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Abstract 
This thesis describes the life and labor of urban migrant women in Sucre, Bolivia. It is based 

on six months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted at a local marketplace in Sucre. There, I 

studied women who worked as independent small-scale traders. The question I aim to answer 

with this thesis is: how can we understand the coinciding processes of making a living and 

creating a “life worth living” among urban migrant women in Sucre?  

 

I interpret the migrant women as a marginalized group of society due to several factors. As 

women, they face limitations and responsibilities related to local, cultural representations of 

gender that men do not. As migrants, they often lack a social network in the city. Originating 

from the Andean countryside and bearing certain markers of indigenousness, such as 

language and clothes, make them subjects to various prejudices from other groups in the city. 

The sum of these factors makes for precarious social and economic conditions of life. 

 

To manage economic scarcity and uncertainty, the women take use of various strategies. 

These strategies usually involve other people, and a core focus throughout this thesis is on 

social relations. Through relying on others, forming relationships of collaboration and 

practices of reciprocity, the women manage to survive in precarious conditions. This thesis, 

however, not only looks at economic projects as means for survival, as they also constitute 

arenas for creating a life of meaning. I	assert	that	the	most	beneficial	way	to	understand	

the	income-generating	projects	and	the	creation	of	meaningful	lives	among	urban	

migrant	women	in	Sucre,	is	through	social	relations.		
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Glossary 
aguayo Weaved blanket, commonly used in the Andes for carrying goods or small children 
on the back. 
Alcaldía Local government authorities. 
aji Hot peppers. 
ary (Qu.) Yes. 
altiplano Highland plateau of the Andes, about 5000-7000 meters above sea level. 
Ambulante Mobile street vendor, not having a permanent stall.  
ayllu Traditional, political organization of local Andean communities. 
ayni (Qu.) Andean principle of reciprocity.  
barrio (Sp.) neighborhood. 
boliviano The currency of Bolivia (since 1987). Officially named the Bolivian Boliviano 
(BOB). In May 2019 the exchange rates for 1 BOB = 0.15 USD and 1.27 NOK. 
casera (Sp.) A participant in exchange at marketplaces. Both the buyer and the seller can be 
called casera. It often implies a bond of loyalty between the two parts. 
cholita  
dependiente (Sp.) Indicates that a worker is employed by someone, normally as an assistant 
or a servant. 
independiente (Sp.) Indicates that a worker is a self-employed and runs his/her own business. 
mestizo (Sp.) Ethnic and social category, referring to a person that is a mix of European and 
indigenous descent. 
mink’a Andean custom of communal work where the participants are paid in kind. 
puesto fijo Referring to the permanent location of a vendor with a regular stall or shop. 
q’ipi See aguayo.  
Quechua Indigenous language of the Andes.  
tojorí Hot beverage made of ground maize. 
wawa (Qu.) Baby or toddler.  
yapa Custom of market vendors adding a little extra to what the customer has bought.  
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Chapter 1:  
Introduction 

“Incahuasi: deblocking in Macharetí left 37 arrested and 18 injured” reads the 

headline of Bolivian newspaper El Deber on May 10th, 2018. It is the 10th day of an 

ongoing political protest including workers’ strikes and roadblocks across the 

Chuquisaca department. In Sucre, Bolivia’s constitutional capital, protests have not 

escalated into violence so far, however there is palpable tension in the city as some 

people are growing impatient and want the strike to end, while others are as 

determined as ever to stand their ground. Police forces, who arrested protesters at 

Macharetí, some 50 kilometers from Sucre and much closer to the hotspot of the 

conflict, Incahuasi, have not attempted to take action against protesters in Sucre. For 

now, at least.  

   Still, the consequences of a general strike is starting to take its toll on Sucre’s 

citizens. Shelves at the local supermarkets are becoming alarmingly scarce, and the 

marketplaces, where most of Sucre’s citizens get their groceries, have been closed 

consecutively for the past eleven days. Only on a couple of occasions have the 

restrictions been lifted for a few hours, to allow an increasingly desperate population 

to obtain food. Protesters have put up barriers blocking every road leading to the 

capital, neither people nor goods are allowed through, except by foot. Within the city 

of Sucre, protests are only intensifying. There are demonstrations and marches 

somewhere in the city every day, and a group of protesters have put up tents and 

posters in the park on Plaza 25 de Mayo, signaling to passersby that they are on a 

hunger strike. Nearly every street and narrow road of the old colonial town had been 

blocked by micro-buses and other vehicles. The Alcantarí airport, connecting Sucre to 

the rest of the nation, is currently on its third day of total shut down, without any 

indications of it reopening soon.  

Nearly the entire city has joined the strike, including the teachers. The usually 

busy roads are desolate and now, without the sound of a single engine, school 

children are playing football and riding their bikes down those lanes. They are told 

the upcoming holiday might be cancelled as a consequence of all the classes they miss 

because of the strike. People are taking use of alternative means of transportation. 

Suddenly, the hilly Andean town is full of people on bikes, and I even saw a picture in 
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the newspaper of a man pushing his sick mother in a wheelbarrow in order to get the 

woman to the hospital.  

Four days later, it seems everything on two feet has gathered on the big plaza 

stretching into Parque Bolivar outside the old train station in the city center. They 

wave homemade banners and the Chuquisaca department flag, white with a red “x” 

reaching from corner to corner. The rhythmical mantra that has sounded across the 

city since the first protest marches initiated in April are now on everybody’s lips: 

“Fuerza, fuerza, fuerza – fuerza compañero! Que la lucha es duro, pero 

venceremos!” (Stay strong, companion! The struggle is hard, but we will win!) The 

atmosphere is vibrant with community, solidarity and hope. The people of Sucre seem 

more united than they have been in long time: young and old, rich and poor, mestizos 

and indigenous, all fighting for the borderland territory, Incahuasi, which they claim 

to rightfully belong to Chuquisaca. It so happens that ground under Incahuasi 

contains huge gas reserves, and after a period of discussion, President Evo Morales 

declared that Incahuasi was located on the Santa Cruz side of the border. This 

initiated a wave of protests among the population of Chuquisaca. In Sucre, this 

included roadblocks and a general strike that went on for 14 consecutive days, 

organized by local workers’ unions, neighborhood associations and other civil society 

groups.  

Although Sucre’s inhabitants were not at their regular jobs, they were most 

certainly working: organizing demonstrations, guarding roadblocks, marching, 

cooking collective meals and helping each other survive with what little they had to 

share of food and other necessities.  

 

The Incahuasi-conflict, as it came to be known, is an example of civil protests by a composite 

group of people that cut across social, ethnic and economic barriers. The case also serves as 

an illustration of how people in a precarious situation of scarce resources make use of their 

social networks to organize, and depend on relations with other people in order to sustain the 

needs of their households. While the Incahuasi-conflict represents an exception and 

disruption to everyday life in Sucre, there are parts of the population that it can be argued live 

in a situation of constant crisis, following Susana Narotzky and Niko Besnier’s definition of 

crisis as “conditions of radical uncertainty” (2014, S5). One such group are urban migrant 

women who live and make a living on the geographical and economic margins of Sucre, 

Bolivia.  
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Outline and Structure of the Thesis 
During approximately six consecutive months, from January until the end of June, 2018, I 

conducted ethnographic fieldwork among such a group of urban migrants. I consider my 

informants a “group” for the sake of this thesis analyses due to certain common factors in 

their lives and histories that are relevant for the topic of my investigation, such as familial 

situations, choice of work and the fact that they all originate from rural areas. I conducted 

research mainly through participant observation at a marketplace in the outskirts of Sucre, 

called Mercado Qhatupi. Here, the women that came to be my informants all made a living 

running individual micro-businesses where they sold various products or services.  

With this thesis, I aim to shed light on how the income-generating activities of market 

women are intertwined with social relations and moral expectations, both from the collective 

society at large and the women’s individual pursuit of a life of meaning and value. I 

attempted to understand my informants’ choice of working as self-employed micro-business 

holders in an insecure economic market where income is generally low and unstable. On 

what grounds did the market women consider this type of job the better option, as opposed to 

being employed and earning a regular wage? This makes up the main question of my analysis 

in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents a portrayal of a typical day in the life of a market woman. 

These observations of everyday events reveal a notable dependence on social relations among 

traders, as well as the ceaseless work that goes into establishing and maintaining these 

relationships. Chapter 5 continues the previous chapter’s focus on social network, but turns to 

the workers’ associations, the syndicates, at the market. The syndicates provide certain goods 

and services, however they are also demanding in relation to time and money and they 

obligate their affiliates to follow a certain set of rules. The chapter attempts to answer how 

we can understand the marketers’ enduring willingness to sacrifice scarce resources like time 

and money in order to participate in syndicate activities? Lastly, Chapter 6 looks into what it 

means to be a woman in these circumstances in today’s Sucre. Relations between men and 

woman, cultural imageries of femaleness, as well as certain roles and expectations related to 

that of being an Andean woman from rural Bolivia in today’s Sucre are topics treated in the 

thesis’ last chapter. There is no concluding chapter as each of the empirical chapters end with 

a set of concluding remarks. The main research question I explore during the course of this 

thesis is this: How can we understand the coinciding processes of making a living and 

creating a “life worth living” among urban migrant women in Sucre? Before turning to an 
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elaboration on the thesis’ conceptual and analytical framework, we will have the regional 

context of the field site, namely Bolivia and Sucre. 

A Country of Pluralities 
Bolivia is a landlocked country in the heart of the South American continent, bordering to 

Peru, Chile, Argentina, Paraguay and Brazil. It has about 11,5 million inhabitants and is 

roughly twice the size of France. In the Western part of the country, the two Andean 

mountain ranges Cordillera Occidental and Cordillera Oriental run, culminating into the 

highlands, the altiplano, which looms 4000-6000 meters above sea level. Here, we find two 

of the largest cities in the country, La Paz, which holds the seat of the president, and its 

infamous neighbor El Alto. The mining city Potosí, famous for silver extraction financing the 

Spanish empire under Bolivia’s colonial rule, is also found in the highlands. On the eastern 

side of the Cordillera Oriental (also called Cordillera Real) the landscape consists of sub-

Andean mountains and valleys, between 1500 and 3000 meters of height. The valleys with 

subtropical climate, the Yungas, are famous for growing coffee and coca, while the drier 

valley regions are where we find the cities Sucre and Cochabamba, and Tarija in the southern 

Chaco region. The Amazonian rainforest stretches from Brazil to Bolivia’s northern sections, 

containing the city Riberalta. The tropical lowlands in the east is home to the metropole of 

Santa Cruz (de la Sierra) the most prosperous and populous city in the country.  

 In 2009 the Bolivian government changed the country’s official name to The 

Plurinational State of Bolivia, as a symbolic recognition of the cultural diversity of the 

population. In addition, 36 of Bolivia’s indigenous languages have been given official status 

beside Spanish, Quechua and Aymara being the largest. Still, public communication is almost 

entirely performed in the Spanish language, as well as road signs and public media channels. 

A significant part of the Bolivian population is bilingual, and in Chuquisaca, the department 

where Sucre is the largest city, the main indigenous language is Quechua. 

 

The Countryside and the City 

Bolivia was under Spanish rule until 1825, and Sucre is said to be the first city to gain 

independence, starting a wave of liberation across the continent. This was the most common 

reason I heard cited by Bolivians who claimed Sucre, not La Paz, to be the country’s rightful 

capital. Officially, the country has two capitals: Sucre has been named the historical and 
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constitutional capital, while the administrative and de facto capital is La Paz. As is the case 

on a global scale, rural to urban migration has increased in Bolivia from the 1960s onward, 

important reasons including opportunities for education and income generation generally 

being centralized. In Bolivia, the urban population in relation to the rural, grew from 26% in 

1950 to 67% in 2012 (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas [INE], 2012b). Extensive migration 

to the cities has made for an expansion of cities like El Alto, La Paz, Cochabamba, Santa 

Cruz and Sucre. In a country of more than 11,2 million inhabitants, Sucre has a population of 

approximately 284.500, with migrants from surrounding rural areas forming a large part of 

the city’s population (INE, 2018b; 2017b). Rural and urban Bolivia differ in a number of 

ways, Krista Van Vleet describes some of its common associations: 

 

In national public discourses in Bolivia, the campo is associated with romantic visions 

of the ancient civilizations of the Andean region and with derogatory portrayals of the 

“backward” ethnic groups who impede the progress of the nation. The city is 

associated with access to commodities, the Spanish language, western clothing styles, 

higher levels of education, and progress (2008, 28-29). 

 

Sucre’s city center is small, picturesque and tranquil, with white-washed colonial buildings 

and green plazas. It is a popular city among international backpackers who make up a 

recognizable part of the cityscape, however, they are rarely spotted outside of the center 

where one can find shops, restaurants, bars and cafés with English-speaking staff and 

international food on the menu. The outskirts of the city is quite a different world. Here, 

urban migrants from surrounding rural areas make up the majority of the population, and 

origins and continuous ties to the countryside are made visible by identity markers including 

the use of indigenous language, clothing and hair styles.  

In Bolivia, as in various countries across Latin America, there exists an articulated 

distinction between indigenous people and people of European descent. The in-between 

category, are in Bolivia classified as mestizos, meaning to be a mix between indigenous and 

white. While Bolivia is oft-cited as having one of the largest proportions of indigenous 

populations on the continent, the national census from 2012 showed a significant decline 

from 62% of the population self-identifying as indigenous in 2001 to only 41% eleven years 

later (UNICEF, 2014, 13). Ethnicity is a complex subject, however, and there may be various 

reasons for identifying with one group or another. On certain occasions it is best understood 

as a strategic choice, for example concerning land rights. It may also be influenced by 
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political circumstances, and it has been suggested that the decrease of citizens identifying as 

indigenous is influenced by President Evo Morales’ decreasing popularity. Language is a 

common way to categorize ethnicity, and although Spanish is spoken by the majority in 

Bolivia, an additional 36 indigenous languages were given the status as official languages in 

2009, Quechua being the biggest of them, followed by Aymara. 

Bolivia is a country with significant socioeconomic differences and has one of the 

most unequal distributions of wealth in the world (Central Intelligence Agency [CIA], 2019). 

Women, children and indigenous people are disproportionally vulnerable than the rest of the 

population, for example in relation to education (CIA, 2019). This partly has to do with rural 

areas having a limited access to schools, electricity, sanitation, health institutions and so on, 

in comparison to the cities. Although the indigenous populations of Bolivia are generally 

associated with rural areas, rural to urban migration in recent years has resulted in a slightly 

higher percentage (51%) of the indigenous population living in cities (Pan American Health 

Organization [PAHO], 2017). Nevertheless, the concepts of “urban” and “rural” are highly 

racialized in Bolivia, and the Andes in general (Canessa, 2005a, 8).  

 

Cholo: At the Urban Margins 

Urban migrants often find themselves caught in an “in-between-category”, neither considered 

to be neither rural campesinos (peasants) nor fully urban city-dwellers. They are often 

referred to as cholos, or in the case of women, cholitas, which is the feminine and diminutive 

form. The meaning and use of the word cholo may differ somewhat across regions, however I 

find Charlotta Widmark to define it well: 

 

Cholo originally referred to indios who abandoned the traditional markers of 

indigenous identity to adopt a more mestizo image. With the increasing urban 

migration, this category has shifted to include urban dwellers of indigenous 

background who actively pursue economic of political power but retain strong ties to 

their culture and language of origin (2003, 24). 

The cholo-category is relevant for understanding my informants’ place in the city and what 

cultural representations they are associated with. The market place that came to be my main 

field site, Mercado Qhatupi, is located on Sucre’s periphery, in a barrio where the majority of 
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the inhabitants are first generation urban migrants. At the periphery of the city, “the 

metropolitan and the marginal are constantly collapsing into each other” (Canessa, 2005a, 7). 

Here, the border separating the city and countryside is blurred; rural customs and traditions 

seep into the city with each new migrant’s arrival. Their adobe brick houses, ever in-the-

making, are spread unevenly across bare, brown hills - each a cairn, a manifestation of a 

migrant’s aspiration of a better future. Much in the same that the barrio is located on the 

margins of the city, I also came to see my informants as in many ways being, in Andrew 

Canessa’s words, “subjects on the margins” (2005a, 7), both in the literal and figural sense.  

 In Bolivia, he urban poor generally live and make a living on the margins of the city, 

and as Sian Lazar said it aptly: “in Bolivia, that urban poor are indigenous.” (2008, 178). 

Indigenousness is a source of much ambivalence in Bolivia. An emphasis on indigenous 

identity has been one of the core themes throughout Evo Morales’ presidency (2006 – 

present) and images of indigenous people in traditional dresses are frequently seen decorating 

postcards and brochures promoting Bolivia as an exotic tourist destination. Anthropological 

literature as well, has a history of portraying romanticized representations of lo andino, “the 

Andean”. However, this came under sharp critique, most notably, by Orin Starn (1991) who 

evoked parallels to Edward Said’s (1978) “Orientalism” by introducing the concept 

“Andeanism”. Veena Das and Deborah Poole offer a useful reflection on the ambivalence of 

indigenous populations being at the same time both marginalized and romanticized: 

 

[…]marginal populations are formed of “indigenous” or “natural” subjects, who are at 

once considered to be foundational to particular national identities and excluded from 

these same identities by the sorts of disciplinary knowledge that mark them as racially 

and civilizationally “other” (Das & Poole, 2004, 9). 

A related concept to marginalization, that I find fruitful in understanding my 

informants’ position in society is found in the tradition of post-colonial studies. The 

“subaltern”, according to Indian philosopher Gayatri Spivak, refers to groups “whose identity 

is its difference” (1993, 80). In the case of my informants, this identity of difference is related 

to several interwoven factors, most prominently that of being identified as indigenous, as 

cholos and, lastly, as women. As Spivak puts it: “If, in the context of colonial production, the 

subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in 

shadow.” (Spivak, 1993, 83-84).  
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Consequences of subalternness and marginalization manifests in limited access to 

material resources, political participation and social mobility. Another aspect is reduced 

personal freedom and autonomy, which tend to lead people into relations of dependence. I 

found this to be a highly relevant topic to address in the context of my informants in Sucre.  

Analytical Framework 
I suggest that a focus on social relations is crucial in understanding these processes. Market 

women are entangled in networks of social relations, some of which reflect an articulated 

power imbalance, while others are based on a deep sense of loyalty and solidarity. Theories 

by Pierre Bourdieu, Antonio Gramsci, Marcel Mauss and Gayatri Spivak inform the 

analytical framework through which I analyze forms of power as naturalized and internalized. 

In interpreting economic strategies as intertwined with moral and social aspects, I have found 

the writings of Chris Hann and Keith Hart, Kathleen Millar, James Ferguson, Susana 

Narotzky and Niko Besnier to be particularly useful. In studying gender imageries and gender 

relations, Henrietta Moore, Marit Melhuus and Kristi Anne Stølen have provided profound 

insights. In order to thorough understanding of the particular Andean and Bolivian context, I 

look to the vast anthropological literature written about people in the Andes. Some scholars, 

in particular, have proved pivotal in informing my discussions and analyzes of Andean social 

life, including Olivia Harris, Andrew Canessa, Sian Lazar, Penelope Harvey, Cecilie 

Ødegaard, Lesley Gill, Mary Weismantel, Florence Babb, Linda Seligmann, Krista Van Vleet 

and Daniel Goldstein.  

I am interested in the gendered and material aspects of my informants’ lives and 

relations, and how moral values and the pursuit of autonomy and a “life worth living” are 

fundamental in shaping their choice of income strategies. As I mainly conducted fieldwork at 

a local marketplace and in the context of various small-scale businesses, the lenses through 

which I observe and analyze these topics are mainly those of labor and economic life. I found 

that Sucre’s migrant women relied heavily on their social networks in order to sustain their 

lives and households. While some social relationships were bonds of mutual trust, care and 

assistance, others were marked by suffering and betrayal. Usually, however, they were not as 

black and white, but revealing a wide array of nuances.  

I argue that only through their social networks and relations, can we understand the 

coinciding processes of making a living and creating a “life worth living” among urban 

migrant women in Sucre. I found that social relations served both as instruments to secure 
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economic and social needs and responsibilities, as well as in themselves being means to an 

end: important factors for creating a meaningful life.  

Dependency and Autonomy 

Following James Ferguson, I suggest a definition of dependency where the concept is not 

best understood as “the opposite of freedom”, but rather as, in the words of  Jean-François 

Bayart, “a ‘mode of action’” (Ferguson, 2013, 223; Bayart, 2000, 218). The active choices 

made by Sucre’s female migrants in order to secure and enhance their living situation often 

include engaging in relations of dependence – making herself dependent on another person or 

institution. For example, my informant Evelina quit her job as a domestic servant at a 

relative’s house on the grounds of the exploitative nature of the dependency relationship with 

her employer, only to choose to be woven into new – and an even a greater number of – 

relations of dependency: with her clients, other vendors and the trade union. I see this as 

following a similar logic that make the urban poor rely on various income strategies as an 

attempt to minimize, or “spread out” risk and uncertainty. Depending on a number of people 

can also be understood as a form of investment, to use an economic term. As observed by 

other anthropologists, investing in social relationships over monetary or material objects 

often constitutes the more rational choice for the urban poor (de L’Estoile, 2014, S62).  

 By reflecting on informants’ work histories and how they articulate them, as well as 

observing them navigate various income strategies, I conclude that the pursuit of increased 

autonomy can be rendered the overarching goal of these women. Autonomy, however, is in 

this case not best understood in the sense of an individual, personal liberation, as is often the 

Western understanding. “Rather than the freedom of an atomistic self, the liberation that 

comes from autonomy is about the ‘ability to create new communities and ties of mutual 

dependence’” (Graeber 2009, 266; quoted in Millar, 2014, 47). In her studies of precarious 

persons making a living on the garbage dumps of Rio de Janeiro, Millar stresses the need to 

consider the subjects’ preference for certain types of labor and income strategies in the 

context of being “tightly woven into other desires for sociality, intimacy, and relations of 

care” (Millar, 2014, 47). I put forward a similar argument concerning my informants in 

Sucre’s periphery. They are in relations of mutually dependence with spouses, children, 

relatives, union associations, fellow market vendors and clients. Not all of these relationships 

are equally balanced, in fact, as will be illustrated empirically in later chapters, a number of 

them are highly unequal. At times, this might be articulated and agreed upon, as in the 

relationship between a parent and her child or an employer and her employee, while at other 
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times, this might be an imbalanced relationship disguised as egalitarian, as between spouses 

or among union affiliates.   

