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ABSTRACT 

 Bolivia has been attracting international attention since 2006 due to its new 

economic model based on wellbeing (Suma Qamaña). These is apparent in national 

and regional developmental plans that place special importance on Mother Earth and 

apparently align with ancestral practices. In contrast, Postdevelopment scholars have 

used the Bolivian Suma Qamaña experience to demonstrate the value of "alternatives 

to development" and question the current development paradigm. 

Nevertheless, both situations contain important contradictions. First, despite being 

inspired by the Suma Qamaña, Bolivia's development plan still have an extractivist 

orientation toward natural resources and the accumulation of wealth as their dominant 

logic. In addition, for those who understand Suma Qamaña as a "Alternative to 

development" there is a romanticization of indigenous practices that often ignores how 

indigenous peoples actually live and what they want for their future. Therefore, this 

thesis analyzes the concept of Suma Qamaña from two viewpoints: first, the 

articulation of the concept in the current Bolivian development plan (PDES), and 

second, the feasibility of Suma Qamaña as an alternative to development.  

This thesis is framed during the Covid-19 outbreak in Andean communities of Bolivia, 

based on the economic impacts that these communities experienced at the time and 

the strategies they used to overcome these challenges.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 Development strategies in the Latin American region have implemented 

numerous reforms to improve macroeconomic stability and economic growth but Latin 

America still lags behind similar countries around the globe. To set an example, in the 

1970s Andean countries had a per capita gross domestic product (GDP) comparable 

to East Asian countries. However, today that figure is less than half of all Asian nations. 

Although it is argued that economic growth alone doesn't solve poverty and inequality 

in the region; the incidence of rural poverty and the reproduction of inequality has only 

gotten worse, despite high rates of economic growth across many Latin American 

countries. The reason is that development models in the region are still dominated by 

traditional approaches to economic development based primarily on the exploitation 

of non-renewable natural resources.   

In Bolivia, since 2006, a new socio-economic development model emerged. This 

model was considered by the international community as the greatest achievement of 

the last few decades since it includes the concept of Well-being. However, like the 

entire Latin-American region, the Bolivian development model even after 2006 

maintains the extraction of its natural resources as the prime source of income, leading 

to many challenges during its implementation. One recurring challenge is the  

discomfort of different civil society organizations and indigenous social movements 

that for decades have been proposing other alternatives of development based on 

reorienting the extractivist model to a more diversified model that allows the 

sovereignty of indigenous peoples(CIPCA 2020) . Moreover, they also aim at a 

systemic change that can challenge the way society understands “development”.  

Today, the current economic crisis, a consequence of Covid 19, is currently affecting 

Bolivia as well as the entire Latin American region. People living in vulnerable 

situations in this region, such as indigenous groups, have been severely affected by 

the economic recession. Therefore, it is important to update the debate about the 

efficiency of development plans in the region since indigenous communities had to 

recur, because of the crisis, to  other strategies linked to their traditional practices.  

In the case of indigenous communities from the Andes of Bolivia, their approach to 

development encloses two very different positions. On the one hand, the indigenous 
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people of the highlands have adapted to the development model of wealth 

accumulation and economic growth. On the other hand,  they also aim to preserve and 

redeem their ancestral practices, which are more closely related to transitions 

discourses TD. In both cases they argue how to use the Suma Qamaña concept. 

Therefore, this thesis analyzes both positions by unfolding the strategies employed by 

indigenous communities in the Andes of Bolivia during the outbreak of Covid-19 in the 

region.  

1.2 Aim and Research questions 

Through the study of two indigenous municipalities in the Andes valleys of 

Bolivia during the Covid-19 pandemic, the aim of this thesis is to analyze the strategies 

that indigenous communities apply in times of a global crisis. Therefore, this study 

uses the concept of Sumaq Qamaña as a means to understand the relationship of 

strategies with two narratives. First the official development narrative, taking into 

consideration that countries in South America adapted their development plans to the 

“official” global agenda of development (SDGs) In Bolivia the agenda is currently 

expressed in the “PDES 2016 – 2020”1. Secondly, a narrative based on the 

alternatives to development linked to ancestral traditions and practices.  

To do so, the research questions are as follows: 

• What are the strategies applied by Andean indigenous communities from 
Bolivia in order to combat the economic effects of the covid-19 pandemic?  

• To what extent were these strategies aligned to the official development agenda 
of Bolivia ? 

• To what extent can these strategies contribute to the radical change proposed 
by the “alternatives to development” concept? 

