the man is in charge‟ ... 20 years ago I was quiet, 

I said: „Well, he is right, he brings the food, he gives me everything, he takes care of me, I 

have a house, I have a car‟. But now, I do not put up with it ... I tell him: „Son, this is not 

the way it is, I am a person and I deserve respect and I do not have to put up with you‟”.  

 

Her statement shows what many other women also attest of, that they are challenging and 

questioning their subordinated role as women. Many hurdles are met on the way but the 

reinforcing mechanism of durable inequality, adaptation, is being challenged when women no 

longer create routines and adopt their behaviour around the divisions. Mariana Gusanía, from 

“Confederation of Bolivia‟s Indigenous People” (CIDOB) (O14), explains how the role of 

women in the popular struggle leading up to the election of Morales as president was 

denigrated, but also expresses how women are increasing their political and societal voice and 

no longer want to adapt:  

 
“... Women have been present in all the struggles, in all the movements of indigenous 

peoples, but our participation was made invisible. They [indigenous men] just used us for 

the marches, for cooking, for all the work that is seen as specific for women. But, we do 

not only want to do the work that they have designated for us from birth; we want to be 

involved in every area at every level, at departmental, national and international level.”  

 

However, in the distinctly bounded pair of women and men, there are two actors. Guery 

Zabala at Red-ADA (O6) elaborates upon how men are approaching a transformation of 

gender relations: 

 

“From the point of view of men, we are changing a bit, gradually. We are actually in a 

process of transforming our mindset, even though we cling on to exercising power over 

others ... We still want women and children to be subordinated and under our control, [I 

am speaking] from my personal and professional experience.” 



40 

 

However, many of the women interviewed maintain that it is not only men who are 

reinforcing unequal relationships between men and women, but that women do this also. 

Women are described by several of the interviewees as machistas that strengthen traditional 

gender roles which makes it harder for female empowerment and emancipation. Further, 

women are themselves a hindrance towards other women‟s empowerment. Jealousy is 

described as a common cause of this, Mariana Gusanía, CIDOB (O14) argues as follows: 

 

 “There are women that are very machistas, because once we have reached a position we 

forget that we had [female] colleagues who helped us gain access to that space were we 

now are.” 

 

The adaptive mechanism that reinforces inequality between categorical groups of people is to 

some degree challenged in the new context of president Morales, as the statements show. But 

as Tilly (1998) emphasises; to alter durable inequality more than just changed behaviour is 

required.  
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6. Concluding Remarks 

In the final section of this thesis the conclusions are presented to round off the study. The answers to the research 
questions are presented and discussed. Finally, a short analysis is made regarding future studies and the use of the 
Intersecting Inequality Framework in other settings and contexts. 

 

 

6.1 Conclusion 

In this thesis I have looked at intersectional inequalities in Bolivian society, focusing mainly 

on gender inequality but due the country‟s high poverty levels and large indigenous majority, 

the dimensions of ethnicity and class have also been accounted for. The purpose was to re-

interpret and re-contextualise Tilly‟s (1998) mechanisms of durable inequality in a Bolivian 

setting. The results and analysis are based on interviews with ordinary Bolivian women and 

representatives from women‟s organisations, indigenous peoples‟ organisations and other 

NGOs that somehow work with gender issues. Complex structures of power and 

subordination are revealed where the processes of inequality in the gender dimension, ethnical 

dimension and class dimension function both autonomously and intersectionally.  

 

The first research question asked was: taking the point of departure from women‟s 

subordinated situation, how do mechanisms of inequality based on gender, ethnicity and class 

intersect in the Bolivian society?  

 

The study shows that there are exploitative mechanisms where women‟s unpaid and 

undervalued work in the household restricts them from the full value of their contribution. 

The domestic chores are in themselves a hindrance towards having a formal job and many 

ends up in the informal sector, which creates unequal rewards and capacities between women 

and men, contributing to durable inequality. Furthermore, opportunity hoarding, also a creator 

of durable inequality, takes place in many areas of Bolivian society. Men have traditionally 

hoarded opportunities from women when exploitation has not been possible, especially 

regarding political power and space.  