Power as naturalized and embodied 

I approach unequal power relations that appear to be “disguised” or made “natural” in light of 

Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) definition of hegemony and through Pierre Bourdieu’s (1990) 

concepts of habitus and symbolic violence. My informants in Sucre generally worked twelve 

hours a day, seven days a week – not including housework and caregiving for which they 

were also considered responsible. Although I regularly heard them lament aching backs, 

fatigue, boredom and the challenges of material poverty, the immense workload and 

precarious conditions were not directly questioned or challenged, on the contrary it was 

perceived a “natural” part of life. Hegemony is a way to understand how dominant ideas that 

serve to maintain oppressing power structures are reproduced though them being perceived as 

natural and common-sense. By applying Marcel Mauss’ (1973) notion of habitus, Pierre 

Bourdieu demonstrates how such ideas and structures become part of a person, they become 

embodied:  

Mauss defined habitus as those aspects of culture that are anchored in 

the body or daily practices of individuals, groups, societies, and 

nations. It includes the totality of learned habits, bodily skills, styles, 

tastes, and other non-discursive knowledges that might be said to "go 

without saying" for a specific group (Bourdieu, 1990, 66-67). 

I observed the embodied habits of my informants in several ways, such as in their apparent 

ease when maneuvering narrow cliffsides of unstable, slippery gravel in only flip-flops as we 

walked home to the barrio after nightfall, and in the razor-fast tempo with which they 

managed their crochet needles during quiet afternoon hours at the market. 

FurthermoreAnother societal norm I witnessed was that that of , I recognized aspects of 

symbolic violence, ,  especially in the relations between men and women, which as Bourdieu 

writes in his book, Masculine Domination, are ways in which “the most intolerable 

conditions of existence can often be perceived as acceptable and even natural.” (2001, 1).  In 

this book, Bourdieu explored ways in which female subordination can come to appear as 

“natural” by both the oppressor and the oppressed. This is relevant for various subjects 

explored in this thesis, for example the power of cultural representations of gender, 

femaleness in particular, and gender relations in the Andes  
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Gender and Power 

Cultural representations and ideals are reproduced, altered, complied to and contested 

through people’s discourse and practices. Some are explicit, like these examples that I heard 

from informants on various occasions: “Bolivians are lazy.”, “People at the market are 

envious.”, “Men are malcriados (ill-mannered).”, “Women are valientes (brave).” Other 

times, stereotypes are more implicit and disguised. The statements above were uttered in a 

specific context, perhaps to prove a point or explain certain behavior, but they are 

nevertheless examples of stereotypes of a particular group being articulated as general facts. 

Such stereotypical representations are part of culturally specific worldviews and serve to 

produce expectations and ideals that correspond to social roles. I am interested in the power 

of such representations, especially in relation to gender, and follow Marit Melhuus and Kristi 

Anne Stølen (1996) who apply the concept “gender imagery” to make sense of how cultural 

representations are connected to power structures. According to them “…imagery can be seen 

to balance precariously between the imaginary and the naturalization – or essentialization – 

of the meanings of the imagined. It is the very fixation of an image as “natural which lends it 

its power.” (Melhuus & Stølen, 1996, 1). In Chapter 6, I reflect on the meanings and power 

of the “cholita” figure and discuss how my female informants’ choices and circumstances can 

be analyzed in light of the powerful imagery of femaleness conveyed by this figure.  

Michelle Rosaldo (1974) proposed that men dominate the public sphere while women 

operate in the domestic sphere. A related conceptualization used in Latin American contexts 

is the association of women with la casa (the house) and men with la calle (the street), 

indicating that a transgression of these borders is socially and morally unaccepted I will 

discuss two points indicated by this distinction, the first has to do with labor, the second with 

sexuality. In her fieldwork among middle-class women in Mexico, Marit Melhuus found that 

women who made an income from labor outside the household would go to great lengths to 

conceal her activities from other people (Melhuus, 1996, 243). Women were not “supposed 

to” provide to the household economy, as this would be perceived as morally unacceptable 

for her as well as shameful for her husband’s honor (Melhuus, 1996, 243). This, however, 

does not correspond with what I found among my female informants in Sucre, who all made 

a living working outside of the home without being perceived as transgressing any social or 

moral borders for that reason. The families depended on the woman’s income for survival 

and thus the woman had to work.  It is probable that this need for money took away the 

stigma attached to the woman working outside of the home that exists in other Latin 
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American countries. While a middle-class family may afford that the wife stays at home 

while her husband is out working to provide for the family, surviving on one income alone is 

not a realistic choice among the urban poor. 

However, the second point, that of casa/calle as a metaphor for the culturally accepted 

sphere of sexuality, I suggest, does pertain to these women. While a woman’s sexuality is 

seen as belonging to the confines of the home and therefore should be reserved solely for her 

spouse, a man’s sexuality is not controlled in the same way. During my fieldwork, I was 

frequently told of extramarital affairs of husbands. Sometimes the man ended up leaving his 

wife for his lover, while most of the time, he they would stay married, regardless of his wife 

knowing about the affair(s). Although this behavior was normally generally scolded upon by 

the women, and the wife would express hurt or envy of the other woman, it was nevertheless 

perceived to be normal. On several occasions, I would hear women say in reference to an 

acquaintance that was being cheated on that, “She is still the woman of the house (señora de 

la casa)”, implying that she should not be complaining too much as she still received the 

benefits of being married.  A woman cheating on her husband, on the other hand, would 

generally lead to more serious consequences, even violent incidents. As Penelope Harvey 

notes, “A woman’s sexual infidelity […] automatically challenges the man’s position in the 

domestic hierarchy […]” (Harvey, 1994, 76). Domestic violence is not uncommon in Bolivia. 

In fact, a report showed that more than half of women in Bolivia have been subject to 

physical or sexual violence in the hands of a spouse or intimate partner (PAHO, 2012, xvi). 

In this way, the casa/calle metaphor does pertain to the women of this study.  

Although Sucre’s urban migrants are perhaps not particularly concerned with the 

separation between public and private matters related to moral discourse, what does exist is a 

gendered division of labor. Women are generally expected to take care of housework and 

children, while men, to a large degree, are excepted from these tasks. Statistics from recent 

years show that women form an increasingly larger part of the Bolivian (paid) labor force, 

however their domestic responsibilities have not decreased with the increase of labor 

participation outside of the home (INE, 2012b). This results in an unequal distribution of 

workload related to dominant gender imageries, of what it means to be male and female. 

Gender relations in the Andes are often described with the concept “complementarity”, which 

states that male and female function as a complementary opposition, occupying parallel 

spheres of mutual dependence, often exemplified in traditional labor division where there are 

clear conceptualizations of what is women’s and men’s work (see for example Harris, 2000, 

170). In the city, where there is little of agriculture and pastoralism, these spheres become 
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less explicit and defined. While some urban occupations are indeed gendered, as mostly men 

take jobs within transportation, and to work in market trade and domestic work are generally 

considered a woman’s jobs, men and women in the city are generally competing against each 

other over the same resources.  

All human relations are, to some degree, also relations of power. Relations between 

men and women are influenced partly by dominant imageries of what it means to be male and 

what it means to be female in the particular culture at hand. Henrietta Moore names these 

“socially established patterns of power” which seep into our social relationships and are 

perceived as “natural” (Moore, 1994, 93). Physical violence may be a manifestation of such 

power imbalance and a way of securing or constituting a form of social dominance. Moore 

hypothesizes that gender-based violence may be “instrumental in converting gender 

difference into gender hierarchy” (Moore, 1994, 138). The complementary opposition of 

Andean gender relations explained in the above paragraph, has been underscored by Penny 

Harvey as not being egalitarian, but a hierarchical complementarity (Harvey, 1994, 76). As 

Bolivia presents a comparably high number of instances of physical violence in intimate 

partner relationships that is also significantly gendered, this topic is of crucial importance and 

relevance in discussing relations between men and women in the region. It was also a 

recurring theme among my informants. Taking into consideration the Andean cultural 

context, Olivia Harris suggests that, in the Andes violence is not understood as “a breakdown 

of normality”, as it generally is in European cultures, but rather as “a necessary alternative 

state” (Harris, 1994, 59). These aspects, that of symbolic violence, the casa/calle metaphor in 

relation to sexuality, labor division, Andean gender complementarity and hierarchy, make up 

the main framework for the discussion on domestic violence in Chapter 6. 

Economy and Value 

The interests of this thesis are diverse, and I found the marketplace to be a beneficial arena 

for the investigations. Due to the field site primarily being an arena for trade, the thesis can 

therefore very well be categorized as a study of labor and economic life. Karl Polanyi’s 

famous statement that “…social relations are embedded in the economic system” still forms 

an important point of departure in understanding economic life (2001, 60). Thus, to say 

something meaningful about economic life among peri-urban traders and smallscale business 

operators in Sucre, I have chosen largely to focus on their interaction and engagement in 

social relations that I argue are crucial to their economic projects. . I follow Chris Hann and 

Keith Hart’s definition of “human economy” which emphasizes “…persons, whose 
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preferences and choices are sometimes shaped by calculation, but usually also by the familial, 

social and political contexts in which human beings are enmeshed or embedded (Hann & 

Hart, 2011, 9, italics in original).  

This perspective is helpful, for instance, in understanding the market women’s 

struggle to balance childcare and income-making. Not only were the mere practical terms a 

challenge, as in making time to cook for the children while not missing out on too many 

hours of selling, as not making money would mean not being able to buy food at all, but the 

fear of social condemnation from the wider community also proved a strong influence on the 

women’s choices. In order to secure a certain economic, social and moral balance in 

precarious circumstances, the women often resorted to depend on other people and 

institutions: neighbors, family members, in-laws and the trade union for assistance. This 

makes up the main focus for Chapter 4. This struggle of balancing the financial, social and 

moral aspects of reality can be summed up in the phrase “making a life and making a living”, 

partly inspired by the works of Susana Narotzky and Niko Besnier (2014).  

 Narotzky and Besnier’s (2014) contribution to understanding the interlinked nature of 

economic endeavors and creating a “life worth living” has been influential to my 

understanding of the field. For the sake of clarity, I do not discuss worth as in what makes a 

person “worthy of life” (Foucault 1979; Agamben 1998; Fassin 2012; Butler 2016), but 

rather in the sense of what makes for a “worthy life”, including what is valued by a person or 

society, and how this serves to influence their life choices. “’Value’ indicates a terrain where 

people negotiate the boundaries defining worth, operating at the intersection of institutional 

top-down normative frameworks and collective bottom-up meanings and obligations.” 

(Narotzky&Besnier, 2014, S4). Including the aspect of worth and value in my analyses of 

informants’ economic projects proved pivotal in understanding their choosing one income 

strategy over another, or breaking off one social relation to form another, as these were 

seldom purely financially driven, but were just as likely completed to maintain a sense of 

dignity, or for the ability to fulfill certain moral obligations. “… [M]aking a living is equally 

about cooperation and about being part of a collective that gives meaning to life, makes it 

‘worth the trouble.’” (Narotzky&Besnier, 2014, S6). Thus, it follows that the social relations 

and cooperation make for a recurring focus of my analyses. 

Reciprocity and ayni 

Cooperation and mutual assistance among market women rely on a sense of loyalty and may 

be analyzed as a form of reciprocity. This concept has deep roots within the discipline of 
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anthropological, commonly associated with Marcel Mauss’ essay The Gift (1966), originally 

published in 1925 with analyses of Bronislaw Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific 

(1984), which was originally published three years prior to Mauss’. At a marketplace, like the 

one I studied in Bolivia, the main purpose is for it to be an arena for exchange. Even buying 

and selling can be seen as reciprocity as a product is payed for with an amount that both 

parties agree equals the worth of the product. Some forms are more obvious than others, and 

in relationships between people, sometimes favors and gifts are expected to be reciprocated 

right away, what is called direct reciprocity, whereas other times it might happen at a later 

occasion, referred to as delayed reciprocity. As well as the value action or object, the nature 

of the persons’ relationship is also a factor indicating what is would be an appropriate 

reciprocal act. As an example, a baby is not expected to reciprocate being fed by its mother. I 

observed instances of reciprocal assistance among the women working at the marketplace on 

a daily basis as they watched each other’s children, helped with changing coins, and 

borrowed plastic bags from each other. Not only are these practices of particular importance 

for market traders, I suggest, but they are also part of a larger cultural framework of Andean 

values and tradition.  

 

“Everything –every action– in the world evokes ayni.” (Mannheim, 1991, 90). The Quechua 

word ayni refers to a form of reciprocity that is believed to permeate existence as a whole. It 

is a governing principle in the ways people relate to each other, to the nature and to spiritual 

forces constantly giving and receiving (Mannheim, 1991, 89). According to Bruce 

Mannheim, ayni is “…a comprehensive principle governing the conduct of social life” as 

well as “an assumption about how the world is organized.” (Mannheim, 1991, 90). It is 

morally neutral and can thus refer to actions of both reward and revenge (Mannheim, 1991, 

90). Nevertheless, the principle of ayni is not absolute, and although there is an underlying 

assumption of reciprocity, the possibility always exists for an act not to be reciprocated (Van 

Vleet, 2008, 51). Accordingly, I observed market vendors who added some extra to a 

customer’s purchase, while not receiving anything in return (Chapter 4 further explores this 

Andean practice called yapa). Mutually helping and assisting each other at the marketplace, I 

suggest the vendors were participating in a form of reciprocal relationships influenced by the 

cultural principles of ayni. However, as well as being a continuity of traditional Andean 

cultural practices, the tendency for collaboration and forming of dependency relations at 

Sucre’s marketplaces are also an expression of the precarious socioeconomic situations of the 

market women. This assumption is based on the fact that similar social practices are also 
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found among urban poor populations in other parts of the world, regardless of the ayni-

framework of the Andes (see for example Ferguson, 2015).  

Concluding remarks 

The reflections and discussions of the anterior pages make up the analytical and conceptual 

framework for this thesis and influences the lens through which I interpret the empirical data. 

By telling stories from a handful of women in Sucre, I aspire to offer a glimpse of what life 

can be like for urban migrants, living on the margins of an Andean city in 2018. My aim is to 

portray a truthful and realistic representation of how life is lived, imbued with meaning, and 

how income is generated. Social relationships run like a golden thread through these 

intersecting processes and make for a recurring focus of my analyses. Nevertheless, an 

ethnographic account basically provides a glimpse of the anthropologist’s experience, 

something which in itself raises an array of methodological questions. Hence, before moving 

on to the thesis’ analyses, Chapter 2 will offer a consideration of methodological and ethical 

challenges and reflections in relation to the fieldwork and data collection that make up the 

empirical base for this thesis.  
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Chapter 2:  

Methodology and Ethics 

The Arrival 
I went to Bolivia planning to conduct fieldwork in a rural community in Chuquisaca, a six-

hour drive from Sucre on more or less impassable roads. I recall reading about this particular 

municipality in my time of preparation before leaving Norway, that it had less than ten 

registered motorized vehicles and only a minority of households had access to electricity. I 

packed my backpack and prepared for the stay with these circumstances in mind, however, 

little did I know of what lay ahead. On February 16th, 2018 I boarded the plane that would 

take me from the dusk of Madrid to the dawn of Sucre. Butterflies danced uncontrollably 

within me; “pillpintu”, I thought to myself, recalling the Quechua glossary I had practiced in 

eager preparation for the fieldwork that was most likely going to be life-changing. At least 

that was the impression I had got from years of reading other anthropologists’ accounts 

where ethnographic fieldwork is often represented as the pivotal rite de passage of becoming 

a ‘real’ anthropologist. Although the thought of spending half a year away in an  unfamiliar 

setting, in every way, made me slightly nervous, the nervousness was quickly consumed by 

an overwhelming excitement as I witnessed from the plane window, the morning sun rise 

behind majestic Andean mountains below me. “This is going to be my home for the next six 

months”, I marveled, pinching my arm and thanking God for this wild and wonderful 

adventure that was just around the corner.  

Before reaching Sucre, my plane had a short lay-over in lowland Santa Cruz where 

the hot, humid air and sound of tropical birds made me feel like I was in the rainforest-

department of a zoo. A couple of hours later, I finally reached my destination: Chuquisaca. I 

was picked up at the airport by Davíd whom I had talked to once before, over a crackling 

video conversation a couple of months prior to my arrival. Davíd is the director of an NGO 

running various projects around the Chuquisaca municipality, among others, one in the 

community where I planned on doing fieldwork. He welcomed me as if we were old friends 

and chatted non-stop in Spanish with the characteristic Sucrense accent with which I was not 

yet familiar at the time; the double-r’s pronounced on the verge of a soft “ch”-sound, and a 

melodious tone of voice with frequently prolonged vowels that made me smile. This was 

definitely a long shot away from the rolling r’s and inhumanly fast-paced European Spanish I 
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had learned whilst trying to imitate my friends in Madrid during my exchange semester a 

year earlier. 

As we drove towards the town of Sucre, the sun blazing from a clear Bolivian sky, my 

initial thought was that although this landscape of dry, bulging hills was nothing like 

anything I had ever seen before, it felt somehow strangely comforting. Upon arriving in 

Sucre city, criss-crossing narrow streets, passing houses and people, I could almost hear my 

mind working to try and categorize this place based on my past experiences and already-

internalized schemas. I ended up concluding it reminded me of a mix between Spain and 

Madagascar. Davíd chuckled at my observation “I think you will soon experience that 

Bolivia is something completely distinct. It is a very special country. Although, I’ve lived all 

my life in Sucre, so I’m pretty biased!” He stopped the car and opened the gate leading to a 

conglomeration of several buildings, including the NGO’s offices, the apartment where I was 

to stay and another apartment housing a family of three generations.  

Change of Plans 
After a week’s time, my initial plan of going to the countryside was starting to crack. 

There had apparently been a misunderstanding and the board of the NGO, including Davíd, 

strongly opposed me staying permanently in the rural community. They advised that due to 

the lack of access to basic health services nearby, and the fact that although they were 

familiar with the community, they did not know anyone to the degree of familiarity that they 

felt they could guarantee my safety. Due to the crackling internet connection and my rusty 

Spanish when I had explained my project to Davíd three months earlier, it was no wonder 

they had misinterpreted my plans as wanting to accompany the NGO workers on a couple of 

shorter visits to the community to conduct interviews. Despite my insistence that I was aware 

of the circumstances of the countryside and would be just fine, and that they did not need to 

feel responsible for me, Davíd and the rest of the staff were not convinced. They even 

proposed to help me find another project that they rendered easier and safer, perhaps here in 

Sucre, assuring me that the apartment was mine if I chose to stay. I was conflicted. The 

thought struck me of just leaving for the countryside without the assistance of my contact 

persons in the NGO. After all, this was an independent project and I did not really need their 

:approval” to go. However, I recognized that their concern was genuine, and taking into 

consideration the warm welcome and all the help they had already offered me with 

accommodation, visa and so on, I did not have the heart to breach their trust. I realized that I 
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could also use a dose of humbleness, after all, these Bolivians obviously did know a lot more 

about the actual local circumstances than I did.  

Almost two weeks in, I settled on the decision of staying in Sucre and finding a new 

project there. I had come to really enjoy the tranquil pace and generally friendly atmosphere 

of the city and I was already starting to make friends. I also enjoyed my apartment, where I 

could withdraw when I felt the need for solitude or leave the door open to have the sudden 

company of neighbor kids running in and out. I soon started volunteering at the local projects 

ran by the NGO, which, as so common among such organizations, operated within a 

framework of a tight budget and wide ambition, meaning that they were always in need of an 

extra pair of hands. I enjoyed the work and for a brief moment even considered dropping out 

of university and dedicating myself completely to the cause. However, I reasoned that while 

volunteering would always be a possibility, the opportunity of conducting ethnographic 

fieldwork would not necessarily come around again. So, I quickly dismissed that thought and 

went on to try and elaborate an alternative project based in Sucre 

I had previously considered the possibility of conducting fieldwork in the context of a 

marketplace, partly inspired by a seminar teacher at the university who had done something 

similar. Conveniently there was a local marketplace within walking distance from where I 

stayed, and after outlining a new project proposal, I went to explore the plausible field site 

and “fish for informants.”  

Accessing the Field 

 As we wandered around, uncertain, wistful, eager to please, people seemed 

to look right through us with a gaze focused several yards behind us on 

some more actual stone or tree. Almost nobody greeted us; but nobody 

scowled or said anything unpleasant to us either, which would have been 

almost as satisfactory (Geertz, 1972, 1). 

Geertz’ above quote from his fieldwork at Bali sums up some of my own early experience 

with “the field.” After a number of failed attempts in obtaining contact with vendors at the 

marketplace, I was bewildered on what to do next. I had tried spending a lot of time at the 

market, strolling around and striking up conversations with the vendors, chatting about the 

weather and asking friendly questions such as from where they got their produce from or 

what they were knitting, but the curiosity and interest I had in getting to know them was 
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noticeably not reciprocated. Which is understandable. As I have later reflected upon my 

approach, I realize it was overly naïve and I can very much understand the women’s lack of 

willingness and interest in talking an interrogating stranger during their working hours. I 

usually ended up leaving the market with bags of fruits and vegetables that I had ended up 

buying, either as an attempt to gain their confidence or out of feeling bad for having taken up 

their time when they were clearly not interested in my conversation.  

 

Gatekeepers and Snow Balls 

The fruits of my fieldwork had so far accumulated to no more than that – fruits. Then came 

Carolina, my “gatekeeper.” This is a well-known figure that appears in many ethnographies 

that describes a key person who, metaphorically lets you in through “the gates to the field”, 

or, said in other words, facilitates the initial contact and introduces the ethnographer to 

people who end up becoming key informants. Carolina worked as a psychologist at the NGO 

I volunteered for. She was familiar with the concept of ethnographic fieldwork and 

recognized my struggles one day she told me, “I’m heading to the market on Friday to inform 

the mothers working there on the free after-school program we run for children in the 

neighborhood. Perhaps you would like to accompany me? We can tell them a bit about your 

project as well, and maybe some of them will agree to participate.” And so we did. It 

appeared that several of the women were already familiar with Carolina and the NGO, their 

children having attended after-school classes there in the past. Carolina introduced me as her 

friend and colleague, and when the women realized I was associated with the NGO, they 

were more than willing to talk to me. I got to present a quick outline of my project to a 

handful of vendors who all agreed to participate. They let me know I was welcome to stop by 

anytime, and unless they were busy, we could talk.  

The concept known in anthropology as the “snowball effect” implies that as the 

ethnographer gets to know a few people, he or she is likely to get more contacts through their 

social networks. This happened to me as well, and as I started to visit the vendors and shop 

holders I had come to know in and around the market, my network of informants soon 

expanded to their neighbors, family members and acquaintances.  
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Ethical Considerations 

Ethical concerns of doing ethnographic research include informing possible project 

participants on the content and aim of the project, how I intend to gather and use the data, and 

to what it will accumulate in the end. If they agreed to participate, I told them I would 

anonymize their identities and that they were able to withdraw from the project prohibit me 

from using certain information at any given time during the research process. As not all my 

informants were literate, they gave the informed consent orally.  