 

 

 
1 Plan de Desarrollo Económico y Social en el marco del Desarrollo Integral para Vivir Bien 2016 – 
2020” 
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1.3  Delimitations 

The aim of this thesis is to study the strategies of indigenous communities in 
the Andes of Bolivia during a global crisis. However, this thesis will be limited to 
studying, in temporal terms, from the covid outbreak period in Bolivia (March 2019) 
until the official start of vaccination and the so-called economic reactivation in Bolivian 
territory (February 2021). In geographical terms, this study focuses on the Bolivian 
highlands as a case study, but for methodological reasons the fieldwork was 
concentrated only in two municipalities of La Paz. It is worth mentioning that Bolivia 
had deep political problems during the period proposed in this research, however, this 
thesis will not cover these issues in depth, focusing on developing the research 
questions from the theoretical framework proposed  

Finally, despite the fact this research sets the Covid pandemic as a timeframe, I don’t 
seek to do a complete diagnosis of how indigenous communities have fought against 
Covid. The findings are limited to an analysis of the socioeconomic strategies that they 
implemented during the time frame in order to later analyze them on a theoretical 
plane. 

1.4  Relevance to global studies 

Studying new and historical problems, from a Global studies lens, has become 
very important. Scholars from different fields are shaping different issues like 
economic development, environmental changes, colonization and others within a 
global context. Nowadays, there is no issue disconnected from global reality due to 
the high interconnectivity that nations around the globe are facing(Darian-Smith and 
McCarty 2017). However,  the assumption that the world is becoming more global 
shouldn’t be simplistic , academics from all the fields are in the need to prove with 
research and data many affirmations they claimed about many global issues in the 
world (Guillén 2001). This thesis responds to this claim by studying indigenous 
communities from two municipalities of Bolivia from a global perspective, addressing 
the post- development theory and being critical to the paradigm of  economic growth. 
Also, It is known that around the world indigenous peoples are challenging the 
“western” model of development  and considering it the main cause of the current 
global crisis (Escobar 1995). Therefore, studying a local community, can contribute to 
the global debate of development, as “the local and global are two sides of the same 
coin”(Darian-Smith and McCarty 2017, 44) 
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2 PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 Since post development and development are theories of widespread study 

within the social science field, this chapter only describes the research that led to the 

formulation of the aim of this thesis.  

2.1 Development, extractivism and alternatives  

 Arturo Escobar's work is crucial in developing the idea of "alternatives to 

development" in research. Nevertheless, his work will not be discussed here because 

it is connected to the theoretical framework, which will be discussed later on.  

Among the authors who have problematized “development”, in addition  to Escobar, 

are Acosta (2011) and Gudynas (2011b). Both understand that “Alternatives to 

development”  is a way to see development as part of the process of modernization 

that will result in dominance. Essentially, alternatives to development propose 

scenarios where the concept of development is no longer central, while appealing to 

different practices and new objectives.  

Gudynas (2013) takes as his starting point the complaints and resistance to 

extractivism in South America, and how they have spread to other countries. In his 

view, he determines the baseline from which development is now discussed. In other 

words, extractivism becomes inextricably linked to debates and conflicts about the 

meaning of development. According to Gudynas(2013), there are three types of 

political disputes about extractivism, and about development in general. There are, 

first of all, disputes that concern only a particular subject, and can operate without any 

links between them. Second, disputes over "development alternatives" which tend to 

find equivalences and articulations in exploring development options. Lastly, Gudynas 

discusses the "alternatives to development" inspired by post-development theory, 

among which he mentions post-extractivism. 

In the same line of research, In their book, "Un viaje por las alternativas al desarrollo: 

Perspectivas y propuestas teóricas", Eschenhagen and Maldonado (2014) present a 

case in Colombia. They highlight the importance of empowering and facilitating 

alternative models. They take note of the urgency of offering alternative interpretations 

to the world, including those of development. The authors present examples that can 
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be used to define the conceptual axes for identifying and clarifying alternatives to 

development and development alternatives in Colombia. Finally, Eschenhagen and 

Maldonado (2014) also propose theoretical and philosophical perspectives to think 

and base alternatives to development, as well as to encourage future research to meet 

deeper and broader knowledge needs about these alternatives.  

In terms of research that discuss development, extractivism and alternatives for 

vulnerable populations Muñoz and Villarreal's work examine how women and 

indigenous peoples are subordinated to extractivism. According to them, extractivism 

impacts women's bodies and indigenous territories in two ways: it promotes 

monoculture, and it causes militarization, occupation of territories, contamination of 

natural resources, etc. Therefore, women and indigenous are direct victims of 

extractivism due to the power position they occupy in a patriarchal capitalist system. 