 

From the interviews there are indications of a dichotomy between women based on different 

social and ethnic backgrounds. Due to exploitative mechanisms in the dimensions of ethnicity 

and class, poor, migrant women from the countryside, the majority with indigenous 

background, often end up as domestic workers. This is an example where the gender 

dimension intersects with both ethnicity and class, which results in intra-gender 

discrimination where well-off women can use more vulnerable women to perform household 

work. Furthermore, this dichotomy also takes place in opportunity hoarding where the recent 

empowerment of indigenous women, for instance in Bolivian politics, restricts other women 

from reaching those positions, creating resentment and divisions.  

 

Emulation and adaptation are highly visible when looking at the maintenance and 

reinforcement of inequality, and more specifically gender inequality. Women‟s subordinated 

position in relation to men is a phenomenon found almost all over the world, and it can be 
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said to have become “natural”. In Bolivia the patriarchal structure is often referred to as 

machismo, some argue that it originates from colonialism while others argue that it comes 

from chacha-warmi, the complementary but, as some argue, unequal practices by the Andean 

indigenous cultures. It looks like both women and men in Bolivia have created day-to-day 

practices and routines around these gender divisions, and both women and men are referred to 

as machistas, thus reinforcing this patriarchal culture that subordinates women.  

 

Moving to the second research question; in the context of president Morales and the new 

constitution, what are the prospects of bringing about change in terms of these four 

mechanisms to attain greater (gender)equality? 

 

Looking at the results from the interviews, many of the interviewees talk about el cambio and 

the current transformation of Bolivian society. Tilly (1998) states that when subordinated 

groups manage to mobilise, or even gain power, patterns of inequality can be reduced or 

changed. However, looking at the situation from Tilly‟s perspective, he emphasises that it is 

not enough to change attitudes and prejudices to come to grips with categorical inequality. 

Instead he maintains that it requires, among other things, redistribution of the profit and 

control over resources, revision of organizational arrangements and lowered costs to shift to 

more equal structures (1998:192).  

 

Looking at what has occurred in Bolivia with the election of the first Latin American 

indigenous president in 2005, the empirical material seems to point at the ethnical dimension 

to where the costs for maintaining the unequal structures have raised the most, and thus 

becoming more easily to transform. Tilly makes clear that the state can through its actions 

guarantee as well as threaten a wide range of rights. The election of Morales as president has 

given the opportunity to conduct a political agenda in favour of the claims and aspirations of 

indigenous peoples in Bolivia and the new constitution from 2009 is more inclusive than ever 

before, concerning the recognition of the multi-ethnical aspect of Bolivia, but also regarding 

gender equality.  

 

Nevertheless, throughout several interviews criticism is put forward concerning the lack of 

work for women‟s rights within the politics of the Morales government. By not leading by 

example and by prioritising other matters than gender questions, they have been put aside. 

Women as a categorical group do not seem to be the primary “winners” within the new era of 

Bolivia. Analysing the content of the interviews shows that the mechanism where most people 

report a change is that of adaptation, which includes a change of attitudes and behaviours. 

According to Tilly this is not enough to really alter inequality structures. To come to grips 

with inequality, exploitative relations and patterns of opportunity hoarding must change, that 

is, the mechanisms that create durable inequality. For Bolivian women, most of these 

mechanisms remain unchanged, also within the context of an indigenous president and an, at 

least on paper, inclusive constitution.  

 

Although gradually changing, the adaptive mechanism still seems strong when it comes to the 

division between women and men, and the expression that many interviewees use for this 
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unequal gender-relationship is “culture”; a patriarchal culture or a machismo culture. 

Reflecting upon the material gained, I start to ask myself if it could be so that when unequal 

structures within an organisation becomes so naturalised and internalised to the people within 

that structure, that we then start to call this reinforcing inequality mechanism “culture”? Can 

it be so that culture is just a petrified form of adaptation? When discussing culture it is often 

referred to as something static and hard to change, something that is part of a society. Latin 

America is known for its machismo, the practice of male superiority, but looking at what is 

said to be “culture” from Tilly‟s (1998) perspective instead, as adaptation, opens more doors 

for possible change in the behaviours around existing divisions. Tilly has said that a change in 

attitude is not enough to alter unequal relations, but when looking at the adaptive mechanism 

of inequality as culture; its weight cannot be underestimated.  

 

There are signs of women no longer willing to adapt to their subordinated role, in all three 

categorical bounded groups; men – women, rich – poor, and indigenous – non-indigenous. 