The ethnographer also needs to be aware of possible risk, social stigma, danger or 

other forms of negative influence their presence may possibly have on their informants. To 

minimize this, I have changed the names of all non-public persons and smaller, local places 

that appear in this thesis. So as not to make it possible to trace particular information to 

particular persons, I have made small alterations in people’s personal information. I have, 

however, done this with careful consideration, ensuring that the information conveyed still 

reflects an honest and true portrayal of my informants’ lived realities.  

 

“Te están mira-a-ando. (People are staring at you.)” This phrase was uttered by my informant 

Saray one day, well into fieldwork, as we sat in her stall, peeling beans and peas. I had 

become so used to my appearance automatically making me an outsider at the market that I 

did not even notice the curious glances anymore. Saray, however, was not used to attracting 

this amount of attention from strangers as she was doing her regular job.  

 Did my presence negatively impact my informants’ sales? Perhaps possible clients 

would rather not approach her stall with a gringa sitting there, or maybe it made the vendor 

look busy, and people would decide not to “disturb” her. These were some ethical 

considerations I had to reflect upon during fieldwork. As I regularly spent time with 

informants operating three different stalls that were located nearby each other, I had the 

opportunity of observing and comparing passersby’s behavior when I was present and when I 

was on a distance. To me, it did not seem to have an effect. If anything, some people were 

curious and would step by to ask the vendor who her amiga gringa (white friend) was and 

have her introduce me to them. I also made sure to regularly ask my informants if they found 

my visits OK. Something which I realized I had to tone down as Laura one day exclaimed, a 

hint of annoyance in her voice, “Of course you can stay, Kristine, you are an acquaintance 
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now!” Still, I continued to be attentive to whether or not my visit was convenient, for 

instance in the event that they would already have visitors over or be particularly busy.  

The Ethnographic Field  
Madden describes fieldwork as a kind of “place-making”, indicating that although 

(commonly) taking place at a particular geographical place, the ethnographic field is also a 

construction within the mind of the ethnographer (2010, 38). This is not to say that the field is 

fictitious, but that the ethnographer puts up boundaries for analytical purposes in order to 

narrow down the focus and more neatly define the purpose for the study. I define my 

ethnographic field site as the Qhatupi marketplace and the surrounding shops and small-scale 

businesses in the street running past it.  

During my time of fieldwork, I lived in an apartment on my own where my closest 

neighbors I did not consider to be my informants (although they naturally did provide 

valuable insight into Bolivian life and culture). This kind of ethnography is what Madden 

refers to as “step-in-step-out ethnography”, in contrast to “full immersion ethnography” 

where the researcher lives with and shares every part of the day with his or her informants 

(2010, 79). Although the majority of my informants lived in the neighborhood, and the 

marketplace – the field site – was close by to my home, I still had a life “outside of the field” 

while in Sucre. I went to a local church during my stay, where my knowledge of piano 

playing got me engaged in their music ministry. I also continued volunteering in the NGO 

throughout my stay, and through both church and the organization, I made several close 

friends that I did not consider “informants” or part of my field. Additionally, I took Spanish 

and Quechua lessons and occasionally gave English lessons. When a group of Norwegian 

students from Bergen visited Sucre for a couple of weeks in February, I accompanied them to 

various seminars and excursions as a translator.  

Rather than to be a distraction, I found these out-of-field activities to provide, not only 

the necessary occasional break from intense fieldwork, but also valuable knowledge about 

Bolivian life from a variety of perspectives. Although my informants were only adult women, 

outside of the field I came to know both men and women, youths, children and elderly 

people. Additionally, as mentioned above, my engagement with the NGO was crucial for 

making the initial contact and getting to know my first informants. Through translating for 

the group of Norwegian students, I got to attend interesting seminars on Bolivian culture and 

historical-political context as well as discussing relevant topics regarding my project with 
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their teachers, a historian and an anthropologist. The language lessons, needless to say, 

provided a richer vocabulary and someone to whom I could bring observations and questions 

regarding linguistic markers and turns of phrases with which I were not familiar.  

 

The Informants at Mercado Qhatupi 

“Are There Social Groups in the New Guinea Highlands?” (Wagner, 1974). The title is of a 

well-known essay by Roy Wagner, criticizing what he saw as a recurring theme within 

anthropology of projecting Western concepts on non-Western cultural practices. 

Anthropological approaches have changed since the mid-seventies, but the article’s title made 

me pause and ask a question I think is worth some reflection: As most of my informants did 

not even know each other, how can I justify analyzing them as a “group”? To answer this, I 

will now give a short presentation of my seven key informants.  

 

Saray, Laura and Camila all have stalls within the Qhatupi market. Saray and Camila 

are in their mid- to late twenties – my age – and dedicate to selling vegetables. They live with 

their spouses and both have two children. Laura is about fifty years of age and sells potatoes. 

She shares house with her spouse, their two daughters, and a granddaughter. Her adult son 

currently lives with her sister’s family in Argentina. They share a common history of 

migration, having arrived in Sucre as teenagers. Laura was only eleven when her mother 

died, and a year later, a señora from her home community on the countryside invited Laura to 

accompany her as she was moving to the city. She offered the twelve-year-old to live in her 

house and work as a domestic servant. Camila also came to Sucre initially as a domestic 

worker, at fifteen, cooking, cleaning and watching the children of a relative. Saray is from a 

valley closer to the Argentinian border. From the age of fifteen she regularly went on three-

month long seasonal trips to harvest fruits at large farm just across the border to Argentina. 

She recalls the nervousness she felt the first time crossing the border in a crowded bus full of 

paperless, working migrants. But a few times in, she told me, she did not worry anymore. At 

the Argentinian farm, Saray also met her future spouse, Jorge, a Bolivian seasonal worker as 

well. Four years later, they moved together to Sucre.  

 

As the Qhatupi market was built as a temporary solution before the actual several-stories high 

indoor market was finished, not all the stalls and shops fit inside the walls of the marketplace. 

The local government who owns the market, has thus set up temporary booths along the 
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street running past the market. As these come with a fixed roof and walls, they are slightly 

more expensive to rent than the stalls located within the marketplace walls. However, if one 

is to operate a sewing business, having a hairdresser’s salon or selling DVDs or cooked food, 

a fixed booth with walls is necessary. Four of my key informants had their businesses here, 

alongside the street. Maribel, the only second-generation migrant among my key informants, 

had a sewing shed from which she offered all kinds of sewing services – from of mending 

and stitching damaged clothes, to designing and sewing ball gowns and Quinceañera-dresses. 

She also offered her services for other businesses textile needs, like making hairdressers’ 

capes and custom-sewn chair-covers. Maribel was in her forties and lived with her spouse 

and two teenage children. She had a close friend, Marta, who proved to be a rather unreliable 

assistant, showing up whenever she had the time or was in need of some extra money. Marta 

did not have a paid job other than assisting Maribel in sewing from time to time, as she and 

her two children used to rely on her husband’s income. However, her spouse had recently 

decided to leave Marta for another woman, leaving her with the sole responsibility to care for 

their two toddlers. Marta was a couple of years younger than Maribel and originated from a 

small town about an hour south of Sucre.  

A bit further down the street, but still within the area referred to as belonging to 

Mercado Qhatupi, an elderly woman named Honoria, sold dry goods and school material. On 

hot days, she offered lemonade, and in season, she sold peaches she harvested from her own 

garden. She also dried and grinded chili into seasoning which she sold in small plastic bags. 

Honoria was the only one of my informants who had arrived in Sucre as an older adult, 

having arrived with her family from the countryside five years ago. The reason was for their 

three children, who were now young adults, could attend university. The booth right next to 

Honoria’s had a small kitchen and counter, a table and a bench. It belonged to Evelina, a 

thirty-seven-year old single mother with two daughters aged three and eleven. For a living, 

Evelina made cooked food for selling; usually tucumanas during the day and hamburgers in 

the night. The street passing by her booth was busy and her business went considerably well. 

Still, being a single parent, Evelina struggled to make ends meet. She compensated for this by 

taking irregular odd jobs for other shopkeepers when she had the opportunity.  

Participant Observation 
My data is based mainly on the ethnographic research method of participant observation 

which consists of shifting between participating and observing, and often doing both at once. 
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Amanda Coffey calls ethnographic fieldwork “an embodied activity”, referring to the fact 

that the ethnographer uses his or her body as the main instrument for recording data (1999, 

59). This happens through “observing” with all senses; sight, sound, touch, smell and taste, 

which makes Madden describe the method of participant observation as a “whole-of-body 

experience” (Madden, 2010, 19). The fact that the ethnographer becomes “both a method 

(tool) and methodological assessor”, this requires some reflection to ensure the validity of the 

research (Madden, 2010, 20).  

 

Reflexivity  

As a European in a country that has a history of being colonized by Europeans, and as a white 

person in a racially tensioned place, I am aware that these facts may have influenced what 

people chose to tell and not to tell me in the field. After some time, as I came to know people 

and they became familiar with me, I think these markers became less influential. I noticed 

some particular events and actions that served to minimize these effects, for instance when I 

shared meals with informants. Both when they offered to buy me local food, which, by the 

way they carefully observed my eating almost felt like I was “tested”, and when they had 

brought something from a visit at the countryside or from home. As I started to notice the 

importance of food and sharing, I started occasionally bringing food, something I had baked 

or fruits I had bought down the street, which I shared with them as well. I think these were 

important ways to break down initial barriers of “otherness” due to me being a foreigner. 

Another thing that helped was that I learned Quechua, several women expressed great joy in 

me making an effort to learn their native tongue. The fact that had chosen to live in the same 

barrio they did, in the poorer outskirts of the city, also enhanced our sense of familiarity.  

Lastly, I want to mention the important aspect of humor in my fieldwork. The 

Quechua language and culture is known for a wide use of double entendres and jokes being 

an important part of conversations. Although we communicated in Spanish, the Quechua 

background of my informants meant they were well-accustomed in using a lot of irony and 

joking a lot. Although I regularly found myself to be the target of the joke, I quickly learned 

that to play along and even turning it around so that the joke was on the other person instead, 

became important ways in engaging with my informants on their terms and showing an 

honest interest for their culture and customs that exceeded that of my research question.  
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Conversational Data 

Ranging from informal interviews to unstructured conversations, most of my conversational 

data was collected through what Madden calls “instrumental conversations” (Madden, 2009, 

65). The conversations are natural and casual, however the instrumental part meaning that I 

would often ask questions that steered the conversations to topics I was interested in related 

to my field work. I found our informal conversations to be a great source of information, and 

it was a style that seemed to fit both me as an ethnographer and my informants as they could 

go about with their everyday work simultaneously.  

As most of the time I spent with informants happened whilst they were working, our 

conversations would often be interrupted. Thus, a more formal interview would have had to 

be done in another setting, outside of their stalls and work hours. This, however, was not a 

particularly easy task as I knew the women worked and tended to their businesses most 

waking hours of the day. To be honest, only the thought of asking them to sacrifice valuable 

hours of work to partake in an interview made my cheeks blush. Either way, as I became 

more familiar with the field and how it changed during the course of a day, I would 

deliberately prepare some questions or particular conversational topics for the afternoons. 

Saturdays, on the other hand, which are the day of the week when most people in Sucre do 

their weekly grocery shopping, the market women were commonly too busy to answer a lot 

of questions. On such days, I would commonly spend more time observing and recording 

events, prices, transactions and social interaction among the market participants on the spot 

without as much direct engagement, causally jotting down notes, numbers and key words on 

my phone. I found these strategies to neatly complementing each other and leaving me with a 

rich body of empirical data. 

I chose not to use a tape recorder, as I came to the conclusion that it would have been 

a highly distractive object in most settings which I operated in. At the market, there were 

always people passing and other vendors occupying the neighboring stalls who would most 

certainly react to such an instrument, thus make the situation uncomfortable and unnatural for 

my informant.  

 

Although the amount of time I spent on participant observation at the market varied, I 

would normally try not to stay more than three to four hours without a break to write notes. 

Sometimes the break would be taking a ten-minute-walk or a bus ride around the block, 

writing down as much as I could muster on my phone as I went. Other times I would go 
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home to write and rest for a few hours, and then go back in the afternoon. Conveniently, there 

was always someone who were going home to cook almuerzo, the midday-meal, for her 

family. As I lived in the same barrio as most of the vendors I came to know, I would often 

seize the opportunity and ask if we could go together. These walks, as well as being a natural 

way of breaking up the conversation and my stay at the market for the morning, also proved 

important for my data collection. As we were walking, finally out of earshot of curious ears 

at the market, I noticed some of my informants suddenly seemed more comfortable and 

talkative than normally. Additionally, I think the fact that they saw that my house was only a 

stone’s throw from their own added to the sense of familiarity and served to break down 

some barriers that were there due to me being a foreigner. The breaks were necessary to 

“empty my head of information” and to write things down that I risked forgetting had I 

waited longer, but they also provided times of rest from the hyper-attentive, all-consuming 

method of participant observation.  

 

Listening and Memorizing 

Learning to do fieldwork means not only finding ways to make people talk, but also to get 

them to keep talking (Madden, 2010, 64). Although asking good questions are crucial in 

directing the ethnographic conversation to the subjects in which one is interested, to be a 

good ethnographer, I think, is often more about listening and paying attention than it is about 

speaking. Madden speaks about the ethnographer as a “recorder’, saying that “the recorder 

that resides in the body of the ethnographer is always ‘on’.” (Madden, 2010, 67). To reduce 

the risk of forgetting valuable information or mixing up data, I would often use the technique 

of memorization. In the beginning, it took a lot of effort, but after the introductory phase of 

the fieldwork, it started to come more naturally.   

After a particularly interesting conversation or situation, where my head felt like it was about 

to burst with important information, I would often excuse myself and go home to write it 

down and record my thoughts and initial analysis. On my way home, and often during 

conversations, I would be silently repeating to myself what was being said, over and over 

again. This technique of memorizing, although not perfect, proved incredibly useful, and I 

noticed it took some time to unlearn, to “turn off the recorder”, after the fieldwork had ended. 

I have honestly never remembered so many details of events and conversations as I did 

during and directly after fieldwork. 
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Writing  
	
Sundown in Sucre usually happens around seven or eight o’clock, which meant I would 

normally be home before nine when it went completely dark. Unless I had other plans, I spent 

the nights in front of the computer or a note book writing. Based on the jot notes on my 

phone and whatever much or little I might have scribbled down during lunch, I turned the 

keywords into sentences and jot notes into continuous narratives. I wrote down excerpts from 

conversations I had memorized, particular words or phrases I had heard, including non-verbal 

communication; how people interacted, their body language, what people wore, what they 

looked like, what we did and what we talked about. I would often end up dozing off in front 

of my computer and going to bed with a feeling of there still being more that needs to be 

written down. Sometimes I would continue the next morning. Even before I went to Bolivia, I 

had internalized Geertz’ (1973) concept of “thick description”, and being a detail-oriented 

person who enjoys writing, that became a natural process for me, and I found it easier to 

produce pages than to limit them. Sometimes, however, the writing did not come quite as 

easy, and as I came home, exhausted after a long day of fieldwork, I would have to summon 

every inch of energy I could possibly find not to dive straight into bed. In the process 

analyzing and working with the data over the past year, turning them into what finally 

became this thesis, I have come to realize the importance of these long hours of “writing out” 

fieldnotes.  

 

On Dialogue and Citations  

“The ethnographer’s central purpose is to portray a social world and its people” (Emerson; 

Fretz; Shaw, 2011, 57). This thesis’ empirical renditions contain a vast amount of dialogue. 

As discussed above, I did not use a tape recorder on the grounds that it would make for an 

unnatural, even uncomfortable, setting for my informants. The downside of having to rely on 

jot notes and memory, is that it makes it impossible to reproduce exact word-to-word 

dialogues. Due to necessary translation, this would however not be possible even with the 

presence of a tape recorder as zero percent of the conversational data was originally in 

English. There is some controversy related to whether or not discursive data should be 

presented as direct dialogue if the words are not actually quoted verbatim. Emerson et al., for 

example, speak against this practice (2011, 63). Still, I have chosen to apply this as a style of 
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writing. Despite of direct quotations related to informants do not always provide identical, 

word-for-word renditions of what was being said, I have done my uttermost for making sure 

they are honest reflections and as true to reality as possible, conveying the same significance 

and reflecting the same sentiment as in the original conversations. The decision of writing 

this way was made on the grounds of engaging the reader and making the empirical field as 

vivid and close to reality as I could manage. Madden notes on ethnographic writing that the 

readers “…need detail. They have to be “transported” to the group or setting that is the focus 

of the ethnography, and this is a form of travel best achieved by good quality ethnographic 

description” (2010, 159). 

As long as this is not done on the expense of keeping the empirical descriptions as 

close to reality as possible. A complete rendition of events is naturally not possible through 

writing, as it is only always one representation. However, the ethnographer’s task is to 

portraying information in a way that is both true to reality and engages the reader, which is 

partly done through literary style. In the particular case of my empirical data and research 

questions, I suggest the style of writing I have chosen does justice to my informants, 

represents their realities and the field in an honest way and, hopefully, lay the grounds for 

interesting analyses of the data.   
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Chapter 3:  

Becoming an Independiente 
 

Women at the Qhatupi market usually refer to their work as belonging to one of either 

categories: dependientes or independientes. Dependientes are shop assistants, kitchen helpers, 

maids and domestic workers and an independiente runs her own business and is not anyone’s 

employee. Contrary to what one could be tempted to assume, perhaps revealing a Western 

bias, working as independientes seems to be what the majority of Sucre’s migrant women 

aspire to. Actually, this tendency is not uniquely Bolivian, as similar observations have also 

been made among the urban poor in other parts of the world, examples including Keith Hart’s 

(1973) research on Ghana and James Ferguson (2015) on South Africa. How can we 

understand this tendency in the context of Sucre’s female migrants? And what are important 

factors influencing their preferences and decisions in relation to work? While chapter 4 will 

provide analyses of different factors making up the life of independientes, this chapter 

focuses on dependientes and how their type of work often is regarded less as an end in itself, 

but rather as a temporary situation and a necessary step in the process of becoming an 

independiente. 

Before introducing the story of one such migrant, Evelina, who began working as a 

dependiente in the city at the age of 12, I wish to introduce discuss some additional concepts 

relevant to this particular context. There exists a significant body of work within the 

anthropological discipline dealing with people living on the verge of society, who are 

‘piecing together a living’ in circumstances which are often described as precarious. I see this 

thesis as a contribution to and continuation of this tradition. Some common denominators 

used to describe life and labor in such conditions are “uncertainty”, “unpredictability” and 

“insecurity.” I find these to be useful concepts in understanding and discussing the lives and 

economic strategies of my informants, both pointing towards unavoidable aspects of their 

situation as well as to factors which I found that they, through various and differing 

strategies, try to minimize the effect of. Some of these will be discussed during the course of 

this chapter. 

As anthropologists have been arguing since the dawn of the discipline, economic life 

cannot be understood as separated from other aspects of life. This chapter aims to highlight 

some of the underlying factors that influence decisions related to work and income-making 
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among Bolivian women originating from the countryside. As we shall see, the type of income 

generating activities tend to change in correlation with age, familial status and the 

accumulation of capital. This chapter will provide several examples of the highly complex 

and often ambiguous nature of social relations between kin and acquaintances, starting with 

one such example: Evelina’s story of urban migration. 

Arriving in the City: Relations of Trust and Betrayal  
Evelina grew up in a rural community in southern Bolivia. Before her third birthday, 

her father died tragically. Soon after, her mother remarried, and the toddler was 

placed at her grandparents’ house as the mother was now starting a new family. As 

Evelina put it: “When a woman marries anew, she forgets about her children”. At 12, 

Evelina got the opportunity to move in with a relative who had settled in Santa Cruz, 

to work as a domestic servant. However, things did not turn out as Evelina had 

expected, and she describes her years in Santa Cruz as miserable; not only did her 

aunt make the 12-year-old do heavy work and work all day, making her unable to 

continue going to school, but she never received any payment for the work she 

completed.  

After some time, Evelina considered going to the police, but because she 

lacked identity papers, the aunt threatened her, saying she would be put in jail if she 

ever contacted the police. One morning, as Evelina was preparing breakfast for the 

family, a cooking pot filled to the brim with hot tojorí1 tipped over and spilled out on 

the floor. Despite Evelina insisting it was not her fault, the aunt yelled at the young 

girl and hit her. Boiling with fury, Evelina went off that very day and hopped on a bus 

back to her home village. Before long, the aunt contacted her, apologizing and 

begging her to come back, with the assurance that she would receive payment from 

now on. In lieu of other options, Evelina did return, this time with the identification 

papers she had lacked before.  

Nonetheless, it would appear that the aunt’s assuring words was no more than 

empty promises, and Evelina soon found herself back in the previous state of 

exploitation and abuse. One day she managed to sneak out and went to present her 

case at the local police station, only to be met with the devastating response of having 

waited too long to inform the police of her circumstances. Five years in, there was no 
																																																								
1 Hot beverage made from ground maize  
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way they would be able to get the relative to repay the money Evelina claimed was 

rightfully hers. Without doubt, the aunt would just deny the claims altogether, and 

with an adult woman’s word against a young girl’s, Evelina was told she would 

surely end up on the losing side. Disappointed and hurt, the then-17yearold decided 

to leave Santa Cruz altogether and go to Sucre where she knew one of her cousins 

was staying. 

 

During the course of my fieldwork in Sucre, I heard many stories similar to that of Evelina. 

Income-generating opportunities are generally scarce on the Bolivian countryside unless one 

has access to land, and thus migration is a common economic strategy. People in the Andes 

are familiar to migrating, as centuries of working in mines and travelling to markets for trade 

have driven people to travel great distances (Seligmann, 2004, 32). Sometimes migration is 

seasonally based, especially if linked to agriculture, while other times a particular job may 

necessitate permanent relocation. For a woman in Bolivia, earning her own money means 

increased independence, as she is no longer dependent on a member of the household, often a 

brother, father or an intimate partner, to provide for her.  

As anthropological literature on reciprocity has shown, being on the receiving end of 

a dependency relationship, even when concerning kin or family members, is not free from 

obligations (Mauss, [1925] 2004). This may, for example, relate to her spatial mobility, 

material consumption and social endeavors. In a way, one could say that being on the 

receiving end of a dependency relationship may include trading a degree of personal freedom 

for material provision or social protection. In my research, I found that Bolivian women who 

had migrated in or before their teenage years, had often done so following the loss of a 

caretaker or in escaping extreme social control or violence from a member of the household. 

This coincides with what Lesley Gill found in the migration stories of female domestic 

workers in La Paz (Gill, 1994, 64-65). Although starting anew in the city may mean 

increased autonomy and escaping certain problematic relationships, the women often realized 

this move led to other relations of dependency, for example to that of an employer.  