The research of Muñoz and Villarreal (2019) is linked to the problematization of the 

global economy which results in dependency between peripheral countries and 

dominant countries, maintaining an unequal power relationship linked to the 

international division of labor. 

Finally, Michaela Giovannini in 2016 questions the effectiveness of most of the 

Development programs implemented in indigenous populations, since such programs 

have not achieved satisfactory results. According to her, vertical development policies 

have been implemented based on an "extractivist" logic, which have contributed to the 

expropriation of indigenous territories and natural resources, despite the fact that 

indigenous peoples in Latin America generally reside in naturally resource-rich 

territories. Giovannini (2016) cites the concept of development as one of the main 

causes of conflict. Giovanni’s study case was Chiapas, where she studied indigenous 

initiatives geared towards autonomy as a result of the strong identity and claim to 

autonomy associated with the Zapatistas insurrection of 1994. During her research, 

she had the purpose of understanding the main needs of the local population and the 

sense of community according to the subjective perspective of indigenous peoples. 
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2.2 Well-being as an Alternative  

 Gudynas (2011a) also contributed with a research that presented testimonies 

of key people in the debate on Well-being  in the Andean countries and from different 

traditions of thought. As part of his work "Germinando alternativas al desarrollo", he 

aimed to acquire a shared knowledge of "Well-being” which can be categorized 

intrinsically  from the contributions of the testimonies: ideas, discourses and practices. 

Moreover, in the formulation of “Well-being” there is also a central component dealing 

with a critique of contemporary development, since within Western knowledge there 

are also critical positions on development, which according to the article have been 

marginalized or excluded in many cases(Gudynas 2011a). In this context, critical 

studies about development, biocentric environmentalism, radical feminism, or the 

decolonialization of knowledge became possible. Today, some analysts take this path 

to suggest that good living could be part of our socialist heritage. 

Following the same research path, García and Gardiola ( 2016) have six contributions 

analyzing some of the contemporary discussions surrounding “Well-being”, its 

antecedents, contents, aims, proposals and problems in the global south. The 

contributions have various edges that could lead to the need for developing new forms 

of organisation and coexistence, both within the community and ecologically. For 

these, the sustainability of life, community, and the natural world needs to be at the 

core of the debate, and that requires a set of ethical frameworks that assign and 

recognize the intrinsic value of non-human life. 

Additionally, there are some contributions to the analysis of Well-being as an 

Alternative that inspired this thesis .  

First, Torres-Solis and Ramírez-Valverde(2019), present their argument regarding 

well-being, the development of well-being, and the alternatives in the Latin American 

context, through speeches and representative elements of the Latin American social 

sphere. Therefore, their article carries out a bibliographic review in order to expose, 

on the one hand, some normative and factual definitions, and on the other, to show 

their origins, nuances, and diversifications pertaining to development as a category 

that extends. These authors also provide alternatives considering cosmopolitan 

coexistence, indigenous knowledge, and interpretations of theoretical concepts of 

Well-being that are found in countries such as Ecuador, Bolivia, and Mexico. Each 
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proposal is examined in relation to how they relate to the debates on political economy 

of development, and how they might be viewed as paradigmatic alternative solutions 

to the problems humanity faces today. 

In the Bolivian academic context, the work of Alvarez ( 2015) is essential to understand 

the current state of the art of Well-being as an alternative in Bolivia. Alvarez (2015) 

analyzes the concept of development, taking into account economic growth. His work 

also identifies possible responses in the community's "Well being" or "Living Well" 

environment. On the one hand, modernity and progress support their foundations in 

values that are supposed to transcend space and time like the capitalism development 

model. On the other hand, Alvarez (2015) shows another alternative created from the 

indigenous paradigm in pursuit of a common good: communitarianism. Similarly, he 

presents other alternatives like the Social and Solidarity Economy that involves non-

profit  production activities. Furthermore, he states the Well- being as an alternative, 

which bring harmony and balance to societies, humans, and the environment. 

Finally, Ranta (2018) developed the concepts of Well-being (Suma Qamaña and 

Sumak Kawsay, among others) that provide a civilizing alternative to modernity and 

capitalism, based on principles based on social solidarity, community ownership, and 

respect for the environment. Ranta (2018) explores how the concept of Well-being  

has been put into practice within the Bolivian bureaucracy, specifically within the 

government sphere. From an ethnographic perspective, Ranta seeks to know the 

impact of these ideas and concepts on the people who live in these spaces, taking 

into account that all these ideas have become the common denominator in the 

construction of national policies. Additionally, as in Bolivia, indigenous people play a 

very important role as political actors. Ranta   describes the challenges they faced and 

the obstacles they encountered in the state bureaucracy and at the state level (Ranta 

2018).  
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND KEY CONCEPTS  

The purpose of this thesis is to analyze the economic strategies of indigenous 

communities and their relation with the official development agenda and other 

alternatives to development from a postdevelopment lens. The present chapter will 

have three sections. In the first section I will present an overall description of the 

emergence of the post-development theory, the objectives and objections of a 

“postdevelopment era” . In the second section I will describe the Transition discourses 

(TD) and their relationship with the concept of sustainable development and the 

concept of “alternatives to development”. In the last one, I will develop the concept of 

Suma Qamaña (Well-being) through 4 key concepts. 