Critical voices are raised against what is seen as Morales‟ lack of political will to transform 

unequal gender relations and there are many diverse organisations that work with gender 

questions in Bolivia. However, it does not seem to be a united women‟s movement, most 

likely due to ethnic and class differences as these dimensions function with relative 

autonomy. Even if attempts are currently made, the discourse of “us” and “them” is common 

and there is a risk it can create more divisions than unity among Bolivian women. Boundaries 

are created in lines of indigenous and non-indigenous, between highland and lowland, 

between rich and poor, and between women that look upon themselves as empowered and 

those who are still “oppressed”. Even if women as a category are largely heterogeneous, a 

discourse emphasising “otherness” maintains inequalities between women as exploitation, 

opportunity hoarding, emulation and adaptation continue to create and maintain inequality in 

other dimensions, e.g. ethnicity and class.  

 

To conclude, Daniela Franco, a mestizo woman working for Mujeres Creando (O5) sees 

Bolivia as a mix of indigenous and non-indigenous, of rich and poor and of women and men. 

She argues that divisions between the binary pairs are unnecessary and only create a society 

of conflict and inequality. “I am not „us‟ with a person that feels „us‟ and „them‟... It is this 

otherness that we must begin to break” she argues. In Tilly‟s (1998) theory of durable 

inequality it is distinctly bounded pairs, internal and external categories, which create durable 

inequality. To reduce inequality we might have to do what Franco argues; stop feeling, acting, 

categorising and make divisions in terms of “us” and “them”.  

 

6.2 Future Research  

Bolivia is finding itself within a process of change, but as Tilly (1998) uses the vocabulary, 

durable inequalities are durable for a reason and change takes time. Therefore it is very 

interesting to keep conducting research and investigations on how the Bolivian society is 

transforming and how the social relations between categorical groups are changing in this 

process, where old categories can dissolve as well as new ones being created.  
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Furthermore, combining the framework of Tilly (1998) with that of intersectionality has 

helped me gain a deeper understanding of the complexity of how inequalities are created and 

maintained whilst accounting for different dimensions of inequality structures. Looking at the 

dimensions of gender, ethnicity and class, as I have done in this thesis, as both autonomous 

and intersectional has helped the comprehension of how inequality structures relate to each 

other and how hard it is to transform them. I believe that the Intersectional Inequality 

Framework that I have illustrated could be useful also in other settings to deepen the 

understanding of structures of power and subordination and how different dimensions of 

inequality interrelate. The dimensions used in this study could be exchanged for others, for 

instance sexuality or age, depending on the research subject and different contexts. All in all, 

it is a flexible framework that can be adapted to different settings and contexts, and I consider 

it helpful when wanting to study how mechanisms of inequality function and when wanting to 

have a broad perspective and base for analysis.  

 

As stated in the introduction, much of the research on inequality is still quantitative, 

establishing that inequality exists and that different societal groups are affected differently. 

What the Intersectional Inequality Framework can contribute with is the creation of a deeper 

understanding of how some inequality structures (e.g. ethnical) can be somewhat challenged 

and gradually changed at the same time as other dimensions (e.g. gender) stay the same, as in 

this study. Furthermore, by recognising that inequality mechanisms in different dimensions 

work simultaneously and mutually construct each other, it becomes more evident that 

combating the durability of inequality requires a broad approach that incorporates the 

different dimensions all at once. Equality cannot be reached by combating just gender 

inequality or inequality based on ethnicity.  
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Appendix I 

 

Interviews with Organisations 

No. Name Organisation Place of 

interview 

Date of 

interview 

 