Kin relations often constitute an important resource in the migration process, as 

illustrated in the case of Evelina. Relatives that have already moved to the city may provide 

the migrant with information about the journey, a place to stay, a network and perhaps even a 

job. With the increase of rural to urban migration in Bolivia since the 1960’s, as in most parts 

of the world, the social networks connecting city and country today stretch far and wide. 

Nevertheless, these relationships are not uncomplicated. For a person who has already moved 
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and settled in the city, the expectations of their rural kin to assist with everything from 

accommodation to jobs may be experienced as burdensome, as they perhaps struggle to make 

ends meet themselves. James Ferguson sites Bähre (2007) when noting that this kind of aid is 

not necessarily best understood as a form of uncompromised charity, but more often a 

‘reluctant solidarity’ (Ferguson, 2015, 103). This support, however reluctant, will in turn 

often prove crucial to the arriving migrants. 

As Evelina experienced, relatives can serve both as a steppingstone towards greater 

freedom and independence and be relations of exploitation and abuse. In Sylvia Yanagisako’s 

work on family firms in Italy, she found that although familial bonds would often mean help 

and opportunities, there were also examples of distrust and betrayal (2002, 111). Yanagisako 

concludes that betrayal and trust are not necessarily polar opposites, but might just as well be 

two sides of the same coin: “Rather than characterize trust and betrayal as contrasting moral 

commitments […] I recognize both as integral aspects of the recurring process through which 

new family firms are generated and the industry regenerated” (2002, 144). One of 

Yanagisako’s informants recited for her an Italian proverb: “relatives are snakes” (2002, 

110), which I found peculiar as there exist in Bolivia a similar association of a familial 

member with a deceiving figure. The devil in Bolivian folklore, often depicted as a 

mischievous figure living in the mines, is commonly referred to as el tío – the uncle. 

However, from the stories of my informants, I gathered that neither are all relatives “snakes 

and devils”, nor are everyone that treat you well necessarily blood-relatives.  

While finding work as dependientes with the help of family is common in Bolivia, 

some also come to rely on strangers. One such example is that of a domestic servant called 

Alicia. 

Working as a Domestic Servant 
As I started spending more time with my informant Maribel, I soon also came to know 

19-year-old Alicia who worked as a domestic servant at Maribel’s, doing chores 

around the house as well as cleaning the sewing shed twice a week. Alicia had worked 

for the family for almost five years, and Maribel told me about how she gave Alicia 

time off during the week so that she could go to evening classes and finish secondary 

school. Alicia did not live with Maribel’s family, but stayed with her own parents who 

lived close by. However, I learned, she was allowed to stay and watch TV at her 
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employer’s home during the day after having finished her duties while Maribel and 

her husband were at work and the children at school.  

One day in the beginning of March, Alicia suddenly quit her job at Maribel’s. 

Another señora offered her a similar job for a higher salary. Maribel lamented the 

loss of her housekeeper, and during the next couple of weeks she spent considerably 

less time working at the sewing shed as the result of the additional housework she 

now had to conduct herself. Then, about three weeks later, Alicia suddenly started 

showing up at Maribel’s sewing shed again on a regular basis, sweeping the floor 

and folding garments while chatting away like she used to. It appeared the new 

employer had accused her of stealing and refused to pay her anything at all for the 

three weeks she had worked. Alicia returned to work for Maribel and was happy to 

once again be treated and paid fairly, while Maribel was relieved to have her 

housekeeper back. 

 

Domestic servants are generally assigned to do a variety of tasks that may include 

housecleaning, cooking and washing dishes, doing laundry, caring for children and grocery 

shopping. It is estimated that Bolivia has over 100,000 domestic workers, 94% of which are 

female (INE, 2018a). The statutory minimum wage in Bolivia is 2000 bolivianos, and while 

the Bolivian National Institute for Statistics reports that the average monthly wage for 

domestic workers is 1661 bolivianos, my informants in Sucre told me that in their experience, 

the typical salary for domestic servants in this region is around 700 to 800 bolivianos (INE, 

2017a). The discrepancy might be due to local, regional differences, as Chuquisaca is one of 

the country’s more economically challenged departments. The fact that domestic servants 

work within people’s private homes, make them all the more vulnerable to being exploited 

as, whatever the conditions, it all occur behind closed doors. Like Alicia, some work a certain 

number of hours during the day and return to their home when the assigned duties or hours 

are done, while others are employed as so-called “live-ins”, like Evelina was during her time 

in Santa Cruz. 

Some live-in domestic servants occupy a small room in the house, while others sleep 

in the living room or share room with a child or a similar-aged female of the household. 

Working as a live-in is not rendered a practical solution for married women or those who 

have children of their own, resulting that this niche is dominated by young, unmarried 

women without children. The migrants I met in Sucre, of whom a majority had started 

working as domestic servants when they first arrived in the city, were between 11 and 16 
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years of age when they started serving in a home. Upon conducting research on the topic in 

La Paz, anthropologist Leslie Gill found that girls as young as six years of age travelled alone 

from rural areas to the city in search for work (Gill, 1994, 65). Previously mentioned, there 

might be various reasons for migrating at such a young age. While some flee violent or 

abusive conditions at home, others travel out of necessity after the loss of a caretaker, and 

others again are sent away as the family is no longer able or willing to provide for them. 

As these children arrive at an unfamiliar place far away from their family and without 

a network other than that of the household in which they are employed, it is not uncommon 

for the migrants to come to consider their employer as family . Maribel commented on this 

issue, telling about the difference between the way Alicia was treated by her as opposed to by 

the señora that had accused her of stealing. “I let Alicia come and go as she wants. After all 

these years, she is like a part of the family. I’ve never insisted she call me by any formal title, 

we just call each other by name.” She continued to say that her daughter Yani (16) and Alicia 

were practically like sisters; painting each other’s nails and watching TV together. “Maybe 

she can get a higher salary somewhere else, but no way they will treat her like I do, like 

familia.” The use of familial titles like aunt, mother or sister is not uncommon, and seeing as 

domestic servants do spend a lot of time with the family, sometimes even sharing meals and 

leisure time, it is no wonder they may come to see each other as something resembling 

family. However, the danger in using a familial language is that it contributes to concealing 

the unequal power dimension within employer-employee relationships, at the same time 

creating illusions of reciprocal trust and unconditional affection (Gill, 1994, 71). No matter 

how kind and generous the employer, in the end, a domestic servant is an employee and will 

be met with other expectations than the rest of the household. 

A combination of young age, lack of network and pressing need for economic 

resources make the young migrants extremely vulnerable for situations of exploitation and 

abuse. What happens in the home, stays in the home, and in cases of employing domestic 

servants, the home is also their workplace. Still, the fact that live-in domestic work offers 

both a place to stay and an opportunity for income that does not require past experience, 

makes it continue to be a favored option for girls and young women seeking to make a living 

in the city. Women who are married or have children may also work as domestic servants, 

however not normally as live-ins. It is also common to look for other types of work after a 

period in domestic service as many eventually come to consider it a job that is both 

demanding and poorly paid. 
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Combining Various Income Strategies 
I was sitting next to Laura on a wooden stool we had borrowed from a neighboring 

vendor, similar to hers. While peeling potatoes, we discussed the differing working 

conditions of various occupations. She told me, “As a domestic servant, you are 

expected to do all types of housework while at the same time babysitting. And if you 

accidentally happen to break a glass, miss a spot when cleaning, or fail to make the 

baby stop crying, the employer won’t think twice to withhold your payment, hit you or 

make you stay to work overtime late into the night.” 

 

After having stayed in the city for an extended period of time, the migrant might be able to 

expand her social network, which in turn may be converted into opportunities for work. 

Laura served as a live-in domestic servant with a family the first two-three years after 

arriving in Sucre. One day, a neighbor she had come to know introduced her to a woman 

selling chickens down at Mercado Central. The chicken vendor was about to leave Bolivia for 

a year of working in Spain, and was looking for someone to assist her cousin in tending to the 

business. Laura accepted and started assisting in selling chickens, working fixed hours that 

provided a weekly paycheck. This kind of work is in Sucre referred to as an ayudante, 

meaning a helper or an assistant, or in more general terms, a dependiente, indicating one’s 

dependency toward an employer. 

Evelina who is now 37, has long since quit domestic work. Four years ago, she 

managed to acquire the lease of a stall nearby the Qhatupi marked where she has installed a 

small kitchen and makes a living selling cooked food. In the mornings she often makes 

tucumanas, a fried version of the empanada, a local favorite, and in the night, she offers 

hamburgers to hungry truck and bus drivers passing by. Her business goes reasonably well: 

Evelina works long days and usually manages to sell everything she has made during the 

course of a day. Still, being a single mother of two, what she earns from the food stall is not 

enough, and she sees it necessary to rely on multiple strategies of income. In between 

cooking and attending to customers in her stall, Evelina spends time chatting with and 

tending relationships with the surrounding shopkeepers. During the quieter hours of the day, 

she makes a round, asking if anyone has work for her and will sometimes sew for Maribel, 

clean for Fabio, the hairdresser, or do any number of odd jobs for other shopkeepers around 

Qhatupi in the exchange for a few bolivianos.    
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Relying on several income strategies is a common way to minimize risk and 

unpredictability in precarious conditions among the urban poor: a shoe shiner by day may be 

a baked-potato seller by night. The economic strategies applied by both the city’s migrant 

population and the urban poor in general, heavily relies on social relationships with kin and 

acquaintances for direct and indirect economical and material support, be it in the form of 

acquiring a job – temporary or permanent – borrowing money, receiving food or supplies as 

gifts, or finding a place to stay. However, as already mentioned, being on the receiving end of 

a dependency relationship is by no means necessarily an inactive state. Highlighting the often 

fastidious and lengthy work that goes into fostering and maintaining social relationships on 

which one come to depend, Ferguson notes that “…material dependence on others is not a 

passive condition – it is a valued outcome of long, hard social labor.” (Ferguson, 2015, 97).  

 

Although many independientes, like Evelina, have to keep relying on the occasional jobs as 

ayudantes for other people, they generally referred to themselves as being self-employed. 

What makes self-employment a desired type of work in unpredictable circumstances? 

Working as an independiente was perceived as having both certain advantages and 

disadvantages, which will be presented and discussed in the next part of the chapter. Why 

were the vast majority of women I met that worked in and around the Qhatupi market 

mothers? On what grounds did they render working as an independiente more convenient and 

compatible with juggling the roles of mother and worker? Is the same true when comparing 

self-employed work to that of formal employments, for example working as a public-school 

teacher? these are topics to be discussed in the subsequent pages.  

 

Demand for Flexibility 

“There’s no money in this anymore.” The dust swirls around Saray as she hits the 

ground in front of her vegetable stall with the homemade straw broom in her hand 

with increasing force. “No? Why is that?”, I, the ever-naïve ethnographer ask as the 

brutal sweeping-scene unfolds in front of me. She stops and turns around, violently 

flinging out her arm that holds the broom “Mira, pues! Look around you! We’re all 

selling the same things here! And there aren’t enough people coming to buy.” Saray 

has a point. The four or five stalls further down the row as well as the ones opposite 

to us all sport more or less the exact array of produce as Saray has in her stall: 
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beans, peas, onion, zapallo, tomato, carrots, broccoli, bell pepper, papalisa2, 

cabbage, fresh herbs for seasoning and tea-making, and of course, the beloved chilis 

of the Andes, locoto and aji, in addition to a handful of other. It is now 10 o’clock, 

and thus far today, Saray has only attended two customers. She goes on to tell me 

something I have heard repeatedly from several of the caseras over the past few 

weeks: she is considering changing her job. “It used to be money in this, you know, or 

in cooking food for selling, but not anymore. I think I’d rather sell potatoes. People 

still buy potatoes. And then there’s no worrying about the assortment, like, you know, 

now they always ask me oh, don’t you have cauliflower? Don’t you have green bell 

pepper? Don’t you have rinsed green peas sorted into tiny plastic bags? You have no 

idea, Kris. With potatoes, you wouldn’t get that.” She pauses for a second, 

“Although, I tell you, in Bolivia we have over 70 different types of potatoes…” 

Next to Saray’s stall, doña Laura, the potato seller, was having similar 

thoughts. She told me she had also been considering changing her occupation of late. 

The potato sacks are heavy, and she has back issues, “I am an old lady now, and this 

body has brought forth four children. I tell you, I shouldn’t be doing this anymore. My 

back is aching.” Glancing over to the other side of the market where the stalls are 

swelling with Chinese imported buckets and bowls, kitchen utensils and boxes for 

storing food, she leans over to fill me in on the better option, “Plastics don’t go bad 

with time, they don’t rot like potatoes do.” Laura cuts away half the potato she is 

peeling that has rotted, and slowly rises from the stool. She ruffles one of the big 

potato sacks in front of her, wiggling it from side to side to move it closer to the 

others, her hand supporting her lower back as she sits herself down on the tiny 

wooden stool again. 

 

In addition to the work that goes into investing in social relationships and relying on several 

income generating activities, women at the urban and economic margins of Sucre need to use 

another form of flexibility in coping with precarious conditions of life and work. Should their 

already tight financial situation suddenly change as a result of fluctuating market prices, the 

loss of a provisioner, the arrival of another child or increasing rental prices on their house or 

market stalls, they need to be able to quickly adapt and make changes in their economic 

strategies. As a lack of formal employment leaves the market women and small-scale 

																																																								
2 A small specie of potato, common throughout the Andes. Called ulluku in Quechua. 
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business holders unprotected by labor laws, they are dependent on finding other ways of 

minimizing risk and ensuring forms of security. As previously illustrated, this is partly done 

through relying on social network, kin, and investing in additional social relations. The 

empirical vignette above tells us something about how the market women constantly are on 

the lookout for other, possibly better means of making an income. Thus flexibility is a crucial 

component in the life and work of independientes in Sucre, as their often precarious 

economic circumstances demand a continuous calculation of risk and willingness to adapt 

when considered necessary. 

During my six months of interacting with market vendors and other small-scale 

business women in Sucre, as many as four of my eight key informants either lost or saw the 

need to change their principal income strategy. This speaks to the high degree of flexibility 

and adjustability among Sucre’s migrant women; however, it also reveals extreme levels of 

insecurity and unpredictability that the urban poor face while piecing together a life and a 

living at the margins of the city.  

Gender and Work 
Anthropological accounts on the Andes region often refer to a cultural notion of 

complementarity, permeating everything from the traditional political organization of society, 

to cosmology, to division of labor. In rural areas where work in agriculture and herding 

dominate, this is made visible through the different, but mutually important and 

complementing labor done by men and women. While men plough the ground, women sow 

the seeds, and while men weave finer fabrics for shirts and trousers, women weave the 

coarser, more durable fabric used for making sacks and ponchos (Harris, 2000, 171). Andrew 

Canessa notes that it is through the differing tasks rather than to an inherent quality of being 

that male and female gender roles are differentiated in the Andes (2005b, 142).  

As Hann and Hart notes, the Greek origins of the word ‘economy’ is oikonimia 

referrsto the practical managing of the household (Hart & Hann, 2011, 35). However, in 

current-day speech, economy is more likely to reference the process of exchange and 

accumulation of money (Hart & Hann, 2011, 35). For the urban poor in Bolivia, economic 

activities are mainly tools for survival and making ends meet. As women are responsible for 

practical household affairs like childrearing and cooking, it can be argued they are also the de 

facto economic managers of the household as they are the ones in charge of estimating and 

deciding how much money is going to be used for purchasing food, clothes, supplies and so 
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on. This argument is reminiscent of the one raised by Janet Carsten in her essay “Cooking 

Money” (1989) where she points out how Malay men hand over their earnings to their wives 

who thereby handle the money, and thus also the economy of the home (Carsten, 1989, 117-

118). My informant Saray told of her and her husband, Jorge’s, arrangement of the household 

economy: they spent what she earned from market trade on the family’s day-to-day expenses, 

like clothes for the children and food, while what Jorge earned from his job as a micro-bus 

driver, mostly went to savings as they were planning on buying a house in the near future. 

Andrew Canessa found that decisions regarding household finances in highland village 

Pocobaya in rural Bolivia were usually made in agreement between the spouses (2005b, 142).  

 

Working Mothers  

There are always children running around and playing in between the stalls of 

Mercado Qhatupi. They are children, grandchildren, nieces and nephews of the 

vendors. As opposed to dependientes, the self-employed are able to bring their 

children to work. “When I worked for the chicken vendor, I was never able to go 

home for the almuerzo as I only got an hour’s mid-day break and my apartment was 

on the other side of town.” Laura explains from behind huge sacks of potatoes, “I got 

up early, early in the morning to prepare the almuerzo so that all the kids had to do 

was reheat it when they came home from school. But they didn’t want to eat. That’s 

how it is, children don’t eat if the mother is not at home telling them to, so my 

children barely ate for three years while I worked as an ayudante. It was horrible, but 

what was I supposed to do? If I didn’t work, I wouldn’t have money to buy them food, 

but if I continued working there, they wouldn’t be eating.” Laura’s children were five 

and seven years old at the time she quit her job at the chicken vendor and started her 

own business selling potatoes at Mercado Qhatupi. 

 

As in many parts of the world, women in Bolivia’s urban and semi-urban households bare the 

main responsibility for housework, including cooking and childrearing (Goldstein, 2016, 

186). As opposed to what studies have shown in other parts of Latin America (see for 

example Melhuus, 1996), combining the role of being a mother with working outside of the 

home is not considered morally problematic, per se, in Andean Bolivia. It does, however, 

pose the women with a challenging problem: is she to leave the children at home alone or 

bring them with her to work? If working as a dependiente, the employer is likely not to 
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accept her bringing children with her to work. However, if working as an independiente, 

there are no such rules to which the woman has to abide by. Although bringing a toddler to 

work from dawn until dusk is obviously not an ideal solution either, it has often become the 

lesser of the two evils for many families, as an increasing number of Bolivian women enter 

into economic activities outside of the home. The percentage of men in the Bolivian 

workforce is still higher than that of women, however, recent statistics show a gradual 

reduction of the gap (INE, 2012a). From 1976 to 2012, women’s participation in the Bolivian 

labor force increased from 22,3% to 41,9%, while in the same period, male participation 

decreased from 77,7% to 58,1% (INE, 2012a). This change in workforce participation has not 

necessarily signified a lightened workload for women, but often proves to be the opposite for 

women.  Women working outside the home puts a strain on their household duties and adds 

competition in the job market as one of my informants, Claudia attests to:  

 

Claudia is the director of a medium sized franchise in Sucre. In a conversation about 

gender and work, she explained to me that her female employees request to take time 

off from work significantly more often than their male colleagues. “The thing is that if 

the children need to go to the dentist or they have a special day at school requiring 

the parents to participate, it is always expected that the mother will be the one who 

goes with them, never the father. This means that a woman will ask for permission to 

take leave from work more often because there is no way her husband can take a day 

off. Even if they have the same type of job! It doesn’t even matter what you do, what 

job you have, what matters is whether you are male or female.” 

 

This example tells us something about the social expectations that are culturally linked to 

gender. Despite increased female participation in the labor market, examples like this 

suggests that men’s work is still considered more important than women’s, regardless of type 

of job and payment. Women are increasingly expected to contribute to the family’s financial 

income; however, this has not been balanced out with a lessening of their burden of domestic 

responsibilities (Wilhoit, 2017, p.448). Thus presenting working mothers with a double 

responsibility that is often not easily compatible, which results in the dilemma of either 

bringing young children to work with them or leaving them at home to care for each other. 

Additionally, mothers are often seen as less desirable as employees as the employer assumes 

a female worker will be less reliable and available than a male worker. 
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Formal employment 
Formal employment, which includes a legally binding contract and additional benefits 

regarding sick leave and pension, generally requires some form of higher education in 

Bolivia. Common examples of such jobs for women are office workers, nurses and teachers. I 

came to know a woman called Mariana who worked as a teacher, and her work life attests to 

the challenges even a contractual job may have. Although having grown up in a rural 

community, only migrating to Sucre in her late teens, my informant Mariana had been lucky 

enough to live all her childhood years in relative proximity to both a primary and a secondary 

school, which is not a given in Bolivia’s peripheral areas. Now 39 years of age, Mariana 

occupies a small one-bedroom apartment in the outskirts of Sucre together with her husband 

and their four-year-old son. She works full time as a primary school teacher, teaching 

religion, Spanish and Quechua. Still, to make ends meet, Mariana gives private language 

lessons to visiting tourists in the evenings. She is not alone, as more than half of Bolivia’s 

urban teachers hold a second job (Farthing & Kohl, 2014). Although there are arguably 

advantages of formal employment that independientes do not enjoy, the discrepancy is 

perhaps not as great as one might imagine. Non-contractual employment, as is common in 

domestic service, makes for vulnerable situations where the employee might be laid off on 

the spot without warning and potentially without receiving payment, as illustrated earlier in 

the examples of both Evelina and Alicia. Although more so than domestic workers, teachers 

in Bolivia, do not always have a stable and fixed working conditions either as they need to 

reapply for their position every year, not knowing if they will have it in the future. 

Additionally, the salary, although regular, is generally low. One third of teachers in Bolivia 

are estimated to be living below the poverty line (Farthing & Kohl, 2014).  Thus, while it 

may seem ideal to have a contract job, the story of Mariana and other teachers, demonstrate 

the difficulties that still exist with that type of job. These challenges are not sequestered to 

teachers, but are often found in other contract jobs like the ones mentioned before.  

Concluding Remarks 
Women migrating from rural areas to the city often rely on kin relations for help and 

assistance, at least in the initial phase. A common solution for girls and young women who 

migrate is to start working as domestic servants. This work is extremely time consuming and 

generally provides low salaries. The fact that the domestic servants often live with the family 
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she works for only adds to the vulnerability of her situation, as well as the potential for 

exploitation, abuse, breach and betrayal of trust which commonly surface in stories of former 

domestic servants.  

I saw a tendency among my informants of their work situation to evolve with time, 

capital and familial responsibilities – especially when the woman becomes a mother. With 

time, the migrants were able to build a larger social network in Sucre which also meant more 

opportunities for obtaining jobs. Working as an independiente requires a certain amount of 

capital in order to buy goods for selling. After making a small profit, she will be able to buy 

some more for selling the next day, and little by little, her effort can grow into a sustainable 

micro-business. In becoming a vendor with puesto fijo, a permanent stall, additional capital is 

needed to pay the start-up fee as well as the daily lease cost. Although profit is not high for 

independientes, the owner does not have a fixed wage and running one’s own micro business 

can come with substantial risk and unpredictability, , comparably their earnings are a little 

higher than the salary of most dependientes, for instance they earn more than what a typical 

domestic servant earns. In addition, the increased freedom and flexibility that self-

employment brings to the women’s lives is highly valued, particularly when she becomes a 

mother and must find ways to earn an income whilst taking care of a child – or several 

children. Then, working as an independiente seems to be the solution that most of my 

informants aspired to.  