3.1 Post-development theory  

 To understand the emergence of post development theory, Escobar (2005) 

divides the conceptualization of “development’’ into three moments with their 

respective theoretical orientations. In the first place, during the 50’s and 60’s the 

modernization theory implemented the idea of “development” based on economic 

growth and an unstoppable modernization, and sets the basis that today divides the 

world into developed and developing countries.2(Reyes 2001).  

The second moment is the emergence of the dependency theory. This theory seeks 

to explain Latin American countries' economic stagnation in the 20th century with a 

theoretical solution. Insisting that inequality was created by the global economy 

(Ferraro 2008). It asserts that there are wealthy countries that act as a center; 

surrounding them are many peripheral or "underdeveloped" countries. As a result of 

the low level of industrialization in these countries, they produce only food and raw 

materials, which have little value in the market and consequently have low prices. In 

other words, the industrialization and wealth of some countries are depend on the 

underdevelopment of other countries to which they are subordinate (Ibid). For 

dependency theory, then,  "development"  and  "underdevelopment" are the two faces 

of the same coin. 

 
2 I will use the term “Developing countries” as it is the most common current definition about countries with a 
low GDP. I am avoiding the term Third world which I consider doesn’t suit  the ideas discussed in this thesis 
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In Escobar (2005) words dependency theorists thought the relationship between 

development and underdevelopment is an essential part of capitalism.  

Finally, in the 80’s  different scholars  started to question the very concept of 

development, they  analyzed development as a colonial and Western discourse that 

‘operated as a powerful mechanism for the cultural, social and economic production 

of the Third World.’(Escobar 2005,17).  

In this way, theoreticians and scholars shape a post-development school, that not only 

criticizes the concept of development but also the way in which developing countries 

have adopted development as a measure trying at all costs to achieve different 

strategies and objectives to be “more developed”. (Escobar 1992). 

3.1.1 Postdevelopment era 

Postdevelopment theory then, not only adopts the critical position of post 

structuralism which seeks to understand through historical processes how regions, 

such as Latin America, are placed as developing countries, but also shows a 

fundamental rejection of the Eurocentric development model, dismissing all 

"alternative" versions or variations of this (Mandeau 2018). Consequently, it emerges 

the idea of a “postdevelopment era” , where the development’ will no longer be the 

measure that organizes or divides the world. In the same line to Escobar (2014) the 

post development era implies three interrelated objectives: First, to decentralize 

development, this means to displace the representation that  development has in the 

understanding of the social reality. It is important to find  new ways to describe reality 

in Asia, Africa and Latin America (Escobar 2014, 31). Second, to displace 

"development" from its centrality in the collective imaginary3, this means that is 

possible to imagine the end of development and to identify alternatives to 

development, rather than development alternatives (ibid). Third, the post-development 

seeks the transformation of the knowledge and power taking into account alternatives 

that come from the practices of social movements rather than traditional academic 

structures(ibid).   

On the other hand,  there are 3 important objections to consider in post-development 

theory. First, its emphasis on discourse, unfortunately, this theory does not propose 

 
3 When I say collective imaginary I mean the representations that society has regarding reality 
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realistic solutions to problems of reality, such as poverty, inequality and capitalism. It 

focuses only on recognizing that these problems arise from development regimes. 

(Escobar 2005) . Also, post development theory can fall in a very generalized and 

essentialist vision of development, ignoring how institutions or local government 

manage their development strategies (ibid). Finally, there is a romantization of 

traditions from social movements, local communities and indigenous peoples (ibid). 

However, despite the basis of the objections, over the years the defenders of post-

development theory have countered these criticisms, either in search of reinforcing 

and improving the theory or simply justifying the objections with counter-

criticism.(Escobar 1995) 

In this sense, the case presented in this thesis is theoretically framed within the 

objectives of the post-development theory mentioned by Escobar (2014,31), focusing 

in the third one (alternatives to development based on the practices of social 

movements), which helped me to answer my first research question. On the other 

hand, since the case studied is in Bolivia and the postdevelopment theory had little 

impact in Latin America (Escobar 2014), I am also taking into account the objections 

to post-development theories mentioned in order to be critical during my analysis in 

chapter 6.   