O1. María-Elena 

Burgos 

ACOBOL, Asociación de 

Concejalas de la Bolivia  

La Paz 2009-11-08 

O2.  Pamela Cartagena CIPCA, Centro de Investigación y 

Promoción del Campesinado 

La Paz 2009-11-19 

O3. María Teresa 

Soruco 

AMUPEI,  Articulación de 

Mujeres por la Equidad y la 

Igualdad  

La Paz 2009-11-19 

O4. Amelia Ticono FENATRAHOB,  Federación 

Nacional de Trabajadoras de Hogar 

de Bolivia  

La Paz 2009-11-19 

O5. Daniela Franco Mujeres Creando  La Paz 2009-11-23 

O6. Guery Zabala 

Gumucio 

Red-ADA,  Red Nacional de 

Trabajadoras/es de la Información y 

Comunicación 

La Paz 2009-11-24 

O7. Felipa Huanca 

Llumanqui 

Bartolina Sisa,  Federación 

Nacional de Mujeres Campesinas, 

Indígenas y Originarias de Bolivia 

La Paz 2009-11-26 

O8. Juan José Jiménez 

Rodríguez 

CECASEM,  Centro de 

Capacitación y Servicio para la 

Integración de la Mujer 

La Paz 2009-11-26 

O9. Andrea Flores  

Silvia Fernández   

Elvira Álvarez  

OMAK,  Organización de Mujeres 

Aymaras del Kollasuyo 

El Alto 2009-11-30 

O10. Marfa Inofuentes 

Pérez 

CADIC,  Centro Afroboliviano 

para el Desarrollo Integral y 

Comunitario 

La Paz 2009-12-01 

O11. Cecilia Enríquez 

Aliaga 

Gregoria Apaza,  Centro de 

Promoción de la Mujer Gregoria 

Apaza  

El Alto 2009-12-01 

O12. Miriam Suárez Casa de la Mujer Santa Cruz 2009-12-03 

O13. Eneida Charufa 

Arroyo 

CPESC,  Coordinadora de los 

Pueblos Étnicos de Santa Cruz 

Santa Cruz 2009-12-04 

O14. Mariana Gusanía CIDOB, Confederación de Pueblos 

Indígenas de Bolivia  

Santa Cruz 2009-12-10 

 

O15. Tania Nava Burgos Católicas por el Derecho a 

Decidir 

La Paz 2009-12-14 
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Interviews with Respondents 

No. Ethnicity Age Social  class Place of 

interview 

Date of 

interview 

 

R1. Quechua 

Quechua 

60 

70 

Medium-low 

Medium-low 

El Alto 

 

2009-11-10 

R2. Mestiza 27 Medium El Alto 2009-11-12 

 

R3. Aymara 40 Low La Paz 2009-11-18 

 

R4. Mestiza 27 Medium-high La Paz 2009-11-20 

 

R5. Mestiza 37 Medium La Paz 2009-11-23 

 

R6. Quechua 29 Low La Paz 2009-11-24 

 

R7. Mestiza 57 Low La Paz 2009-11-25 

 

R8. Afro-

Bolivian 

21 Medium-low La Paz 2009-12-01 

 

R9. Guaraní 25 Low Santa Cruz 2009-12-05 

 

R10. Mestiza 

 

50 Medium-high Santa Cruz 2009-12-06 

R11. 

 

Mestiza 54 Medium-high Santa Cruz 2009-12-07 

R12. Aymara 57 Low Santa Cruz 2009-12-08 

 

R13. Mestiza 

 

72 High Santa Cruz 2009-12-09 
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Appendix II 

 

Attended Seminars 

“Derechos Humanos de las Mujeres en la Nueva Constitución Política del Estado” (2009) 

FUNDAPPAC; Comisión de Derechos Humanos H. Cámara de Diputados; Konrad Adenauer 

Stiftung. La Paz: Vicepresidencia del Estado Plurinacional. 2009-11-12 (09.00-12.30) 

 

“Encuentro Nacional: Basta de Impunidad ante la Violencia Sexual” (2009) La Coordinadora 

de la Mujer. La Paz: Auditorio Calle F. Guachalla. 2009-11-25 (08.30-17.00) 

 

“Feminicidio” (2009) CIDEM. La Paz: Auditorio del Defensor del Pueblo.  

2009-11-20 (17.00-20.00) 

 

“Foro Político por el Ejercicio Pleno de los Derechos Sexuales y Derechos Reproductivos” 

(2009) CIES Bolivia; Católicas por el Derecho de Decidir; Marie Stopes Bolivia. La Paz: 

Auditórium el Capitolio. 2009-11-17 (08.30-12.30) 

 

“Tercer Cumbre de Mujeres del Municipio de La Paz” (2009) Alianza de Mujeres de 

Municipio de La Paz. La Paz: Auditorio Palacio de Comunicaciones.  

2009-11-13 (14.30-18.00) 
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Appendix III 

 

Map of Bolivia 

 
Source: Sacred Destinations (2011)  

 