Still, not every independente earns enough money to cover the expenses of those 

relying on her provision, a notion that is particularly pressing among mothers with the sole 

responsibility for children. A way of handling this is through relying on multiple income 

strategies, for example in combining a main job as an independiente while depending on 

irregular, odd dependiente jobs assisting other people. Among working women in Sucre’s 

periphery, flexibility is also necessary to cover their expenses. This is flexibility takes the 

form of quickly recognizing additional income possibilities and a willingness and adaptability 

to change one’s primary economic project should it no longer prove profitable.  

As women in Bolivia are increasingly participating in income generating activities 

outside of the home, while still being expected to do most of the housework and childcare, 

they are generally presented with a double burden of work in contrast to men. This burden 

influenced the women’s tendency to pursue work as an independiente after starting a family 

and having children.  

Although formal employment offers higher levels of security and a stable income, in 

comparison to that of self-employment, also here, women find themselves in a disadvantaged 
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position in relation to men because of domestic responsibilities. Common jobs in formal 

employment are out of reach for a great number of urban migrants anyway, as not all rural 

villages have schools within walking distances. Therefore, few migrants from rural areas 

have had the opportunity of an education, and several of the women I came to know at 

Qhatupi market were functionally illiterate. Even for the few migrants who have been able to 

finish school and take a higher education, the formal jobs waiting for them often prove to be 

so poorly paid that a second job is necessary anyway. This chapter focused on rural Bolivian 

women’s process from urban migration to establishing oneself as an independiente worker in 

the city, how social networks plays a crucial role and how the preferred type of work evolves 

in correspondence with changing familial roles and responsibilities. In the next chapter, we 

will look at how social life and responsibilities continue to intersect with labor, and 

sometimes blur completely for the women working as independientes in and around the 

Qhatupi market. Even women who have been able to establish independent businesses 

continue to be weaved into social relations of dependence and collaboration.	
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Chapter 4:  

Making a Living at the Market 
 

It is half past four in the morning and bleak stars flicker effortlessly over the dimly lit 

streets of Barrio Pillpintu. Saray is already up, carefully rinsing beans and peeling 

potatoes in preparation for today’s almuerzo3. In this part of the world, the most 

important meal of the day happens at noon, and preparations commonly start before 

sunrise. After a while, she checks the time on her smartphone, the only time-teller in 

the house, and goes to wake up the rest of the family. At about six o’clock, Saray and 

her husband, Jorge, will leave for work, while their oldest daughter Nelly (12) will get 

her little sister Ana (2) dressed and make her breakfast before she herself has to leave 

for school, dropping Ana off at their mother’s vegetable stall at Mercado Qhatupi on 

the way. But Mercado Qhatupi is not where Saray and Jorge are heading first. The 

market gates do not open until an hour from now, and before that, Saray needs to go 

to the wholesalers’ market, Mercado Morro, which is located at the other extreme of 

the city. 

Most of Sucre’s market vendors are retailers, and they commonly go to the 

Morro to refill their supplies two or three times a week, depending on how much they 

have been able to sell the past days. Having a car is a luxury few market vendors can 

afford, and as the goods are too heavy to carry by foot and to cumbersome to bring on 

the bus, the vendors will usually opt for a taxi – filling up the trunk and backseat to 

the limit. Taxis are frequent and relatively affordable in Sucre, and for cab drivers, 

all that is needed is to get hold of a more or less functioning vehicle. The same is true 

of the buses. Jorge works as a local micro-bus driver, and the micro4 he owns is at his 

own disposal. Conveniently, he will begin today’s route nearby Mercado Morro, so 

his wife joins him on the way to her destination. The micro, with letters from a foreign 

alphabet on the side doors revealing its south-east Asian past, is shaking violently and 

reacts with loud, inconsistent hick-ups as Jorge navigates to avoid the largest rocks 

and holes in the road heading uphill from their house. The couple doesn’t seem to 

																																																								
3 The main meal of the day, a hot dish typically consisting of potatoes, vegetables and meat or egg. Sometimes 
served with a vegetable or chicken soup for starters. 
4 The small city buses in Sucre are commonly referred to as micros, charging adults 2 bolivianos (USD 0,3) per 
ride. 
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notice as they engage in a quiet conversation, effortlessly shifting between Quechua 

and Spanish, not unlike the folk singer howling from the car radio: “Munasqechay, 

tuta punchay maskakunay, tarispa suscucunay warmisitay… mi buen amor, mi herida 

de amor, mi verdad…”5 

Studying Marketplaces 
Marketplaces have long since become a well-established field site for anthropologists, classic 

studies including Clifford Geertz’ analyses of the Moroccan bazaar and Sidney Mintz’ 

extensive work from Haiti. What continues to draw anthropologists to these often chaotic, yet 

mundane places? Not only does the market constitute a practical microcosm in which to 

study economic transactions, it is also an arena of encounters and interaction among people. 

Theodore Bestor, who studied an international seafood-market in Tokyo said of marketplaces 

that they “…embody a localized set of social institutions, social actors, property rights, 

products, transactional relationships, trade practices, and cultural meanings framed by a wide 

variety of factors including, but not limited to, ‘purely economic’ or ‘market’ force.” (2001, 

9227). If wanting to investigate the social aspects of the economy, the marketplace indeed 

seems a good place to start.  

Following Karl Polanyi (1977), there exists no such thing as “the economy” separate 

from the people who participate in it; it is “embedded with social interactions”. Taking social 

relationships into account is crucial in an attempt to understand the workings of the economy. 

“A study of the economy”, according to Chris Hann and Keith Hart, “cannot be restricted to 

anonymous purchases in markets, since political institutions, social customs and moral rules 

establish the preconditions for market exchange.” (2011, 8). It has been suggested that the use 

of monetary payment removes the personal aspect of exchange relationships, as opposed to 

the exchange of objects without a mediator (Parry & Bloch, 1989, 6).  Along the same lines, 

19th century economic philosopher Georg Simmel’s famously stated that “…the ideal partner 

for financial transaction is “the person who is completely indifferent to us, engaged neither 

for us nor against us.” (Simmel, 1978, 227 in Parry & Bloch, 1989, 6). Though this is 

arguably true of certain financial institutions, it seems a long way off from the reality of 

Sucre’s market vendors were constantly working to establish and maintain relationships with 

possible clientele and colleagues at the market. Among the urban poor in Sucre, as it 

																																																								
5 Lyric excerpt from the bilingual song ‘Munasqechay’ by Bolivian folk group Los Kjarkas. The Quechua title 
of the song translates as ‘My sweet love’. 
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commonly is across the world, social relationships are crucial for providing access to goods. 

At the Qhatupi market, I found this manifested in the vendors’ reliance on each other for help 

and assistance as well as in their particular interactions and bonds with clientele. Attending to 

such relationships forms an integral aspect of the day-to-day labor of vendors and micro-

business holders in Sucre and, I suggest, is both a way of increasing security of income and 

combining the different roles of responsibility. Which, for the vendors I studied, are that of 

being a mother, a wife and a worker.    

Through analyzing the social and relational aspects of trade at the Qhatupi market in 

Sucre, this chapter seeks to shed light on some of the underlying value assessments and 

moralities shaping and influencing the livelihood projects of Andean market women. As was 

explored in the preceding chapter, the women’s pursuit of economic independence is 

inextricably linked to what Millar (2014) calls relational autonomy (see chapter 1 of this 

thesis). Their livelihood projects are conducted within a web of social expectations, personal 

experiences and aspirations, moral obligations and value assessments, some of which are 

carefully and consciously negotiated while others operate under the disguise of naturalized, 

cultural norms. These factors, some of which may constrain opportunities while others 

provide them, are nevertheless crucial to understand the economy, and cannot be seen as 

separate from it. For a clarifying conceptualization of ideas concerning the entanglement of 

moral and social aspects in economic life, I look to Narotzky and Besnier (2014). Their 

perspective is one  

 

“…informed both by anthropological exchange theory, which links the accumulation 

of value to personal worth, and by a reconfiguration of the labor theory of value, 

which envisions people as the origin of all value incorporated in commodities. 

Finally, social wealth (“social capital”) appears at the core of economic practices 

everywhere and is entangled with other forms of wealth and their reproduction.” 

(Narotzky & Besnier, 2014, S10).  

 

In order to better understand people’s economic projects, the writers argue that “social 

worth” is key, defining it as “…how a society values people: the value of people, but also the 

value obtained through people and the value invested and accumulated in people” (Narotzky 

& Besnier, 2014, S10). It is with this backdrop I argue that the processes of making a living 

financially and creating what is considered a “life worth living” are deeply interwoven. 
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The structure of this chapter is divided into two parts; the first part portraying a 

typical day in the life of a market vendor in Sucre from dawn to dusk, as was introduced in 

the very beginning of the chapter. Such empirical insight will provide the reader with 

valuable and detailed information of how market women navigate everyday challenges and 

opportunities that arise. For analytical purposes, the ethnographic portrayals are occasionally 

interrupted by theoretically informed discussions and reflections. As already mentioned, this 

chapter seeks to highlight some social and relational aspects that I argue are key to 

understanding the market women’s economic projects. Hence, I ask: In what ways are the 

alleged interwovenness of social relationships and economic activity made visible at the 

market? What effects do these have on the market women’s life and labor? What do the 

marketers seek to attain from their social networks?  

A Day in the Life of a Market Vendor 
Upon arriving at the Mercado Morro, Saray quickly scans the place, repeating under 

her breath what products she is looking for. She approaches a group of vendors, 

sitting on the ground along the road, small mountains of cabbage neatly piled up on 

blue, woven polypropylene bags spread out before them. As Saray comes closer, one 

of them greets her by name “Doña Saray, caserita, cuánto te doy? (How much would 

you like?)” The price offered by the seller has Saray wrinkling her nose in response, 

and she continues to the next vendor whose cabbages turn out to be no more 

affordable than the first. After a couple of more tries, Saray ends up buying five 

cabbages from a woman further down the road, her produce being significantly 

smaller, but also cheaper. The price of tomatoes has escalated since last week, 

probably due to of the heavy rains of late, flooding the fields. Saray frowns as none of 

the sellers seem able to give her what she would consider a reasonable price. “The 

quality is bad too”, she says, lightly pinching a mushy, red sample. Upon catching a 

familiar face in the crowd, Saray walks over to one of her caseras6 who just arrived 

with her load of tomatoes. “Today’s price is ninety bolivianos per crate.”, she 

informs, “But because it’s you, caserita, I will only ask for seventy-five.” Content with 

the friendly suggestion, Saray picks out a crate of her liking and hands over two bills 

of twenty and three tens to the seller which she carefully holds up and investigates the 

																																																								
6 Casera or caserita is used to address a person buying or selling at markets. It often suggests or implies a bond 
of loyalty between the two parts. 
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bills one by one, squinting her eyes against the daybreak sky. “Bien. (Good).”, She 

says with a smile, putting the money in the front pocket of her apron. They agree 

Saray will pick up the crate later when she has finished the rest of her errands. 

 

Casera: Loyalty and predictability 

The phenomenon of casera-relationships are common at marketplaces across the Andes. It 

may be described as an informal system of reciprocity between trader and client, or, in the 

words of Swedish anthropologist Charlotta Widmark, it is a trader’s “strategic manipulation 

of reciprocal relations” (Widmark, 2003, 201). Casera, or caserita in its equally common, 

diminutive form literally means “homemaker”, or in speaking of objects, for example bread, 

as in pan casero, it means “homemade”. The term is used both in reference to traders in 

general, and in the particular sense in reference to one’s regular vendor. Additionally, casera 

is also used by market traders referring to both regular and possible clients, often called out 

to strangers passing by to attract their attention. When speaking of “their caseras”, people 

mean marketers with whom they share an informal, mutual bond of trust. A chicken vendor 

will expect her caseras to come by her stall when they are looking to buy chicken, while the 

customer in turn, expects her casera to give her a good price and yapa, an Andean custom 

which will be discussed later in the chapter. For Saray, having a casera at the wholesaler’s 

market from whom she regularly buys tomatoes, would occasionally give her a financial 

advantage, as in the example illustrated above where this was the reason she was able to 

maintain her regular supply of produce despite escalating prices. 

In economically harsh environments, relational investments can prove more efficient 

than purely financial ones (Narotzky & Besnier, 2014, S6). The casera-phenomenon can be 

seen as a mixture of both. For the vendor, having these bonds of mutual loyalty can be seen 

as a way of providing increased security and predictability of sales. However, as illustrated 

above where Saray chooses to buy cabbage from another vendor than her regular casera 

because she offered a lower price, no casera’s loyalty is absolute. If better prices or fresher 

produce is found elsewhere, that is often considered more important than being loyal to one’s 

casera. Hence, these rather loose bonds of unpredictable loyalty can be said to suggest a 

possibility rather than the guarantee of special treatment - from both sides of the counter. 

Another one of my informants, Evelina, who makes a living selling cooked food, denied the 

importance of caseras for her part. She insisted that quality was always more important than 

price or social relations when she shopped for ingredients to put in her dishes: “I can’t take 
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the risk of selling anything that would make my customers sick. Then people would eventually 

stop buying from me and I would lose more money than I could potentially save in buying 

cheaper products.” Exceptions and irregularity aside, casera-bonds are widespread 

throughout the Andes and serve as an important, although not absolute, relationship of 

loyalty providing a degree of predictability in marketers’ precarious livelihood projects. 

 

Flexibility: Coping with Fluctuating Prices 

Saray continues her round of collecting the vegetables she needs. She buys in 

relatively small quantities; various herbs, chamomile, lettuce, zapallo7 and cucumber, 

her hands are full and if she is to return to Mercado Qhatupi before clients start 

arriving, she figures she better get going. “Doña Saray! Doña Sara-a-ay! Broccoli! 

Over here!” A plump woman in her fifties with a wide-brimmed hat and an even 

wider smile that reveals several missing teeth, waves at the potential buyer. Saray 

returns the salutation, politely declining the offer, “Not today, Doña Soledad, I still 

have some left from those I bought from you last week.” There is only one more thing 

Saray needs before leaving – onions. Unlike the other products that are either on the 

ground in front of vendors or in more or less permanent stalls around the market, 

onions are offered directly from the trucks with which they were delivered, without 

intermediary sellers. Usually priced at around 90 bolivianos per sack à 50 kilograms, 

today no-one is willing to go below 120 bolivianos. The explanation they offer is 

similar to that of the tomato vendors: “The rainfalls are destroying the crops, 

casera.” Saray counts and recounts the remaining bills and coins she carries in her 

apron pocket. After a moment’s indecisiveness she comes to the conclusion that she 

has no other choice but to spend most of it on the onions she considers unreasonably 

overpriced. 

Saray signals to a taxi, slowly threading through the street at the edge of the 

market which is crowded with busy traders and has produce billowing out of the 

crammed stalls and trucks at either side. The driver stops his car in the middle of the 

road, causing the already slow traffic to come to a complete halt, which does not 

seem to bother anyone. He gets out to help the onion vendor carry Saray’s two sacks 

into the trunk. After storing her other bags of purchases in the backseat of the taxi, 

																																																								
7 A local variant of the squash that also resembles a pumpkin. 
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she rushes back to the tomato seller whom then immediately commands one of the 

younger men hanging around by her stall, supposedly her son or nephew, to help 

Saray with the heavy crate. Finally having managed to stuff all the produce in the 

vehicle, Saray instructs the driver to take her to Mercado Qhatupi. Daylight is finally 

flooding the streets that are now busy with people, young and old, on their way to 

start today’s errands outside of the home. It appears the heavy rainfalls of the past 

weeks are over. Before long, Saray and the driver are both starting to notice the 

consequences of being crammed next to 100 kilograms of fresh onions, repeatedly 

sniffing and drying their eyes. “Would you please open the window? My vegetables 

are killing me!”, Saray exclaims with a laugh. 

 

Generally, customers who regularly visit Mercado Qhatupi either work or live nearby, and 

come to buy groceries for their household. Although there are exceptions, the majority rely 

on buying in smaller quantities rather frequently, as resources are scarce and money is in 

constant rotation. Because of this, marketers with small-scale businesses like those found at 

the Qhatupi market usually do not specialize in one product, potatoes being an exception, as 

few customers can afford to buy large enough bulks of a certain product to make it a 

profitable business. Instead, the market women offer a wide assortment. As previously 

mentioned, the retailers commonly visit a wholesaler’s market two or three times a week to 

refill their assortment. Much in the same way as the customers’ money, vendors depend on a 

constant circulation of products, as fresh fruits and vegetables which lay outside all day and 

night, only partly protected from sun, wind and rain, will only last for a certain amount of 

time until they become overripe and eventually start to rot. The amount of goods market 

women are able to transport from the wholesaler to their stall depends on their mode of 

transportation. Ambulantes (mobile street vendors) operate on a smaller scale than most 

vendors with puestos fijos (permanent stalls). This is partly due to generally earning less, and 

partly due moving locations and an inability to handle more products than they are able to 

carry. Another disadvantage faced by ambulantes is that they are rarely guaranteed the same 

spot for consecutive days, thus making it hard for them to establish casera-bonds with 

customers. 
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Yapa: Adding something extra 

People have already started seeping in through the open gates of Mercado Qhatupi in 

the morning cold. Saray starts carrying her purchase to her stall from the roadside 

where the taxi driver dropped it off. An elderly man, his cheek bulging with coca 

leaves8, offers to help Saray with her goods in exchange for a few bolivianos, which 

she agrees to. She takes off the blue tarpaulin covering her stall and starts 

reorganizing the crates and bricks supporting the stand on which she displays the 

vegetables. Underneath the stand, Evelina keeps a large sack where she collects 

overripe and rotten produce no longer eligible for selling, a bucket of rainwater and a 

rag to wipe off dirt from tomatoes and bell peppers. Upon sorting out the produce that 

has gone bad, Saray shakes her head and makes a clicking noise with her tongue at 

all the food - and money - that has gone to waste. “Luckily I keep pigs in the 

backyard”, she tells me, “So it will at least be of some use.” While in the process of 

picking out overripe onions, the first customer of the day approaches her stall, “Buen 

día, casera.”. The tall and lanky teenage boy mumbles that he is looking for locoto9, 

zuccini, peas and carrots. Saray makes sure the customer sees her adding a few extra 

carrots for free (see the commentary on the custom of yapa later in this chapter). As 

the boy walks away, she recounts the money and stuff them into her apron pocket. 

Within the first thirty minutes, Saray attends to four customers. She turns to me, 

smiling slyly while making the sign of the cross across her chest, “This is going to be 

a good day.” 

	
The word yapa derives from the Quechua verb yapay, meaning “to add”. It is a well-

established custom at marketplaces across Andes of the seller adding some extra products for 

free to what the costumer has bought. At the Qhatupi market I daily experienced the practice 

of yapa, either as plea from costumers “Yápame, caserita, por favor (Please add some extra 

to my purchase, caserita)”, or as a non-refusable offer from vendors, adding an unsolicited 

banana or some extra peanuts to the client’s purchase. This phenomenon can be analyzed as 

an initiative from the vendor’s part to establish casera-bonds. I also noticed some vendors 

using it simultaneously as a way of getting rid of produce that was on the brink of becoming 

overripe. Florence Babb draws attention to this practice as providing a challenge to small-

																																																								
8 Chewing coca-leaves is a common practice among Bolivians, serving as a mild energy stimulant, not unlike 
coffee, as well as suppressing feelings of hunger, headache, and fatigue.  
9 A local variant of the chili, common in the Andes. 
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scale traders in particular who, already struggling to make a surplus from small-scale 

businesses, are expected to give away produce for free (1989, 111). Nevertheless, yapa 

continues to be a common custom at Andean markets and plays an important part in forming 

economic relationships. A casera who is rumored to be generous with her yapas might be 

likely to get a larger and more stable clientele. Thus, it is possible to interpret yapa both as an 

unfortunate pressure on precarious economic actors based in culturally specific social norms, 

or as a clever marketing strategy. 

 

About an hour or so after arriving at the stall, Saray’s oldest daughter, Nelly appears, 

clearly annoyed, dragging her unwilling little sister by the hand “Mamá, Ana has 

been so-o-o difficult! She didn’t want to eat her breakfast, and I had to change my 

shirt twice this morning because she wouldn’t stop spitting at me!” Ana, who has 

been demonstratively protruding her lower lip and making cranky noises up until 

now, reacts to the last accusation with letting out a mischievous, little laughter. Then, 

jerking herself free from the resigned grip of her older sister, she runs to embrace her 

mother’s knees with a shriek of joy. Before long, Ana runs off to watch Camila’s 

daughter and Laura’s granddaughter who are playing tic-tac-toe on the ground in 

another section of the market. Upon returning to her mother’s stall some 20 minutes 

later, Ana proudly shares with us a handful of peanuts, given to her by one of the 

vendors down the road. 

 

Working Mothers and Market Children 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the combination of having children and pursuing work 

as an independiente, is closely connected for urban migrant women in Sucre. To work as 

independent traders is one of the few occupations outside of the home which actually allows 

them to care for children whilst working (Babb, 1989, 140). However, as soon as children 

learn to walk, keeping an eye on them becomes increasingly more complicated, as they are 

curious to explore the marketplace on their own. The bulging stalls and narrow sections make 

it almost impossible to keep an overview of the busy space and keep track of the children. 

This was a constant source of worry for several caretakers. Laura, for example, explicitly 

stated on various occasions that she did not think the market a safe place for children, 

particularly, she worried her granddaughter would run off into the traffic of the busy street 

outside the market, or escape through the back doors where there were stray dogs, steep 
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slopes and “gente mala” (bad people). Nevertheless, the girl continued to stay with her 

grandmother after school in the afternoons, so that Laura’s adult daughter could attend 

evening classes at the university. Kindergartens and nurseries do exist in Sucre, however the 

perilous financial situation in which many of the market vendors find themselves, prevent 

most of them to consider nurseries an actual option. 

While I experienced the female vendors constantly navigating the social and moral 

surveillance of the larger community at the market when making decisions, especially related 

to the way they raised their children, the community of market women also provided each 

other with support and assistance. I daily observed the market women watching out for each 

other’s children. Sometimes a vendor would give some snacks or fruit to a child that was 

passing by, as when Saray’s daughter had been given a handful of peanuts. Although the 

market was fairly large, the majority were members of the same market association and were 

thus familiar with each other and the children. I often observed vendors chatting and 

sometimes playing with the children, as well as telling them no and would stop them if they 

were about to do something unwise, like running off through the gates. Occasionally they 

would also take a child by the hand and lead him or her back to their mother. Several times 

during the day, Saray would go off to look for her daughter and bring her back to the stall. 