3.2 Transition Discourses (TDs) 

 Before, talking about alternatives, It is important to remark that the idea of more 

ecological alternatives come from a large context of Transition discourses (TDs).  

Escobar defines them as the “…the emergence of narratives, imaginary and proposals 

for the transition in various spaces of academic life and activists in the last decade”  

(Escobar 2017, 33).  

Most of the TDs are expressed in different alternatives, they are also capable of 

achieving significant transformations that postdevelopmentist  believe are necessary. 

These TDs have the notion that contemporary ecological and social crises are 

inseparable of the model of social life that has become dominant in recent centuries 

(industrialism, capitalism, modernity, liberalism, anthropocentrism, rationalism, 

patriarchy, etc) (Escobar 2018a). Nevertheless there is a difference of how the TDs 

are expressed  in the Global North and Global South.   
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 “In the North the most prominent include degrowth - often associated with 

debates about communalization and a variety of transitional initiatives. 

Debates on the Anthropocene, analysis of forecasting trends, some 

interreligious dialogues and UN processes, particularly within the 

Stakeholders Forum, are also active spaces where TDs are articulated (…) 

In the Global South, TDs include post-development and alternatives to 

development, the crisis of the civilizing model, good living and the rights of 

nature, communal logics and transitions to post-extractivism”.(Escobar 

2017, 36) 

In short, the characteristics of TDs in the global north include the post-growth, the 

post-materialist, the post-economic, the post-capitalist, and post-human. And in the 

Global south they are expressed in terms of post-development, the non-liberal, post / 

non-capitalist, biocentric and post-extractivist (Escobar 2017). In both cases, there is 

the aim of a radical turn that  not only leads us to change the way things are done, but 

also to question our model of civilization. Regarding this thesis, It is stated that the 

concept of “Alternatives to development”  comes from a TDs expressed in the Global 

South. 

3.2.1  Alternatives to development vs Development alternatives 

As I mentioned in 4.1,  postdevelopment theory proposes 3 objectives, the 

second of these implies to decentralize “development” imagining its end, and 

proposing alternatives to it. In other words,  postdevelopment identifies “alternatives 

to development” rather than “development alternatives” (Escobar 2011, xiii) 

emphasizing that, any new alternative should remain outside the development 

paradigm, also it should come from the knowledge and practices of social movements 

(ibid). This assumption is very important because many countries from the global south 

have not always measured themselves in terms of development(Escobar 1992), this 

was a process after the second world war and influenced by the modernization theory, 

which encourages nations to adopt modern values instead of keeping the old ones 

(Reyes 2001).  

So, it is important to make a difference between “development alternatives” from 

“alternatives to development”.  



 
 

12 

 

“.. the former are exercises in reform having little effect on the 

underlying role of development in ordering and governing society, 

while the latter are exercises more likely to transform society and 

enhance human fulfillment” The distinction, then, is between a partial 

[...] intervention-specific alternative, and a structural changing, 

radical, systemic alternative (Escobar 1995)”   

In other words, alternative developments will keep the distinction of the world based 

on economic growth and exalting the “north” , while alternatives to development seek 

to dismantle this structure by establishing  (or redeeming)  ways that could involve 

everyone as equal, thinking in humanity not structures 

3.2.2 Sustainable development  

 Within “development alternatives “ the most accepted in the last decades is the 

idea of “sustainable development”. 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs (…) Sustainable development requires meeting the basic 

needs of all and extending to all the opportunity to satisfy their 

aspirations for a better life”(Imperatives, 1987, p. 41) 

Although the concept is mentioned since 1987 it took relevance globally thanks to its 

main player the United Nations4 and nowadays it is embodied in a global agenda, 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), recognized by all United Nations Member 

States. This agenda is in charge to promote stability of the economic and environment 

of the entire globe In which countries with more needs should be prioritized.  

However, postdevelopment advocates are very critical to sustainable development, 

considering it a proposal with two contradictory sides. First, calling to protect and 

respect the nature, but on the other hand, it is also calling for a global economic growth 

(Hickel, 2019).  Many alternatives and proposals have emerged in order to achieve 

the  SDG’s. Most of them, propose different  macroeconomic and sectoral policy 

 
4 Source: https://youmatter.world/en/definition/definitions-sustainable-development-sustainability/ 
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packages to respond to the economic, social and environmental challenges of 

capitalism. One common objective in the last years around SDGs is to address climate 

change and other environmental problems by relaunching the economy on a path of 

sustained growth.(Schwartzman, 2011). However, from postdevelopment lens, this 

objective basically only adds an ecological perspective into the conventional 

development hegemony, some critical researchers call it a “greenwashing” of the 

same structure(Demaria et al., n.d.).  

