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BOLIVIA

COUNTRY INFORMATION

Bolivia is a landlocked country in central South America,
lying entirely within the Tropics. It borders Peru to the
northwest, Chile to the southwest, Argentina and
Paraguay to the south, and Brazil to the north and east.
Bolivia continues to have border disputes with Chile and
Peru, having lost its outlet to the sea due to a conflict with
Chile at the end of the nineteenth century. Two cities are
actually recognized as the capital of Bolivia. Sucre is the
home of the Supreme Court and therefore serves as the
constitutional capital. La Paz is the de facto capital, with
the executive and legislative branches each operating out
of that location. The population, estimated at 8.1 million
in 1999, is about 90 percent Catholic, although in the in-
digenous communities, characteristics of the pre-
Columbian pantheistic religion have survived and, in
some cases, become integrated into the Catholic faith.
About 40 percent of the population is fourteen years old
or younger. Life expectancy is about sixty-five years, and
illiteracy is about 17 percent. The gross national product
per capita is about U.S.$800, making Bolivia one of the
poorest countries in the Western Hemisphere.

The country has 424,165 square miles (1,098,581
square kilometers), about three-fifths of which consists of
vast low plains, mainly in the east and north. Here are
found low alluvial plains, giant swamps and flood lands,
and forest regions, which constitute the western portions
of the Amazon Basin. The western section of Bolivia is
one of the highest inhabited areas of the world, and it
represents the heart of Bolivia. The Andes Mountains
cross the western part of Bolivia in two parallel ranges,
east and west. Between the ranges lies the high plateau
known as the Altiplano. The Altiplano is a nearly flat de-
pression about 500 miles (800 kilometers) long and 80
miles (130 kilomerers) wide. The elevation there runs be-
tween 12,000 and 12,500 feet (3,600 to 3,800 meters).
The Altiplano is windswept, cold, bleak, hostile, and bar-
ren. On the western border with Peru lies Lake Titicaca,
the highest large navigable lake in the world. Extremely
high mountains, some over 21,000 feet (6,400 meters),
are found in the northeast. To the extreme south is the
Chaco. The Chaco is a plain, lowland area, approximat-
ing a swamp in the three-month rainy season or a hot
semidesert in the dry season of the rest of the year.

Because of differences in altitude across Bolivia, the
country has temperatures equivalent to everything from
arctic cold to Amazon jungle hot. Temperature deviation
is determined by altitude, since the entire country is
within the Tropics. Rainfall is nearly as varied as tempera-
ture. To the east of the eastern mountain range, rainfall is
nearly constant all year. In the elevated plains, limited
amounts of rain fall. In La Paz, there are only about 23

inches (584 millimeters) of rain a year, falling only during
the summer months. At times, the Altiplano becomes ab-
solutely barren of vegetation. To the west of La Paz, near
Lake Titicaca, brief but immensely strong thunderstorms
cut across the northern plain during summer months.

Bolivian ethnicity is often broken down into three sep-
arate groups. Those in the largest group, the indigenous
population, are descendants of the Aymara or Inca.
Other groups include people descending from Spanish
ancestry and those from a mixed indigenous and Euro-
pean ancestry (the mestizos, or, as they are known partic-
ularly in Bolivia, the cholos). However, definition of race
in Bolivia has come about in social rather than strictly
genetic terms. Peasants are usually referred to as indige-
nous people. The urban lower and lower-middle classes
and the rural freehold farmers wear European clothing
and are often called “the mestizos.” The upper class of
elites are assumed to be of European ancestry. Intermar-
riage has caused new subgroups to emerge over time.
Today, ethnicity is increasingly a question of self-identifi-
cation and class, rather than genetics.

HISTORY

Population in the Andean region dates back some 20,000
years. Bolivia today traces its roots to ancient civilizations.
The Altiplano was densely populated for several hundred
years prior to the arrival of the Spanish in the 1500s. The
Tiahuanaco Empire, with a complex customary legal sys-
tem, began in the seventh century and reached its high
mark by the eleventh century. At that time, although cen-
tered in the Altiplano, the empire extended over the Peru-
vian highlands and coast. Later, the empire was broken
into smaller, regional states. Civilization was characterized
by advanced technologies in agriculture and irrigation sys-
tems. After the collapse of Tiahuanaco, various groups of
Aymara-speaking Indians emerged, comprising twelve
separate nations. These groups then became competitors
to the Quechua-speaking nation, the Inca, centered in
Cuzco (today, in Peru). After years of fighting, the
Quechuan groups eventually gained the upper hand.
However, the Aymara retained their language, culture,
and local customary legal system within the broader Incan
Empire. Later, when the Spanish Conquest arrived both
the Quechua and Aymara retained their cultural and lin-
guistic heritage, despite brutal oppression. Today, Bolivia
officially recognizes Spanish, Quechua, and Aymara as na-
tional languages. Guarani is also spoken in Bolivia among
lowland indigenous groups.

During the era of the Spanish Conquest, Spain quickly
began to mine the abundant mineral wealth of the re-
gion, using forced indigenous labor. The largest silver
mine in the western world, located in the high, arid town
of Potosi, was founded in 1545. Some authors claim that
more than a million indigenous slaves died in the Potosi
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mine alone. Starting in the sixteenth century, as a result
of mining operations, Upper Peru (as Bolivia was then
known) was one of the wealthiest and most densely pop-
ulated areas of Spain’s empire in the Americas. By the
middle of the seventeenth century, Potosi was the largest
city in the Americas, with a population of over 150,000.
At the close of the eighteenth century, the best mines had
been exhausted, and the region began a decline.

In 1809, revolts in Chuquisaca and La Paz ignited
wars of independence across South America. With his-
torical irony, Upper Peru was the last major region in
South America to gain independence from Spain, which
was accomplished with Antonio José de Sucre’s defeat of
the Spanish in Peru in 1824. At the time, Simon Bolivar
was pressing the countries of South America to remain
united as Greater Colombia. Nevertheless, he allowed
Upper Peru to declare itself an independent republic on
August 6, 1825. The fact that the new republic would be
named after him was no doubt a helpful factor in his de-
cision. Bolivar himself drafted Bolivia’s first constitution,
approved in 1826.

Antonio José de Sucre became Bolivia’s first president.
Declining mining income and war expenses pushed the
new nation into an economic, depression. By 1846, Bo-
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livia had more than 10,000 abandoned mines. To com-
pensate, it began to heavily tax its indigenous population,
estimated at 1.1 million as of 1825. Taxation of the in-
digenous was the largest single source of income for the
government until late in the 1800s, in contrast to the sit-
uation in other South American countries, which relied
almost exclusively on import and export taxes to produce
public revenue. Bolivia, once the premier South Ameri-
can state, became its most backward nation.

Beginning in the 1840s, Chile began to expand min-
ing operations along the Pacific coast, through treaties
and concessions with the Bolivian government. The En-
glish provided Chile with needed capital for the ventures.
With discovery of nitrate deposits in the 1860s, invest-
ment became more active. To stave off the Chileans, the
Bolivians entered into a treaty with Peru in 1873. When
Bolivia increased the tax on nitrate companies, Chile in-
vaded. The War of the Pacific (1879-1884) had begun.
In the end, Bolivia lost its access to the sea to Chile. At
about this time, world silver prices dropped. The dual ef-
fects of the price drop and the military defeat led to a
shift in power to the new tin-mining entrepreneurs. It is
worth noting that the loss of access to the sea remains a
sore point between Chile and Bolivia. As of 2000, Bolivia