Other times she would give the two-year-old a coin with which she ran off to buy herself a 

sweet. I was baffled the first time I saw this, “Ana has barely learned to walk, and she already 

knows how to buy things?” I uttered, to which Saray replied with a laugh, “Sure, that kid has 

no trouble spending my money!” The marketers’ children are familiarized with trade and life 

at the market from a very young age. Older children will often spend time with their mother 

in her stall after school, either assisting her or doing homework. 

Although the mother (or other caretaker) in the end is the one held responsible for her 

child and its wellbeing, the market women all take part in raising and caring for each other’s 

children by watching out for whichever child crosses the path outside their stalls. This can be 

seen as a form of unorganized, reciprocal provision of care. In many ways, this is crucial for 

making it possible for mothers with young children to work outside the home. 

 

During the course of the day, Saray rinses peas and beans that she put into small 

plastic bags, selling them for 2 bolivianos each; arranges tomatoes into neat piles of 

four to six, depending on size, which she sells for 3,50 (0,50 more than usual, to 

match the increased prices at the wholesalers’ market); sweeps the floor in front of 

her stall with a tied-together bundle of straws, functioning as a broom; and as the 
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hours grow long, she crochets or plays a game on her phone, all the while watching 

out for little Ana who is constantly asking for money to buy sweets or running off to 

chase the occasional stray dog. Come noon, Saray covers her stall with the tarpaulin, 

and walks home with the bag of pigs’ food in one hand and Ana in the other. Usually, 

the whole family of four gathers at home for the almuerzo. Either Saray will do the 

cooking with help from her oldest daughter, or the 12-year-old will be the one 

cooking alone, using whatever ingredients her mother started preparing before dawn. 

Sometimes Nelly will step by her mother’s stall on her way home from school to pick 

up vegetables and borrow money to buy eggs or potatoes and sometimes meat. That 

way Saray will be able to stay at the market a bit longer than the majority of the other 

vendors who have already gone home for the mid-day break, which provides an 

opportunity to attend potential customers without the usual competition. 

While mornings are often busy for vendors, afternoons are comparably slow. 

Between two and half past two, most vendors are back in their stalls and the energy 

level at this time of day is significantly lower than in the mornings. Between three 

o’clock and seven o’clock, when the market closes for the night, the majority of the 

vendors have dozed off in their stalls more than once. Saray tries to keep herself 

awake scrolling through the Facebook-feed on her phone. She ends up watching 

videos of people engaging in traditional dances during carnival celebrations in the 

countryside. Since she got back to her stall in the afternoon, two hours ago, she has 

only attended one customer. Time crawls by so slowly, Saray, who normally finds her 

daughter asking for money and sweets annoying, does not even mind buying her a cup 

of strawberry jelly from the teenage girl passing by with a vendor’s cart, just for the 

sake of a distraction. Finally, someone familiar stops by her stall, and after an 

exchange of pleasantries, the elderly woman in a pencil skirt and her hair in a tight 

bun asks for chives, locotos, onions, tomatoes and ají10. They both start collecting the 

vegetables she asked for, putting them in the two braided plastic bags the señora 

carries around with her, like so many others do when grocery shopping here. Saray 

and the señora, Doña Cleo, chat while collecting the produce, and Saray tells her 

about her traveling plans. She is going to her home village this weekend to visit her 

parents who still live there. Every other day, Doña Cleo steps by Saray, her casera, to 

																																																								
10 A specie of hot peppers 
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retrieve the ingredients needed for her business; she makes and sells llajwa11. Instead 

of monetary payment, Saray receives a bag of llajwa at the end of each week. This 

time she asks for half a kilo extra to bring to her father for the weekend. 

 

Ayni: Reciprocity and Assistance 

These two illustrations above of collaborative childcare and exchange of goods can both be 

analyzed as examples of reciprocity. Reciprocity describes a mutual giving and receiving. 

Exchange in relationships that are based on such principles are found in various kinds around 

the market. Some are obvious, like regular trading money for a product, however some are, 

like the previous example, act of interchange without the medium of money. Reciprocity 

plays an important role in the Andean culture and is seen in a wide variety of forms:  

traditional political organizations, gender relations, labor division, cosmology and spirituality 

(Widmark, 2003, 200). The emic concept ayni describes a flow of possible reciprocity that is 

said to be inherent in every living thing and every action. I argue that it is useful to see the 

market women’s economic projects, particularly their tendency for cooperation and mutual 

assistance against their cultural backdrop of ayni.  

In the rural Andes, practices based on the ayni principle might be even more visible 

than in the cities. This is especially exemplified through the use of barter, the exchange of 

objects without involving money. As already mentioned, such a form of exchange does occur 

in the city; however, I did not witness it often, and I was told by urban migrants that it is 

much more common at the countryside. In many communities, people will regularly 

exchange food like eggs for corn, milk for potatoes or aguayos for meat. In addition to its 

function as a way of obtaining goods without the intermediary of money, ayni practices are 

also a way of forming and maintaining social relationship. In many Andean societies, the 

reciprocal sharing of food and alcohol play an important part in both social and ritual 

contexts. One such example being the practice of mink’a,, which is communal work for 

which the participants are paid with a meal (Widmark, 2003, 201). Other examples include 

festivities marking rites of passage and celebrations of saints, all commonly involving the 

sharing of food and alcohol between participants (Widmark, 2003, 201).  

The fact that there exist practices in semi-urban Sucre that are reminiscent of those 

commonly found in the countryside, illustrates the connection between rural and urban 

																																																								
11 A local variant of the hot chili sauce, served with basically every type of hot dish.  
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Bolivia. It also shows that urban migrants, while perhaps leaving behind some customs upon 

moving to the city, other they will bring with them. The fact that Saray regularly visits her 

family in her home village is an example of migrants’ continuous relations with their rural 

home communities. As indicated above, reciprocity need not involve material objects, but 

may for instance consist of acts of social assistance, like market women who look after each 

other’s children. 

Cooperation and companionship 

 

Suddenly, as if reacting to the signal of an inaudible whistle, vendors across the rows 

start emptying the wooden crates they keep around their stalls, stacking them on top 

of each other. To an oblivious visitor this could reminisce a strangely surrealistic 

flash-mob, however what initiated the circus soon became apparent. A couple of 

vendors from Mercado Morro are on a mission to collect their tomato crates. The 

Qhatupi vendors get to borrow the crates for a time after having bought tomatoes, 

using the crates to enlarge their stand, thus making room for the display of more 

goods. From time to time, wholesalers from the Morro step by the retailers’ markets 

around town to collect the crates as they reuse them in their own businesses. 

 

This illustration demonstrates that social network is crucial to receive access to certain goods. 

Saray noted in this situation that “You don’t pay anything as you only borrow from your 

acquaintances. If they don’t know you, they will never let you borrow anything.” This 

familiarity through regular interaction allowed market women the ability to obtain certain 

advantages. In circumstances that are otherwise s and lacking in opportunities, these are 

highly valued. The wooden crates are used by market vendors to arrange their products by 

either turning the crates upside-down to make for an extended table, or by filling them with a 

specific type of vegetable, to neatly sort their products. At Mercado Qhatupi I witnessed 

other forms of mutual help and assistance based on social relations on a daily basis. Some 

examples of these are lending each other plastic bags or offering near-overripe products to 

each other for lower than the established price. They would also share information, like 

where in town to find the most affordable school material for their children, or if an NGO (of 

which there were many) offered things like free cooking lessons or reading classes. I was also 

surprised to find the apparent low degree of competition among the marketers, which I 

interpret as revealing a collective need for cooperation. 
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At Mercado Qhatupi, there is a high supply of products whereas the demand is 

occasionally distressingly low. Still, the sense of companionship and cooperation among the 

vendors struck me as amazingly constant and friendly. On various occasions, I observed 

situations where a potential customer was checking out the array at stall where the vendor 

was apparently missing. Before long, the neighboring vendors would summon and the word 

spread like a quiet wildfire. Typically, a nearby child would be ushered out on the mission to 

find the missing vendor. She was most likely somewhere nearby, either chatting with a friend 

in another stall or at the toilet facilities at the backside of the marketplace. Until she was 

back, the other vendors would strike up a conversation with the potential customer, 

continuously affirming her that the shop owner would be with her in a second. What to me 

was perhaps the most perplexing, is that the customer might have been looking for something 

common, like carrots or cabbage. Something which she would have found at all the 

surrounding stalls. However, not once did I observe another vendor offering the person to 

buy from her instead. This may be an indicator of the importance and value generally placed 

on casera-bonds. One does not steal another vendor’s casera, and equally, the client knows 

she is most likely to get the best bargain if buying from her regular vendor. 

 

At the End of the Day 

About ten past seven at night, the market gates close and the vendors begin their 

journey home. Some hop on a micro-bus, but most vendors live in nearby areas so the 

majority go home by foot. The sky is already darkening, and Saray watches the steps 

of her flipflop-clad feet closely. At the side of the road, the improvised sidewalk of dry 

soil and sand is slowly collapsing down the steep, five-meter precipice on her left 

side, and cars with shattered windshields and no lights pass her by on her right. 

Finally at home, Saray does some cleaning, washes the dishes and feeds the pigs, 

before putting the children and herself to bed. All three of them are already fast 

asleep when Jorge returns from tonight’s last bus ride a couple of hours later. 

 

Through the portrayal of a typical day in the life of my informant Saray, I have attempted to 

shed light on how Andean market women handle and navigate the perilous conditions in 

which they operate. Most market women work from early morning until night seven days a 

week, and the daily rhythms consist of long, monotonous hours combined with a constant 

concern about what ought to be the next steps which are done by continually calculating 
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risks, improvising, being flexible and attentive to new or additional opportunities income 

opportunities. Exemplified in particular Andean customs like casera and and yapa, I have 

endeavored to highlight the importance of social relations in economic life at the market 

including the advantages they may provide, as well as their time-consuming nature. An 

additional focus has been on the collective corporation among vendors at the market and the 

ways that they rely and depend on each other to provide various forms of assistance. This is 

especially important for mothers working as traders, as it makes it possible for them to bring 

their children with them to work. At the end of the day, Sucre’s urban migrants piecing 

together a life through market trade are dependent upon their relations with other people in 

order to secure a certain amount of stability in precarious economic situations.  

 Chapter 5 will provide an elaboration and analysis of a specific form of social 

relation and institution in which the majority of market vendors participate, namely that of 

market associations and syndicates. 
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Chapter 5:  

Trade Associations 
 

As noted by Daniel Goldstein (2016), there are multiple levels of organization at the Bolivian 

market. In the physical, territorial way it is organized into sections according to types of 

products and services. However, the market also has a political geography, referring to the 

organization of market vendors into collective associations (Goldstein, 2016, 123). In a way, 

one can say that these two levels of organization partly align with each other, as the 

syndicates (sindicatos) consist of traders operating within the same sector: vegetable vendors 

form a common syndicate, whereas hairdressers and textile traders are in another, vendors of 

cooked food are in one syndicate, whereas traders of meat and animal products are in another. 

I was told at least twenty-five traders (comerciantes) are needed to form a syndicate, hence at 

the smaller markets, like Mercado Qhatupi, traders of similar kinds of products will often 

decide to merge in order to organize. The market also has its own federation of 

representatives made up of comerciantes from various sectors around the market. Both the 

federation and the syndicates have a board of voluntary representatives that are elected on 

two-year terms, and the responsibility rotates among the traders. 

The market’s associations have multiple roles: they organize weekly meetings, 

celebratory fiestas and parades, political demonstrations and protest marches, they operate as 

mediators of conflict among market participants and negotiate with the Alcaldía, the local 

government, on behalf of the traders. Among Bolivians, there seem to exist a strong tendency 

to organize. Particularly in the nation’s mining sector have labor unions played a significant 

role, which has perhaps also had an influence on other parts of society, as people in Bolivia 

today tend to organize in neighborhood associations, school associations and so on (Lazar, 

2008, 53). With this second part of the chapter, I wish to highlight the important role market-

associations play in the life of Sucre’s traders, and why they tend to wish to organize.  

The associations operate on a voluntary basis, and occasionally demand a lot of time 

and effort from affiliates to spend on common goods. As was illustrated in the chapter’s first 

part, Sucre’s small-scale traders already spend most of their waking hours working. Time 

being such a precious resource, I will discuss factors that make the marketers render it 

worthwhile to organize, as the associations regularly oblige them to attend meetings, arrange 

and participate in various non-income-generating activities. And how do the market women 
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themselves experience and perceive these tasks and obligations? I am also interested in 

exploring how the associations are directly involved in marketers’ lives; by helping them 

achieve collective goods and be their mediators in conflicts, but also by monitoring their 

spaces, behavior and appearance, and at times exercise forms of power that may come across 

both as humiliating and disadvantageous for the traders. Based on various empirical examples 

from my fieldwork, I aim to answer these questions and provide some valuable insights into 

the role market associations serve in the economic projects of female small-scale traders in 

Sucre. 

Demands and Rewards 
It is mid-March and Evelina is just finishing off her two years serving as the vice 

president of the board of representatives. She says she is glad to be done as she feels 

the meetings and additional responsibilities were taking up a lot of valuable time that 

she could rather have spent attending to clients, earning an income. Still, like the vast 

majority of vendors at Qhatupi, Evelina insists on the importance of unionizing, 

frowning upon those whom she calls “free riders”; the few vendors in the area who 

are not part of the association but still seen as benefitting from their negotiation with 

the local government and regular improvements of the communal area.  

 

Evelina saw the responsibility of being a board elective mostly as a distraction from her 

regular work, as she commented herself: “I don’t have the time for this, I have my shop to 

attend to.” Still, she recognized the collective responsibility that came with the association, 

and considered it to be right to participate and take her part. Board electives spend a lot of 

time in meetings, organizing various events and tending to union members’ cases and 

amendments, which can be both time-consuming and tedious work. Although regular 

association affiliates have less responsibility at the market, they still spend a lot of time 

fulfilling obligations and attending events organized by the associations. Everyone are 

expected to participate in the weekly general assemblies of the federation, lasting from three 

o’clock to seven in the night on Tuesday afternoons. Attendance is obligatory and those 

failing to show up are fined. This is also the case at other events, like celebratory parades and 

protest marches that may last from a few hours to the whole day (Lazar, 2008, 186). On such 

occasions delegated tasks like cooking, decorating or cleaning up afterwards. 
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Being a member of the syndicate costs a small sum of money that is payed yearly. As 

the events and extra responsibilities are all done voluntarily, vendors are not compensated for 

the time spent away from their businesses. Still, the association affiliates continue to comply 

and take on roles of leadership, as it is all perceived to be a natural part of the life as an 

organized trader. Associations are an important source of support for traders that otherwise 

operate independiente, providing them with assistance in cases of conflict, a sense of order 

and tidiness by policing and setting rules and the possibility of buying shared goods. It also 

provides a sensed of collective belonging, unity and mutual support from people in a similar 

situation (Lazar, 2008, 190). All traders I came to know at the Qhatupi market were part of 

the syndicate, and when asked why they thought it important, a common reaction I got was a 

questioning stare accompanied with a reply in the veins of “Well, of course it is important! If 

you are a trader, you need to be part of the syndicate.” This naturalization of association 

membership may be related to the commonness of organizing among Bolivians, as mentioned 

earlier, whether it be parents who have children in the same schools or people who live in the 

same barrio (Lazar, 2008, 53). The market associations also serve as a mediator and 

negotiator with the government on behalf of the traders, and the local authorities are present 

at the market in several ways. 

The Presence of the State at the Market 
There are a number of marketplaces in Sucre, some which are owned and run by an 

association of the marketers themselves, others that are operated by private companies, and 

others again that are owned by the Alcaldía, the local government authorities. The latter is the 

case for the Qhatupi market, including the stalls located alongside the street running past the 

actual marketplace. According to leaseholders at Qhatupi, the fact that the market is not 

privatized serves to keep the lease prices relatively low, compared to other parts of town. The 

lease prices at Qhatupi vary according to the size of the stall. The fruit and vegetable traders’ 

stalls are some of the cheapest as they are relatively small and located outdoors. For these 

stalls, vendors are required to pay a start-up fee of 200 bolivianos in the beginning of each 

year, as well as a daily fee of 1,50 bolivianos, referred to as impuestos, taxes. 

The daily tax is collected by a government official, whose uniform leaves one in no 

doubt whom she works for; her west has the logo of the local Alcaldía as well as the Bolivian 
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flag and the whipala12 embroided on the front. As there are two women who share the 

responsibility of tax collection at the Qhatupi market and one of them comes by every day, 

they are familiar faces at the market. Strolling down the files of stalls, the official chats with 

the vendors in an informal tone, while ticking boxes in her notebook at the side of their 

names and changing coins from the pouch around her waist as they pay. As the traders work 

flexible hours, there will always be some that are not present for the tax collection, in which 

the government official will mark the corresponding date and vendor with a line in her 

notebook, indicating that no payment was taken today. There is no drama in this, as he or she 

will just have to pay the double amount tomorrow. Neither is it unusual that market vendors 

ask to postpone payment for the next day. The fact that some vendors have trouble paying 

even such a small sum of money, equaling the cost of a children’s ticket with the city micro-

bus, is telling of the precarious economic situation of market vendors. 

As opposed to ambulantes that do not have a permanent place to sell, the Qhatupi 

marketers pay for their sales’ spot. This requires a certain amount of capital, and many of the 

traders I talked to expressed great pride in having worked hard, and, some would add, also 

suffered greatly, to be able to get where they were today, with a stall and a business of their 

own. It was not uncommon among them to having started out working as dependientes or 

ambulantes for several years before becoming an independiente. The lack of a permanent 

spot for ambulantes also make them vulnerable in other ways. They constantly risk the 

possibility of being fined or chased away by the police, and it is not uncommon for them to 

suffer ridicule or racist remarks from passers-by. Though their socioeconomic circumstances 

are still rightly named precarious, vendors with puestos fijos, permanent stalls, do have some 

advantages compared to other groups of traders, which serve to increase stability and, in turn, 

their experience of dignity. 

Monitoring Space and Attire 

As I sit chatting with Saray on a rather quiet Wednesday afternoon, it becomes 

obvious from the surrounding market vendors’ change of behaviour that something is 

about to happen. Word that inspectors from the Alcaldía are approaching spreads like 

a whispering wildfire among the aisles, making marketers straighten their aprons and 

put on the matching kerchief that so many take off or let hang loosely around their 

braids at the neck during the course of the day. Today, however, that is not what the 

																																																								
12 A flag representing various indigenous people groups of the Andes. The whipala was granted status as an 
additional official flag of Bolivia in 2009, aside the red-green-and-yellow one. 
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inspectors are here for. The two female officials point alongside the ground and 

discuss as they walk along the aisles, one of them carrying a small digital camera 

with which she occasionally snaps photos. They have come to ensure that the traders 

maintain their goods within assigned space of their stalls, not blocking the walkways. 

Commonly, the limits are pushed little by little as vendors set up crates and sacks in 

front of their stalls. 

 

Generally in the city, space is a scarce resource, this becoming perhaps even more visible at 

walled marketplaces. A larger space for marketers would mean being able to offer more 

goods for sale, thus an opportunity to increase their income. This might explain why stall 

holders generally continue to push the assigned limits indicating the space of their sale stalls. 

Daniel Goldstein remarked that inspecting officials also noticed at a Cochabamba 

marketplace would sometimes even carry tape measures in order to determine every 

centimeter the vendor had possibly transgressed the limits (2016, 172). In addition to policing 

stall space, I observed on occasions visiting officials remarking the attire of market vendors 

who did not completely comply with the rules. Female marketers are expected to wear an 

apron and a kerchief on her head. The colors vary depending on what business they have and 

thus which sector of the market they belong to. On weekdays, fresh produce vendors wear 

dark green apron and matching kerchiefs whereas on the weekend, all traders are to wear 

white attire. Generally, the vendors did not seem to care too deeply about these rules, and I 

would often see them mixing up colors and leaving the kerchief off. If there suddenly was an 

inspection by the public officers, the ones who did not comply would be addressed. Although 

no practical consequences followed this type of slight bending of the rules, it did serve as a 

reminder to the marketers that the space they occupy in the market is not actually theirs. It is 

owned by the local authorities, and in the end, their decisions are law. The rules concerning 

the costumes, which several of the marketers found to be strict and unnecessary was subject 

for discussion on the market federation’s general assembly a particular Tuesday. After 

various traders voicing their opinions on the subject, the federation board promised to bring 

the case to the local authorities. Negotiating with the market’s public owners on behalf of the 

affiliates is one of the federation’s tasks.   

Political Protests 

Another form of interaction with the state arranged by the associations are various forms of 

political demonstrations. In Bolivia, voicing political disagreements through the means of 
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demonstrations, such as protest marches, strikes and road blockades are not uncommon, and 

during my six months of fieldwork in Sucre, I experienced several such demonstrations, 

usually following a particular decision of suggestion by the government. Syndicates play an 

important role in organizing public protests in Bolivia.  

On May 25th, the Qhatupi market celebrate its yearly jubilee. It seemed everyone was 

looking forward to the celebrations, and the practical concerns and delegation of tasks related 

to the festivities was a recurring topic at the general assemblies of the federation in weeks 

leading up to the big day; What were they going to cook for the fiesta? How were they going 

to decorate the market? Where would they meet for the parade? Who would take which 

responsibility? And so on. The following day, I met Honoria outside her store, and naturally 

asked her about yesterday’s fiesta. However, I was surprised to find her to be unusually 

uninterested in discussing the event. Some time into our conversation, though, I understood 

why. She told me she had showed up yesterday at the start of the parade in a festive mood, 

ready to dance and celebrate. However, she suddenly noticed several of the other affiliates 

were carrying signs and banners. Only minutes into the parade, it had turned into a protest 

march against the government. The topic of protest was the Incahuasi conflict mentioned 

earlier, the president declaring the gas field Incahuasi, located on the border between to 

departments, as rightfully belonging to the department of Santa Cruz as opposed to 

Chuquisaca and Sucre.  

Sian Lazar (2008, 189) has also noted, from her fieldsite in El Alto, that parades and 

marches in Bolivia tend to have a lot in common, and on occasions the fine line between the 

two becomes completely blurred. As illustrated, the labor associations play an important role 

in relation to political particiaption among a marginalized part of the Bolivians population. 

However, as attendence in these protests is obligatory, it also means the very same people 

will be fined if they choose not to participate in a political demonstration organized by their 

labor association. 

Conflicts as a Threat to Unity at the Market 
On a particularly sunny and warm afternoon, the mechanic who runs a workshop 

across the street from Maribel steps by her sewing shed. After the initial greeting, it 

becomes clear that he has something on his mind. His speak is intense and in a low 

tone of voice, urging her to join him in mobilizing a protest among the newer 

leaseholders in the street. He goes on to say how he thinks it highly unfair that they 
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have to contribute to the sindicato’s shared costs on equal grounds as the traders who 

have been here for years, paying off goods that they were not around for enjoying. 