3.2.3 Alternatives to development as a concept 

 As mentioned, “alternatives to development” are part of the Transition 

discourses of the last decades.. According to Escobar's definition and understanding 

of "Alternatives to Development" this thesis will understand it as: “Systemic 

alternatives expressed in strategies that seek a radical transformation of society. In 

which its centrality is not based on growth and the classical definition of development 

but on humanity and their relation with the environment” 5 

For Escobar (2012) the idea of a pluriverse is crucial to the discussion of alternatives.  

“To speak of the pluriverse means: to reveal a space of thought and 

practice in which the domain of a single modernity has been suspended 

at the epistemic and ontological level; where this modernity has been 

[….] displaced from the center of the historical and epistemic 

imagination; and where the analysis of concrete decolonial and 

pluriversal projects can be done honestly from a de-essentialized 

perspective” (Escobar, 2012, p. 15) 

In other words, Escobar (2012) simplifies this concept using the slogan of the Zapatista 

movement of Mexico “a world where many worlds fit” (Escobar, 2012). This means,  

the pluriverse is a world where all different transformative alternatives coexist with 

respect and dignity, and none lives at the expense of the others (Demaria et al., n.d.). 

With this idea of the pluriverse Escobar proposes not only to put together and compare 

the predominant alternatives to development, but also to make visible other 

alternatives that came from indigenous peoples due to their strong connection with the 

 
5 This is a sum up of Escobar ideas that are discussed in 4.1 and 4.2 
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earth. He gives an example of the “Well-being” of Bolivia and the “living well of 

Ecuador” as a clear example of the transition to the pluriverse, in both cases their 

governments took the ancestral knowledge of their indigenous peoples and expressed 

them in the constitution. (Escobar, 2018b).  

3.3 Suma Qamaña (Well Being)  

 Suma Qamaña can be considered as an alternative to development, because 

it proposes a lifestyle contrary to capitalism ( which is based on consumption and the 

fulfillment of the individual). For Well-being  life in community and living only with what 

is necessary is important.  

Suma Qamaña is originally a concept that came from the Aymara cosmovision of 

Bolivia, the term has been translated as “well-being”6 and in general terms it means 

being in harmony with the cycles of Mother Earth, the cosmos, life and history, as well 

as being in  balance with all forms of existence (Mamani, 2010). However, this thesis 

will use the concept in their original language “Suma Qamaña”, because the 

translation into “Well-being” is a poor translation of what Suma Qamaña really 

expresses. This concept also shares similarities with the concept of “Living Well” from 

Ecuador, in both cases they gained relevance because their constitution used the 

terms as a central part of it.  

First, Suma Qamaña is living in community, in brotherhood and especially in 

complementarity, it means complementing each other and sharing without competing 

(Mamani 2020). Also, Suma Qamaña  is not the same as living better, because living 

better implies to live at the expense of the other. In other words, living better is 

selfishness, disinterest in others, individualism, just thinking about profit. Because to 

live better means no interest in the life of others, only the interest in the life of the 

individual person. In short, “live better” implies to exploit others, therefore, living better 

is more related to Northern countries in big cities, on the contrary Suma Qamaña 

wants to achieve harmonious relations among all people (Ibid). In other words, Suma 

Qamaña means to be in conflict with luxury, opulence, consumerism and waste. Thus 

it is understood that Aymara communities do not want to “‘live better”, because that 

 
6 The translation to English comes from “vivir bien” which is the common translation of the Aymara term in 
Spanish 
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means to accept that some people are better than others.  To Yampara (2001) this a 

reason why Aymara people from the Eurocentric perspective seem to live in poverty. 

Therefore, it should be understood that their lifestyle is not in agreement with the 

classical definition of development, where “the poor” is a reflection of lacking enough 

material income or capacity for consumption (Ruttenberg, 2013). 

One important precept from Suma Qamaña is the defense of the nature and the role 

of society with it. To Suma Qamaña every stone, every animal, every flower, every 

star, every tree and its fruit, every human being is part of “Pachamama” (Mother earth), 

we depend on everyone, we all complement each other. So, we are one body, we are 

attached to all other parts or expressions of reality.(Mamani, 2010, p. 35). 

3.3.1 Suma Qamaña in key concepts   

 Suma Qamana encompasses a set of practices, values and spirituality 

practiced by the indigenous communities living in the Andes of Bolivia. Nevertheless, 

in order to understand the concept of Suma Qamaña more deeply; this section will 

define four concepts that encompass Suma Qamaña. The selection of these concepts 

emerged as a result of the data collection process. 