“We newbies (nuevitos) have to stand together.”, he insists. As the man is ranting, 

Maribel keeps sewing, not offering him a single glance until he finally stops talking. 

“No.” She says firmly, “I don’t want to fight. I’m not interested in making enemies 

here, I will rather make friends.” The mechanic tries to intervene: “But...” “No, that 

is my final answer. Consider this case closed.” The man falls silent, shifting his 

weight from one foot to the other, and after a few seconds in awkward silence, he 

quietly bids us goodbye and returns to his workshop. 

 

There is a non-conflict-policy practiced among leaseholders Qhatupi market, aimed at 

ensuring a peaceful environment and continuing cooperation among the traders. Should a 

person be reported as behaving provocatively, threatening, quarrelsome, or in any other way 

not benefitting to the community, he or she will be given a warning from a federation 

representative. If the total number of warnings amounts to three, this equals expulsion, and 

the person will no longer be allowed to rent stalls at the market. I found that this made a lot of 

traders weary of behaving in any way that might come to resemble stirring up a quarrel, and 

they mostly rather preferred laying low and biting their tongue. Maribel was aware that 

having enemies in her proximity would mean a greater chance of being accused of bad 

behavior, thus also a greater risk of losing her stall. Hence, she would rather choose to be 

treated somewhat unfairly, than potentially risking the loss of her workplace. In cases where 

conflicts did erupt, a representative from the board of electives would usually act as mediator. 

Although the association only had sanctioning power towards the affiliates, they were 

accepted as a third-part and mediator also when the conflict included people from outside the 

association. 

 

Evelina tells me that a couple of those she calls “free-riders” were a source of 

conflict last year, when they got into a dispute over water with the association 

affiliates. At the time, none of the stalls had tap water installed, and this was brought 

up regularly at the syndicate’s meetings. In the end, it was decided that the affiliates 

all were to contribute with a sum of money to raise funds to install a water tap they 

would share. As Evelina’s stall was conveniently located, they agreed on installing 

the tap on the wall facing the street outside her stall. Ever since it was put up, the 

surrounding shop holders have regularly come by to fill re-used Coca-Cola bottles 
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and buckets with water, often borrowing from Evelina the cut-off part of a hose which 

she conveniently keeps in the back of her booth. A couple of months after the 

installment, rumors started circulating that a couple of traders across the street, who 

were not syndicate members, were also utilizing the syndicate members’ tap. The non-

affiliates bluntly denied the accusations, and representatives from the federation had 

to step in and try mediating between the parts. As none of the sides would give in to 

the other, yet neither could provide any evidence, the dispute was settled with a 

warning to the non-unionized traders. It was also decided that the water tap was from 

now on to be secured with a lock that only the union affiliates were given the key to. 

 

The syndicates are responsible for preserving a non-conflictual environment at the market. 

Should disputes or conflict erupt, a representative from the board of the association will be 

summoned to serve as mediator. This may be between affiliates, between clients and traders 

or between union affiliates and non-affiliates as in the example above. These cases can often 

be both complicated and time-consuming, and conflicts can be hard to settle. At a market in 

El Alto, Lazar found that one of the most common sources of conflicts among market 

participants were disputes over space (2008, 184). As mentioned earlier in the chapter, space 

was a constant area of negotiation among vendors at Qhatupi as well.  

Obligations of Attendance 
The leaseholders at Qhatupi are obligated to have their businesses open and attend to their 

stalls on a regular basis, not being away for more than three consecutive days. This is 

particularly demanding when taking into consideration the extreme Andean climate from 

which their stalls provide only limited shelter. The market vendors at Qhatupi either sit 

outside, underneath improvised roofs of tied-together fleece blankets and tarpaulins, or inside 

booths of three walls and poor quality, that were initially only meant to be a temporary 

solution. Thus, when heavy rains are pouring, water is leaking through the cracks, and when 

the mid-day sun is blazing, the stalls get uncomfortably hot. The obligation of attendance also 

proves challenging on occasions where the marketer or her children get sick. Most of the 

market vendors are urban migrants who still have relatives in their rural home villages. 

Traveling out of town by bus in Bolivia, which is the most common mode of transportation 

for long distance travel, in the majority of instances will require more than a weekend, as the 

infrastructure in rural areas poses a challenge, especially during rain season where roads are 
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commonly flooded. Landslides, road accidents and roadblocks as a means of political protest 

are also common incidents that may serve to delay travels. It is possible for leaseholders at 

the Qhatupi market to apply to the syndicate for permission to take time off for an extended 

period. However, at the occurrence of unforeseen instances demanding a longer period of 

absence or a more flexible agreement, the trader risks losing her stall.  

 

Toward the end of my fieldwork, I started seeing less and less of Maribel around the 

Qhatupi market. More than a week had passed without any activity at the sewing shed 

that were usually one of the busiest stalls in the street when I finally got the chance to 

see Maribel again as I was  invited to her house to celebrate her daughter’s 16th 

birthday. ”Oh, the stall? I don’t go there anymore. They have given it to someone else 

now, or so I’ve heard.”, Maribel said with a shrug. I was perplexed by the apparent 

indifference she conveyed, and it was obvious she was not telling the whole story. 

Later that day, however, she let me know that they had shut down her booth because, 

being ill, she had not been able to tend to it for three consecutive days, as is the 

condition. During the workers’ strike in May, Maribel had been in La Paz, visiting 

her brother and his family there. Upon returning to Sucre, the bus had not been 

permitted to pass through the blockades, resulting in the travelers having to make it 

into town by foot. Some five years ago, Maribel had suffered an incident that left her 

right hip severely injured. She had never fully recovered, and was still unable to walk 

for long distances. Thus, being forced to walk for five to six hours with luggage was a 

serious stretch, and although her stubbornness made her able make it home, it 

resulted in her being bedridden for several days afterwards. Hence, she had not been 

able to attend to her business, and the syndicate had ended her contract. 

Three weeks later, Maribel still struggled to climb the staircase leading up to 

her house, and was not able to walk anywhere without her crutches. Meanwhile lying 

in bed, incapacitated, her stall had been shut down for lack of activity. Her husband 

and the children had had to go and empty the stall and recollect her equipment. 

Although Maribel was insistent on continuing her sewing business from home, it had 

proved difficult to attract customers to come all the way to her house on the other side 

of town from Qhatupi. She had tried to contact those whom she knew had left clothes 

with her for mending, but until now, only a few had come to pick up and pay her for 

the job. A huge pile of mended clothes lay in a corner, spilling across the living room 

floor of the small apartment. “Look at all this work I’ve done, and if no-one comes to 
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pick up their stuff soon, I don’t know what to do. If they don’t come to pick it up, I 

won’t get payed for the job I’ve done. But I can’t throw it away either, because if they 

finally come knocking on my door one day and it’s not there, they will demand I 

recompensate it. And I assure you that most of these clothes are not worth a lot, but if 

a client comes by to pick up something which I have get rid off, she will be sure to try 

and rip me off (engañarme) and say that this cheap jacket was worth a lot more than 

it really is. And I don’t want to fight with people, I just wish they would collect their 

stuff so that I can have the money they owe me and that I may finally be able see the 

floor of my apartment again.” 

 

Among other things, the syndicate exists to provide protection for its members. However, the 

case of Maribel shows that the rules of the association may serve both to support and harm 

the affiliates, depending on their situation. For Maribel, the strike and road blocks, which 

were principally initiated and organized by the syndicates became the reason for her 

impairment. And because of the injury, she was not able to fulfill the obligations set, also by 

the syndicate.  

Concluding Remarks 
The syndicates play an important role in securing unity and collaboration. Although the tasks 

and obligations may be demanding and unpractical for the affiliates, the vast majority still 

considers the advantages of being a member of the syndicate to be greater. However, we have 

also seen examples of syndicate rules and arrangements that end up having disastrous 

consequences for affiliates. The market associations’ role towards the state is ambiguous; 

sometimes an opponent, sometimes a collaborator, and other times a mediator in-between. 

Participation in syndicate activities, which is generally obligatory for all members, provide 

opportunities to voice political opinions in a way that gets noticed despite the market vendors 

marginalized status in society, because as the saying goes, there is “strength in numbers.” 

Through union activities, they are also able to raise funds and buy collective goods they 

would not be able to afford by themselves. The sense of community experienced through 

fiestas and parades serve to add meaning and joy to life, which is valuable in itself. By 

elaborating on the role of market associations, this chapter has illustrated what is pointed out 

throughout the thesis: urban migrants and small-scale traders in Sucre get involve in social 

relations because they are able to reach further by standing together than by standing alone.  
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Chapter 6:  

Femaleness and Gender Relations 
 

Thus far, this thesis has considered ways rural-urban migrants navigate and find their way 

into paid labor in the city, and why so many subsequently refrain from regular wage-work 

and incline towards occupations as independent traders. Then, followed a portrayal of a 

typical day in the life of a Sucrense market woman, and the multiple ways small-scale 

marketers create and take use of social relationships, in order look after children and increase 

reduce uncertainty in precarious economic situations. Now, we will turn to a complex field, 

namely that of gender. Throughout this chapter I aim to show ways in which gender operates 

as a factor of structural differentiation, that ways in which gender is articulated and practiced 

result in practical, real life consequences for the lives of Bolivians. As the vast majority of 

my informants were female, my data provides little grounds for analyzing maleness and 

masculinity, hence the main focus will be on women and femaleness. 

I am interested in exploring how dominant female gender imagery shape the lives of 

urban migrant women in the Bolivian Andes. I follow Marit Melhuus’ definition of “gender 

imagery”, as being not just a collective representation, but also noting that 

 
It is used to conjure up a sense of the visual, the fixing of cultural images on social 
consciousness. Thus imagery can be seen to balance precariously between the 
imaginary and the naturalization – or essentiatlization – of the meanings of the 
imagined. (Melhuus, 1996, 1). 
  

Moral ideals and social expectations related to gender is constantly produced and reproduced, 

shaped and contested through people’s everyday conversations and actions. Part of what 

make gender imageries powerful is their hegemonic aspect, serving to naturalize ideas that 

are in fact culturally specific. Local ideas and narratives about gender constitute an important 

field of study as they are pivotal in structuring a person’s conditions for life and room for 

maneuver. I aim to illustrate this through various examples over the next pages. In what ways 

do local, cultural imagery of femaleness, in particular that of the cholita13, affect the practical 

circumstances of the lives of urban migrant women in the Bolivian Andes? 

																																																								
13 Commonly used to describe an Andean indigenous woman who lives and works in the city. Cholita is the 
feminine, diminutive form of cholo. 
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Gender and its associated cultural connotations are not the only factors of 

differentiation operating in a person’s life. Harvey and Gow notes that a lot of feminist 

literature has been criticized for universalizing challenges faced by women, without taking 

into account the cultural context or other aspects affecting their situation, like that of class 

and age (Harvey & Gow, 1994, 6-7). For instance, in relation to class, upper-middle-class 

women will most likely have a very different experience of gender ideals and expectations, as 

other cultural narratives will be dominant in their spheres than with the poorer urban 

migrants. Much in the same way will people project different expectations on an older 

woman than a younger, on a woman that is single than on that a married, on one that 

identifies, or indeed is identified by others, as indigenous or as mestiza. The subjects of this 

analysis are Latin American, more specifically Andean and Bolivian. They have migrated to 

the city from rural areas and face precarious, economic situations on a daily basis. Some have 

spouses, some are single mothers, some are still in touch with parents and siblings on the 

countryside, others are not, some long to move to another place and some long to be able to 

stay where they are. To account for all of these aspects as thoroughly as I would have wished 

to, is ufnfortunately beyond the scope of this dissertation, nevertheless, they inform the 

analyses as I recognize the diversity that also exists within the group of my informants.  

However, I suggest that urban migrant women in Sucre share an association with a 

single, though fluid and negotiable, cultural narrative of femaleness represented in the figure 

of the cholita. Within this cultural framework, I suggest that Andean women enjoy a socially 

accepted freedom and autonomy which stands in contrast to various other prominent ideals of 

femaleness across Latin America. Nevertheless, I argue that the cholita figure is an 

ambiguous one which also serves as a hegemonic idea, naturalizing racism, suppression, and 

denoting suffering as something inherently female.  

The Cholita 
There exists a vast literature concerning the Andean chola, which I consequently refer to 

using the word’s diminutive form, cholita, throughout this dissertation. This decision is based 

on how the word was used in colloquial speech in the local context of Sucre and the 

Chuquisaca region where I conducted fieldwork. I regularly heard people referencing to 

women and girls a cholitas, however the word chola was rarely used, and if so, only ever in a 

degrading way and taken to be an insult. I am aware that this is not the case in all of Andes, 

where chola may have positive connotations, nevertheless, as my context is that of Sucre, I 
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render cholita the more respectful and accurate term. Also when referencing literature from 

other scholars who may have used the word chola, I will reference to it in the diminutive 

form, except, of course, in direct citations. 

The cholita is a poignant symbol of Andean culture and tradition, easily recognizable 

by her braided hair, pollera skirt and the vividly colored, woven aguayo on her back, the 

cholita is frequently found decorating Andean postcards and tourist brochures. However, as 

Mary Weismantel has observed, there is a notable contrast between the picturesque “postcard 

chola” and the dirtiness and hardship faced by cholitas in real life (2001, 27). The cholita 

represents an ambiguous figure, subject to both romanticism and racism by fellow 

countrymen and tourists alike. Depending on context, my Bolivian interlocutors who 

identified as mestizos (i.e. non-indigenous), either talked about the market women and 

cholitas with disgust or admiration. I was explained on a couple of occasions by interlocutors 

who would rather not sit next to a cholita on the bus, due to them “being dirty” and “smelling 

bad”. Other times I was told that these women were exceptionally strong-willed and skillful, 

working hard to sustain their families. Anthropologist Linda Seligmann is one of many 

visitors to the Andes who has been taken aback by the cholitas. Writing about her first 

meeting with the cholitas of Peru, she offers a vivid description of how they appeared to her: 

 

[…] fearless, astute, different, and unpredictable […] They freely insulted whom they 

pleased; they engaged in wheeling and dealing and stood their ground but could also 

be surprisingly generous, almost religiously so» (Seligmann, 1983, 694). 

 

Markers of Indigenousness 

As the title of a much-cited article by Peruvian anthropologist Marisol de la Cadena states 

“Las mujeres son más indias”, women are often said to be “more indigenous” than men (de 

la Cadena, 1991, 11).  What makes a person appear or identify as indigenous or not are 

complex subjects and unfortunately outside the scope of this dissertation. Still, despite the 

ambiguity of the category, indigenousness is prevalent in both political and everyday 

discourse in Bolivia and continues to have real-life consequences for the way people in 

Bolivia live their lives and is thus relevant to address. The cholita is an indigenous figure, 

and therefore bears with it a lot of associations related to indigenous people of the Andes in 

general. As Florence Babb notes of her field site in Peruvian Andes: “the most visible 

cultural markers are language and dress style” (Babb, 1989, 25). Language is a common way 
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of defining ethnic groups, and the clothes one chooses to wear may serve as an important 

marker of identity, and in this case, indigeneity. 

A cholita differs from the rest of the public by the way she dresses, the pollera being 

the most significant part of the attire. Varying in style across the country, in Chuquisaca the 

polleras are simple; button-down, pleated skirts, unicolor and of knee-length. The pollera is 

usually worn with an embroidered blouse in a light color, and on colder days, accompanied 

by a cardigan and a woolen shawl wrapped around the shoulders. In some regions, cholitas 

are also noticed by their recognizable headwear. Cholitas paceñas, that is, from La Paz, wear 

small, rounded hats, bowler-style. In Chuquisaca, the traditional hats are larger, flat-topped 

and have a wider brim, but they are mostly just worn on cold days. Hat or no hat, cholitas 

will commonly sport two long, black braids flowing down her back.  

Dressing de pollera is a way of accentuating one’s ties to rural areas, which in Bolivia 

equals to being indigenous. Thus, if wanting to distance herself from indigenous identity 

markers, an urban migrant might start dressing in trousers and t-shirts and change her sandals 

for sneakers, which many indeed did. This may be interpreted as a way of “whitening” and 

signaling an identification as mestizo rather than indigenous. Race and color in Bolivia, as it 

has been noted, is not necessarily related to actual color of the skin (Weismantel, 2001, xxx-

xxxi; Canessa, 2005, 145-146). I noticed that most women de pollera were first-generation 

migrants from the countryside, while children of migrant parents would commonly wear 

trousers and Western style clothing. In reply to my asking why they chose not to dress in a 

pollera, most trouser-clad women just shrugged and said they found it to be more practical 

and warmer on cold days. Nevertheless, the women who wore pollera were never seen 

wearing trousers, and the women in Western clothing would only put on a pollera for the rare 

festive occasion, like during the parades and danzas of the Carnival. 

At the Qhatupi market I heard people speaking Quechua significantly more than in 

other public places in Sucre. Being the second biggest language of Bolivia after Spanish, 

Quechua is spoken by over 2 million people in Bolivia (Central Intellegence Agency, 2018), 

of whom the majority are bilingual. Quechua is primarily spoken in Bolivia’s valley-regions, 

Cochabamba and Chuquisaca. Vendors would always initiate the conversation in Spanish, but 

if the customer replied in Quechua, they would switch. The market women spoke both 

Spanish and Quechua, and often a mix, among themselves, teasing and joking was almost 

exclusively done in Quechua. The importance of puns, jokes, and double entendres in 

Quechua language and culture has been documented by many an ethnographer who has 
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suddenly found herself the subject of informants’ jokes (see for example Van Vleet, 2008, 

176 and Harvey).  

The market women I talked to at Qhatupi who came from Quechua-speaking regions, 

generally expressed that they thought it important that their children learned Quechua, and 

lamented over young people not mastering the language. Saray was raised in a Quechua-

speaking community and did not learn Spanish until she went to work in Argentina at 

seventeen. “My daughter, Nelly” she told me, “she understands Quechua, but she doesn’t 

speak it. At home, my husband and I have always spoken both languages, though mostly 

Quechua, since it’s what we both grew up with. So Nelly understands it all, but she will only 

ever speak in Spanish.” Another vendor was proud to announce that her daughter’s preschool 

was the only one in the area where they taught the children Quechua as well as Spanish. “Of 

course it is important that our children learn it,” she uttered in response to my oblivious 

question, “Most people here speak Quechua, so they need to know it.” Laura’s nine-year-old 

granddaughter was of a different opinion, and did not care much for Quechua: “I like learning 

English more, because it is useful and I like how it sounds.” 

Cholitas as Market Women 

While men are more inclined to be working in formal jobs in the public sphere where 

Spanish is the main language for communication, women occupy other spheres of income-

making where, in addition to Spanish, indigenous languages are also frequently in use. 

According to dominant gender roles, women have the main responsibility for child rearing, 

and will often bring their toddlers ad young children to work with them if possible. Thus, the 

children will be exposed to indigenous languages, in the case of Sucre that being mainly 

Quechua, to a larger degree by their mother and other women than by male kin. This can be 

said to play a part in more firmly solidify the idea of women as “more indigenous” than men. 

It also connects women, especially the cholitas, to marketplaces.  

While women identified as cholitas may work in the home, in agriculture, as domestic 

servants, cooks, kitchen assistants and so on, their main association is with the marketplace 

(Seligmann, 1983, 695). Weismantel has illustrated how cholitas of Cuenca, Ecuador 

however commonplace in the public sphere, are considered to be “matter out of place”, in 

urban spaces, following the concept of Mary Douglas (1966) (Weismantel, 2001, 46). Such 

perceptions refer to ideas of hygiene in the physical, concrete way, as well as in moral and 

racial terms (Ødegaard, 2010, 187). I found such perceptions to be common among mestizo 

urban citizens in Sucre as well. The improvised stalls, stray dogs, and unwashed children 
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with stained clothes running around at the marketplace mark a stark contrast to aseptic 

shelves and prepacked products in the supermarkets.  

Perhaps as a consequence of bringing their children to their stalls, another stereotype 

of cholitas and market women is that they have a lot of children, making them seem either 

particularly fertile or promiscuous. Or both. Most of my informants, however, only had two 

children, and none had more than four. Weismantel presents a vivid description of the 

celebration Mamá Negra in Ecuador where market women parade the streets, showering 

onlookers with candy, alcohol and cookies, while huge inflatable dolls float in the air above 

them, waving with babies in their hands. She analyses the situation as closely linking market 

trade to motherhood, depicting the vendor as “feeding” society through the products she sells 

at the market much in the same way as the mother is feeding her children (Weismantel, 2001, 

220). Instead of submitting to common depictions of women themselves as commodities, the 

market woman instead claims agency and control over her own body by providing customers 

with commodities that are in her power, but not part of herself (Weismantel, 2001, 240).  

 

I suggest that the qualities and traits associated with the cholita have ambiguous 

consequences for Sucre’s market women. On one hand, widespread assumptions of her as 

rude, promiscuous and dirty serve to maintain racist attitudes among other city-dwellers, 

resulting in her being victim of racist remarks as well as discrimination that may prevent her 

from landing other job opportunities. On the other hand, the same imageries are what allows 

her to make a living as a market-trader, this space and occupation generally being rendered 

the cholitas’ sphere. It is interesting to note that assumptions and associations to the 

marketplace are similar to those aimed toward the cholita herself, and as the marketplace can 

be said to be a place connecting the rural Andes to the urban, so may the cholita be 

considered a figure uniting the rural and urban Bolivia. 

The Cholita: Imagery, Motherhood and Freedom 

Most mothers I met who made a living as independent small-scale traders did not send their 

children to nurseries. Pre-school, however, was prioritized by those who could afford it, as it 

was generally assumed the child would face difficulties at school if not having attended 

educative pre-school courses the previous year. As illustrated in previous chapters, becoming 

mothers is one of the main reasons why women pursuit independent work as market vendors, 

as it provides a way of making an income while simultaneously taking care of their children. 

In addition to the woman’s personal concern for her child’s wellbeing, she would risk social 
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condemnation from the wider public if appearing not to taking good care of her children. The 

role of being a mother is loaded with moral expectations, which my informants spent a lot of 

energy navigating. 

Evelina considered going abroad to work in Chile for a period, as she said it herself, 

she would earn more in three months as a kitchen’s assistant in Chile than a year of selling 

cooked food in Sucre. However, being a single mother-of-two, she found herself in a 

complicated situation, how would she be able to provide the necessary care for her children 

while being away? Bringing them was not an option, as they had to go to school. The 

internados, boarding schools, in Sucre that she could afford, Evelina feared would not be a 

safe place for her daughters. Although, she said, she actually thought they were pretty good, 

but she feared neighbors and her ex-husband’s family in particular, would not agree and thus 

render her a careless mother. 

Hence, for Evelina, leaving her home to work abroad was in itself not considered 

problematic, and would not cause her to transgress any local social norms of morality. I argue 

that part of this has to do with associations attached to the cultural imageries of the cholita 

figure, providing a morally accepted category for autonomous, independent women. Andean 

women are generally free to move and do labor outside the home, even in forms generally 

associated with men, as long as it does not negatively affect their ability to care for their 

children (Stølen, 1996, 169; Ødegaard, 2010, 143). Concurring with the argument presented 

in an earlier chapter, this particular form of autonomy entails a relational aspect: Evelina’s 

freedom of movement depended upon her finding a solution to be able to simultaneously care 

for her children in a way deemed responsible by the surrounding social community. 

Another single mother I came to know in Sucre was facing similar challenges. As was 

also the case for Evelina, Marta’s husband had left her for another woman, leaving her to care 

for the couple’s two children. While Evelina did not want to leave her children in the care of 

their paternal grandparents, Marta was willing to do so. She did not lease a stall, like so many 

of my informants did, but assisted Maribel in her sewing shed from time to time. According 

to Maribel, Marta was neither a very good seamstress nor a very reliable assistant. Sometimes 

she would not show up for days. However, Maribel said she wanted to help her out as they 

were good friends and she knew Marta was struggling to make ends meet after her husband 

left. I could also tell she was fond of the company, as Maribel was extremely talkative and 

enjoyed having an audience. 
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Migrating Mothers 

One day, as the three of us were sitting in the sewing shed, sharing a glass of some 

alarmingly red and extremely sweet beverage Maribel had bought from the neighbor 

shop, Marta let me in on her plans: “I’m leaving for Spain.” I did not manage to 

conceal my surprise, “Spain? Why, how… For how long will you stay there?” 

Marta’s gaze was fixed on the floor: “Five years.” She breathed deeply before 

continuing, “I have managed to come into contact with this guy who arranges labor 

migration to Europe. I will pay him a small amount now, and then pay off the rest 

little by little as I earn money over there. He has found me a job in agriculture, 

harvesting oranges, I think.” My mind flew to the fruit I buy in stores back home in 

Norway, with stickers revealing their southern origin country. How will I know if the 

next time I obliviously pick out oranges at the super market, will choose one that has 

been harvested by my Bolivian friend on a plantation in Spain? 

 

As opposed to Evelina, Marta would trust her children with their paternal grandparents while 

she was away. After she had left the shed to pick up her youngest from school, Maribel 

offered me her opinion on the matter: “It’s not good to have the children staying at their 

grandparents. Even though they are family, it doesn’t mean they will treat them well. ‘Where 

is your mother?’, they will say if the child does something bad, ‘She has left you, your 

mother doesn’t love you, that’s why she left.’ It’s always the best for children to stay with 

their mother.” This coincided with the Evelina’s reasoning as well: “I can’t leave them [the 

children] with anyone else. I have some close friends, and I get along fairly well with my ex-

husband’s family, but I don’t have anyone I trust in that way (este tipo de confianza), you 

know? I would never trust them with my kids.” Although Maribel seemed to condemn 

Marta’s decision at first, she was soon to point out that her friend did not really have a 

choice. Without a job and without a man to provide for them, how was she going to provide 

for her children? Perhaps this was not a good solution, but, Maribel concurred, it was the only 

one. 

Marta’s story shows that the social norms are to some degree flexible, and that even 

decisions that are not deemed morally acceptable in general, will be sympathized with in 

particular circumstances, the person’s situation taken into consideration. It is also interesting 

to note how men continue to play an important part in the women’s life, even after they have 

left. Both in the way that their ex-wives find herself in a much more vulnerable position 
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financially without the extra income provided by a spouse, and the fact that the relationships 

with her ex-in-laws is not automatically cut off. Although Evelina had not spoken to her ex-

husband in more than a year, she kept in touch with his family who lived in the area. His 

sister was one of her best friends, and they still rendered each other as family. “My ex’ family 

has taken my side in this conflict.”, she told me, “Although they do not say so explicitly, they 

show it by supporting me. They know that I didn’t do anything wrong, that he is the one to 

blame. He made a bad decision, running off to Chile with that woman, and now the children 

are left to grow up without a father.” 

Concluding remarks on Femaleness 
As has been illustrated throughout the past few pages, there exists in Bolivia a category for 

women who work outside the home, who are providers for the family, who raise children 

alone, who move around freely and are able to both travel and migrate without a man 

accompanying them. This can all be summarized by being traits of strength, independence 

and fearlessness, all associated with the figure of the cholita. The fact that she can do all 

these things without suffering any moral condemnation from kin or society at large, in a way 

provides the Andean urban indigenous woman with a greater freedom and room for 

maneuver than is the case for many other women in Latin America. However, as the cholita 

is perceived as strong and brave, and closely associated with the role of motherhood, this 

might be a factor that adds to the social acceptability for a man to leave his wife and children. 

As the cholita is considered “strong enough” to work and care for children by herself. 

Although working outside the home is accepted, often even expected, of cholitas, she still 

faces the main responsibilities of household chores. And only if she manages to care for her 

children and her household is working or migrating considered morally and socially 

acceptable.  

Negotiations of the Gender Relationship 
	

“Bolivian women are first and foremost brave (valientes)”, Maribel stated, offering 

her two cents on the topic as we were sharing a bowl of soup in her sewing shed 

around mid-day one day. “Bolivia used to be a patriarchy, but now it seems we are 

turning into a matriarchy. Women are starting to realize their rights and their 
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potential, waking up to the fact that they are able to sustain themselves, that they 

don’t need to put up with violent and lazy husbands in order to secure a good life for 

themselves and their children.” Maribel said this as we were reflecting about the 

increasing number of women migrating to work and working outside the home. It may 

be relevant to note that the statement also bore traces of her own personal life. Ever 

since Maribel and her husband married, she has been the main one sustaining the 

household, her husband even staying at home with their children for a period of time 

while she was out working and earning money for the family. As this is uncommon in 

Bolivia, Maribel reasoned it had to do with the different personalities of her and her 

husband; while she is restless and outgoing, she describes her husband as tranquil 

and homely – or lazy and antisocial, depending on the situation. 

 

A public opinion survey from 2017, published by the Latinobarómetro, asked people across 

Latin America what they saw as the most prominent root of conflict in today’s society. While 

class and an unequal distribution of wealth topped the statistics, interestingly the one that had 

increased the most during the past ten years was the assumed conflict between male and 

female (Latinobarómetro, 2017). I found this perception of gender as conflict echoing in 

Maribel’s comment about Bolivia being a “patriarchy” that is evolving into a “matriarchy”, 

not rendering the middle ground an alternative. According to Weismantel it is not uncommon 

for cholita women across the Andes to be referred to as “matriarchal” and as the head of their 

households (2001, 65). The traditional complimentary model of gender relations in the (rural) 

Andes designate male and female to occupying parallel spheres of mutual dependency. 

Although particular jobs are still characterized as typically male or female, this may be 

slowly changing. For example within market trade, which in the Andes has long been 

associated with women, there has been an increasing number of male vendors opening 

businesses in recent years (Goldstein, 2016, 182). As an increasing percentage of Bolivian 

are living in urban areas and making a living across gendered spheres, this increases the 

competition over resources that are already scarce, and might serve to enhance the perception 

of a conflict between male and female. 

 

Marriage  

All of my informants had got married at about twenty years of age. Some had cohabited with 

their partner a couple of years prior the actual wedding ceremony. This is relatively common 
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in Bolivia, and regardless, the couple would refer to each other as husband and wife (Van 

Vleet, 2008, 130). My informants’ attitudes towards marriage came across to me as 

ambiguous. Spouses were a favored topic of gossip among market women at Qhatupi, as they 

complained about their husband’s drinking habits, how he was lazy and tiresome. 

Nevertheless, on occasions when I saw spouses interacting, either at the market, in public 

places or at home, their tone towards each other usually seemed to me as mild and patient. 

Still, as I mostly only spent time with the women, I recognize that I only caught small 

glimpses of their shared lives of spouses. “You are lucky not to be married yet,” Laura 

confided me, “Marriage is hard. Very hard. You suffer a lot when you are married.” To 

regard marriage through a lens of suffering and something which one has to aguantar 

(endure) is not uncommon in the Andes. In Andean Lives, a book that reads as an 

autobiography of two Andean persons in Cusco, Peru, a woman is quoted saying “From the 

day I got together with my husband, my life became just weeping and suffering” (Valdemarra 

and Escalante, 1977, 106; cited in Harris, 1994, 48). A topic that was often brought up in 

relation to suffering, was that of domestic violence, which will be treated later in the chapter. 

Still, suffering was not the only association the women at Mercado Qhatupi had with 

marriage, and many seemed to be living peaceful lives with their partner.  

Generally, the relation between spouses in the Andes is one of mutual dependence, 

Andrew Canessa explains that there is a broad acknowledgement of the roles of both husband 

and wife to be equally important to properly run a household among people in the highland 

Bolivian village, Pocobaya (2005, 142). Saray and her husband, Jorge, both worked and 

earned an income. While her earnings covered the daily expenses related to food and 

necessities for the children, they were able to save most of what her husband earned from his 

business as a micro-bus driver. They were saving to buy an apartment, she told me, as the one 

they were currently renting was small, and she wanted more space for the pigs they kept in 

the backyard. In Andean households, the wife may be both the bread winner and the one 

taking decisions related to economy, nonetheless, the husband usually remains the head of 

authority in the house (Weismantel, 2001, 68). Should the relationship go asunder, according 

to social norms, the man would be free to leave his family. This would not, however, be 

socially acceptable for a woman. And no matter who left who, the woman would always be 

the one ending up in an increased vulnerable situation, being left with the sole responsibility 

for children.  

It is not uncommon for women in Bolivia have their first child while still a teenager, 

and the father may or may not be the man whom they later end up marrying. Although this is 
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generally not perceived as morally problematic per se, it does pose an additional economic 

burden on the woman. In the case of three of my informants, the father of one or all their 

children, had abandoned his family and largely ignored both his social and economic 

responsibility as a parent. The struggles of my informants who were single mothers generally 

revealed considerably more precarious social and economic situations than of their married 

female friends. Evelina had been the single provider for her two little girls ever since her 

husband had left them and moved to Argentina about two years ago. 

 

“My daughter could really use a new pair of shoes.” She told me, eyes fixed on her 

hands working the dough to make tucumanas, “But I can’t afford it right now. I am 

already four months behind on the house rent.” I knew few of people in Sucre who 

worked as much as Evelina, still, her economic situation was continuously pressed 

due to her being the sole provider in a family of three. I asked her if there were not 

laws obligating fathers to pay child support if he is no longer living with his children, 

which made Evelina laugh. She explained to me that bringing a cause like this to 

court would cost a lot of money and take a lot of time. Both which are already scarce 

resources among most single mothers in Bolivia. And even if you eventually were to 

make it to court, there were no guarantees that the woman would win the case. “They 

will always find a way to twist the law in their favor. And most judges are male, so 

they are more likely to take the side of the man. It’s not right, but that’s unfortunately 

how it is here.”  

A couple of weeks after our conversation, Evelina struck me as unusually quiet 

and thoughtful as I came by her shop. She went on to tell me, “My ex-husband just 

called and told me I could go collect money that he had deposited in the bank. Over 

four hundred bolivianos.” She sat down on a stool in the corner. It was obvious she 

could hardly believe what had just happened. “So, I guess Rosita is getting new 

shoes?” I asked. “Yes!” Evelina looked up at me with a smile, “Yes, Rosita is getting 

whatever shoes she wants!” 

 

The case illustrated above says something about the relationship between laws and practice 

among marginalized groups. As long as Evelina’s ex-husband refused to pay child support 

money, she did not have the means to obtain it, despite legal rights being on her side. 

Marginalized groups are defined just as that on the grounds of their exclusion from goods in 

society. In the case of Evelina, the fact that she was a woman, indigenous, and lacking 
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financial capital, all contributed to her not being able to claim her lawful rights, thus leading 

her into a situation of increased vulnerability. Another aspect of vulnerability differentially 

affecting women, is that of physical violence. 

Violence 
Violence is a sensitive topic and to treat scientifically poses several challenges, perhaps for 

anthropologists in particular. Olivia Harris called violence a “problem for anthropology” 

because of the discipline’s history of studying underprivileged, marginalized groups of 

people, often within a post-colonial context (Harris, 1994, 41). Perhaps based on a fear of 

contributing to confirming negative stereotypes of already vulnerable and stigmatized groups 

has led anthropologists to in some cases systematically avoid confronting the subject of 

violence (Harris, 1994, 41). In treating the issue of male to female violence, there is always a 

risk of falling into stereotypes and oversimplifications. Peter Wade remind his readers not to 

jump to conclusions of rendering physical violence as an inherent masculine trait, and rather 

points toward seeing violence in the context of masculinity as a: 

 

[…] possibility that derives from a context in which power differences, usually 

with a material basis in the sexual division of labour, are implicit and explicit in the 

cultural constructions of gender which give to certain representations of masculinity a 

dominant status (Wade, 1994, 115). 

 

Domestic Violence 

Among my informants, domestic violence was addressed from time to time, either in the 

context of everyday gossip about acquaintances or in commenting incidents reported in the 

media. Usually, the women condemned the use of violence by spouses, particularly if it was 

severe. Nonetheless, a woman being hit by her husband was also perceived as a “normal” or 

even “natural” part of being in a relationship. As Penny Harvey has noted of her informants 

in Cusco “[…] they appeared to accept this confrontational aspect of their relationships as 

one of the unpleasant consequences of falling in love and forming a stable partnership” 

(Harvey, 1994, 66). Others, on the other hand, did not accept violence as a natural part of 

marriage. On a couple of occasions during my fieldwork in Sucre, I met with Vanessa 

Aguilar, a middle-class Bolivian lawyer with a natural air of authority to her. Vanessa had 
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dedicated her life to working for the rights of women in her country, and together with a 

group of colleagues, she managed a center that provided juridical assistance and classes in 

political participation particularly for women. The center also functioned as a report central 

for concerned neighbors, friends and family members suspecting incidents of domestic 

violence. Are such cases reported, Vanessa and her colleagues will take affair, either by try 

talking to the woman and offer her legal assistance, or if deemed necessary, by intruding the 

family’s home. Vanessa recounted to me the story of such an instance: 

 

“It was late in the evening, on a Saturday. I had just got phone from one of my 

colleagues saying that there was an emergency up by the Rotary. I rushed to the car, 

picked up two of my colleagues at the Center, and we drove off to the barrio.” 

Allegedly, a couple was heard screaming and fighting in their house, and a neighbor 

had called to alert the Center and ask them to intervene. As Vanessa and her team 

arrived, slamming the door open, they found a man with a brick in his hand, on the 

verge of throwing it at his wife. A strike that would possibly have been lethal. Vanessa 

described the following moments as highly dramatic, with a lot of shouting and 

confusion on all parts. The man was furious at their intrusion, “But do you know 

what was even more devastating?”, Vanessa asked me. “The woman was furious too. 

Not at her husband, but at us! Can you believe it? The victim got up, bruised and 

bloody and all, yelling at us that if her husband beats her, or indeed intends to take 

her life, he is in his full right to do so and it is none of our business.” 

 

Vanessa explained that this was not a unique event, and similar attitudes regarding domestic 

violence are not uncommon in Bolivia. A survey by the Pan American Health Organization, 

published in 2015, reports that more than half of women in Bolivia have been subject to 

physical or sexual violence in the hands of a spouse or intimate partner (PAHO, 2012, xvi). 

While statistics on violence show relatively high numbers throughout the region of Latin 

America, Bolivia peaks several of them. When asked if having suffered acts of physical or 

sexual violence from their partner within the past 12 months, 25,5% of women in Bolivia 

replied positively, in comparison to 14,9% in Peru and 8,0% in Paraguay (PAHO, 2012, 26). 

Violence occurs on all continents, but are there anything particular about Bolivia that make 

this country stand out on the statistics? We will now have a look at the regional and cultural 

context of violence in Bolivia and the Andes.  
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Violence in the Andean Context 

In some parts of rural Andes, ritual fighting form part of cultural, religious and social life of 

the ayllu14. For example, as a part of the annual celebrations of main saints the Potosí region, a 

neighboring department to Chuquisaca, young men of the community will drink lots of 

alcohol, dress to resemble bulls, and then clash into a fist fight of two opposing groups 

(Harris, 1994, 46). In a similar way to the spilling of alcohol on the ground plays an 

important part of sacrifice in traditional Andean cosmology, so does the spilling of blood in 

battle. Blood ought to flow from both sides of the battlefield to ‘fertilize’ the earth in a 

spiritual sense, thus satisfying the Pachamama who in turn will provide bountiful crops in the 

harvest season (Harris, 1994, 46). The death of one or several persons are not an uncommon 

outcome of these encounters (Harris, 1994, 46). 

Taking into account the existence of socially accepted, public displays of violence in 

the Andes, like the tinku, one might assume this leads to a wider acceptance for violence in 

general, than in for example European societies with a strong Judeo-Christian tradition, 

where violence is seen as a deviant and transgression of social norms (Harris, 1994, 40). 

However, husbands beating their wives do differ from ritual fighting of the likes of the tinku 

in a number of ways. Both the gendered aspect and the unequal power-balance are important 

to note here, in addition to the obvious fact of voluntary participation in rituals. In the words 

of Penelope Harvey: “People fight in ritual battles for fun. They are occasions for festive 

drinking, singing, and dancing.” The drinking part, however, is not reserved for festive 

occasions only.  

Domestic violence in the Andes commonly happens when one or both parties are 

drunk, as Van Vleet has noted, violence in a sober state is perceived very differently: “The 

one incident of violence that I heard of between a husband and wife that occurred when both 

were sober was met with horrified exclamations and discussion of the man’s improper 

upbringing.” (Van Vleet, 2008, 168). This cannot be said to be solely an incident of ‘blaming 

the alcohol’, as the local context needs to be taken into consideration. Alcohol holds an 

important place in Andean worldview and is widely used in the context of religious rituals, 

both for consumption and in offerings. It has spiritual connotations as one through alcohol is 

considered to be in an altered state, and thus cannot fully be held accountable for one’s 

																																																								
14 Traditional, political organization of local Andean communities. 
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actions when drunk (Harris, 1994, 58; Van Vleet, 2008, 169). Although to repeatedly be in a 

state of drunkenness apart from the context of fiestas and communal drinking may lead to 

social exclusion, the attendants, and in particular the sponsor, is expected to get drunk during 

fiestas (Van Vleet, 2008, 165). Since, as discussed above, violence in the Andes rarely 

happens without at least one of the parties being drunk, violent encounters thus often also 

happen in the context of a fiesta. 

 

One day as Maribel and I sat chatting in her sewing shed, she suddenly shushed me 

and turned up the volume of the little radio on her shelf, placed neatly in between a 

rainbow array of spools of thread. She stopped sewing and listened attentively, I 

complied and kept my mouth shut as I lowered the crochet needles in my hands so as 

to not make a noise. At first, I struggled to make out the words from the cracking 

radio stream, but eventually it got clearer: apparently there had been a murder 

somewhere in the country. A man was suspected to have brutally killed and mutilated 

his wife and toddler. As the report ended and merged into a popular salay15 song, 

Maribel turned down the volume and sat down on her stool. “That’s horrible.”, I 

exclaimed. Maribel nodded, “And this is not the first one, you know. Not long ago, 

just up the street here, near the Recoleta”, she points in the direction of the popular 

tourist attraction and viewpoint, “A man beat his wife to death because she filed for 

divorce, apparently she had done so because of his violent behavior. And do you know 

what the most ironic part of the story is? In court, the man got a lighter sentence as 

the wife was considered an accomplice of the crime because she had filed for divorce! 

An accomplice, can you imagine?” Maribel flung her arms out as she spit out the 

words, “The woman was dead, por Dios!” 

 

As noted by anthropologist Mary Weismantel who addresses the topic of male to female 

violence across the Andes, violent relationships in this region is nothing new, however, there 

is reason to believe that its severity and gendered aspect is increasing (Weismantel, 2001, 

163). Both in everyday conversations and from local media stations during my fieldwork, I 

repeatedly heard of incidents of gendered violence and encountered the topic of femicides; 

homicides committed on the basis of the victim being a woman. In 2016, ninety-three women 

in Bolivia were murdered by their partners or spouses (Farthing, 2016).  

																																																								
15 A traditional dance and music genre from the Andes. 
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As I am writing this, there is a heated discussion in Bolivian media channels. A member of 

the Bolivian national court of justice (Tribunal Constitucional Plurinacional), Orlando 

Ceballos, has been accused by his wife of intra-familiar violence. The case soon gained a lot 

of public attention from national newspapers and on social media where it ‘went viral’. 

Shortly after, the victim dropped the charges, and the couple held a press conference together 

stating that this was a case of personal matter that had now been put to rest and was never 

meant for the public. As reported in Bolivian newspaper Pagina Siete (2019, March 14th), the 

defendant referred to the amount of attention the case had received on social media as 

“regrettable”, and that what in reality had been no more than “a discussion that every couple 

or marriage might have” had been “blown out of proportions”.16 This was seconded by the 

wife and victim: «We had a discussion […]». The charges concerned physical aggressive 

behavior from Ceballos including him repeatedly hitting his wife in the face, wrist and waist. 

Although there were some internal disagreements within the court, in the end, the case was 

closed and Ceballos was allowed to resume his vocation as federal judge. 

Concluding Remarks 
It is hard to explain the high occurrence of domestic and male to female violence in Bolivia. 

It may have to do with the partial cultural acceptance for violence in relation to traditional 

ritual fighting. However, as noted, ritual fighting is not comparably to wife-beating. 

Increased urban migration may serve to increase vulnerability among women who have 

migrated alone and do no longer have the protection of kin and community. Particularly is a 

woman’s brother supposed to serve as her main protector, expected to revenge his sister 

should she have been badly treated by her husband (Harris, 1994, 48; Van Vleet, 2008, 171). 

Despite violent behavior, a Bolivian woman is not likely to leave her husband. This is due to 

social norms that state divorce to be the decision of the man, not the woman. Additionally, it 

has to do with that Andean mothers are expected to have the main responsibility for children. 

Being the sole provider for a family is a situation most women seemed to avoid if possible, 

even if it meant having to suffer violence from her spouse.  

																																																								
16	Original quote in Spanish: “Un problema estrictamente de carácter personal... lamento que las redes 
sociales hayan magnificado con niveles de escándalo lo que fue una discusión que cualquier pareja o 
matrimonio puede tener.” 
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Social relations between men and women are imbued with cultural representations of 

gender that lends to their inherent power imbalance. The hierarchical nature of Andean 

gender complementarity place women in a vulnerable position opposed to men. Although 

Chapter 6 focused mostly on the problematic aspects of male-female relations in Bolivia, this 

is naturally not the full picture. However, I have found it relevant to elaborate on as it 

highlights some crucial aspects in the conditions of life for urban migrant women, making a 

life on the margins of urban Bolivia. 
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