Self-consumption 

 The concept of self-consumption does not have a theoretical definition itself. 

Nonetheless, this concept is important within the Suma Qamaña because two of the 

postulates of the Well-being of Choquehuanca (2010) propose a consumption and 

production of food centered around subsistence. 

“Knowing how to eat: knowing how to combine the right foods from the 

seasons of the year (food according to the season). This slogan must rule 

based on the practice of the ancestors who fed on a certain product for 

an entire season. Eating well guarantees health”.(Gamboa et al., 2011, 

p. 370) 
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“Reincorporate agriculture: it is to reincorporate agriculture to the 

communities. Part of this doctrine is to recover the forms of community 

experience, as the work of the land to grow products that meet the needs 

basic for subsistence and generates local economies”.(Gamboa et al., 

2011, p. 371) 

In order to define self-consumption, we have to understand it as the ability to produce 

food in a community, and subsist solely on it. 

 

Collectivity  

 On the concept of collectivity this study  cites  (Malešević & Haugaard, 2015). 

According to the authors, “Collectivity is a bounded area of social order which is 

reproduced and recreated by actors who have a sense of membership of that social 

order.” (Malešević & Haugaard, 2015, p. 1). This sense of membership is constituted 

by practical consciousness knowledge(ibid) In the case of Indigenous communities, 

the membership can be understood  in the acceptance of their indigenous identity. 

More specifically in the Andean communities, the practice of the principles of Suma 

Qamaña are a reflection of membership in the Cosmovision.  

Furthermore, the process of collectivity leads to the intentional or unintentional 

creation of groups and organizations that share the same sense of membership 

(Malešević & Haugaard, 2015) . In the case of indigenous communities in Latin 

America, the emergence of groups and organizations has been an important factor to 

be recognized globally. 

Regarding this thesis, “Suma Qamaña” is closely connected to the principle of 

collectivity. Indeed, to Mamani (2010) all indigenous communities from Bolivia peoples 

have been born in that manner( with the sense of community) . However with 

modernity,  the Individualization became the core of the society. For instance, even 

though citizenship seems to be a term that involves collectivity, it in fact highlights only 

the rights and autonomy of the individual. Therefore the role of  Indigenous 

communities within the society is to keep the practice of collectivity.(Mamani, 2010).  
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To set an example, within the  Andean communities it  is very common to make their 

most important decisions through the community assembly and other related 

organizations. They also have two very important forms of organization: the 

“ayllu” and the “sindicato” . The first, “generally refer to traditional organizational forms 

representing various levels from the extended family to a group of communities linked 

together”(Le Grand, 2014, p. 21). And the second is how the working class is usually 

organized, this form of organization “was established after the land reform up- on the 

territories of former haciendas”(Le Grand, 2014, p. 21). 7 

Traditional medicine 

 From its foundations, the Suma Qamaña calls for rethinking the western 

concept of development, this indeed includes the concept and practice of medicine. 

According to the World health organization:  

“Traditional medicine is the sum total of the knowledge, skill, and 

practices based on the theories, beliefs, and experiences indigenous to 

different cultures, whether explicable or not, used in the maintenance 

of health as well as in the prevention, diagnosis, improvement or 

treatment of physical and mental illness.”(WHO) 

In Bolivia, the traditional medicine, is a systematic set of knowledge with a 

sophisticated technology, whose units of meaning are still incomprehensible to 

Western science(Gutierrez, 1992, p. 119). Also, the organic (medicinal plants) and 

inorganic( rituals) components are very important during the practice of the traditional 

medicine in Bolivia. 

 

 

 

 

 
7 Normally the translation of the term union is "union", however the term in the context of the Aymara 
indigenous communities does not refer to the unions of the working class, but rather involves a type of 
organization 
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Reciprocity 

 In the cosmovision of good living, reciprocity and complementarity are important 

factors. Different practices can emerge as a result of this reciprocity, such as solidarity, 

the alternation of power, and the sharing of land.(Nova Laverde, 2018). Also, 

reciprocity and complementarity, concepts of the Andean culture, are practiced on a 

daily basis. 

“Reciprocity (…) is like a pump at the heart of Andean life.  Far from 

being an idealized and idyllic form of exchange, however, Andean 

reciprocity has long been understood to be complex, ever-changing, 

inequitable, fraught with conflict, and linked to broad political 

economic systems (including in the Inca, colonial, Republican, and 

neoliberal periods)” (Wutich et al., 2017, p. 480) 

In the Andean reality, to understand reciprocity is important first to understand the 

word  "Ayni". The Ayni is a term that comes from the indigenous languages of the 

region (Aymara and Quechua). It is essentially an exchange of favors or goods 

between Individuals or families in  Andean communities. On the other hand, The Ayni 

can also be considered a form of economic system.  However, as well as many other 

terms in Aymara and Quechua languages, the term Ayni should not simplified, it has 

much deeper meanings (Bird, 2010). 

For the purpose of this research, the concept of reciprocity will encompass  what Ayni 

means in the Andean region of Bolivia.  

3.4 The use of the Theoretical Framework 

 In summary, this thesis uses the concept of “Sustainable Development” and  

“Alternatives to development” as a theoretical foundation. The concepts of Self-

consumption, Collectivity, Traditional medicine and Reciprocity encompass the idea 

of Suma Qamaña within the case study; therefore, these concepts are used to  present 

the findings and analysis later on. 
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4 BACKGROUND  

4.1 Context of the Plurinational State of Bolivia development 
agenda 

Since 2006, Bolivia has been in the spotlight of the international community due 

to the progressive development plan focus in the “well-being”8 (Kaijser, 2016). This 

socio economic development plan called ““El Plan Nacional de Desarrollo "Bolivia 

Digna, Soberana, Productiva y Democrática para Vivir Bien” PND, was presented in 

the first mandate of Evo Morales and promised to be completely different from the 

neoliberal conception of development that existed before, benefiting rural and 

indigenous communities throughout Bolivia(Wanderley, 2016). In 2009, a new 

constitution was promulgated in Bolivia, from being The Republic of Bolivia it became  

The Plurinational State of Bolivia. This constitution established that the new economic 

model of Bolivia is based on a “plural economy”9, constituted by four ways of social 

economic organization: community, state, private and cooperative. (Gutiérrez 

Andrade, 2014). From these, the economic social organization of community is the 

one inspired in how indigenous people usually regulate their social relations within 

their communities and interact collectively with the state at the municipal, departmental 

or national levels.( Wanderley 2016).10However, recognizing that there is a plural 

economy within Bolivia was for some people more an ideological achievement than a 

real change in its economy (Gutiérrez Andrade, 2014).   

By 2016, during the third mandate of Evo Morales the development plan of Bolivia 

PND was updated and became “Plan de Desarrollo Económico y Social en el marco 

del Desarrollo Integral para Vivir Bien” PDES 2016 – 2020. This plan still had the 

ideological roots of the PND ( “well-being”)  but continued attached to the economic 

growth paradigm and strategies based on extractivism, i.e., an economy very 

dependent on the global market. Moreover , the PDES entailed a state supremacy in 

the management of the economy, in which, there is no clarity in the true role of the 

 
8 “Well-being” or “Vivir Bien” in Spanish  is a concept taken from the Andes cosmovision  that motivates the 
human being to live in harmony with the earth. This concept is more develop in chapter 4.  
9 The plural economy is constituted by different forms of organization like communities , state, private and 
cooperative social economic organization. These four forms of economic organization reflect in some way what 
Marxist theory indicates as "modes of production" that co-exist within a society or within an "economic-social 
formation."(Morales, 2017) 
10 This form of organization  
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socio-community economy (Wanderley, 2016). There are still a number of communal 

practices with which local economies are sustained, based on empirical experience 

within the communities. Most of these communal practices are supported by NGOs, 

depending on the context of each community and on the political context of Bolivia 

These NGOs were imposed limits on supporting their stakeholders(Nelson-Nuñez & 

Cartwright, 2018). For instance, during Evo Morales’ government in 2013, a decree 

that controlled more the NGOs was created with the argument they were political 

instruments from the opposition11. Even so, it should be noted that the communities 

that showed growth in their local economies were those that were able to achieve 

coordination between the central government, NGOs, and local authorities. (Gutiérrez 

Andrade, 2014). 

4.1.1 The pillars of the PDES 

Bolivia's PDES is part of a much larger project planned by the MAS government. In it, 

13 principles were articulated by the government of Evo Morales and referred to as 

the Patriotic Agenda 2025. According to this so-called patriotic agenda, Bolivia should 

celebrate its 200th independence anniversary by creating a "more inclusive, more 

participative, more democratic State without discrimination, without racism, without 

hatred, without division, as mandated by its Political Constitution.".(Agenda Patriótica 

2025, 4) 

As such, the PDES 2016-2020 serves as a strategic development plan that 

operationalizes the factors that make up MAS' patriotic agenda. Moreover, to be 

aligned with the SDGs. Bolivia has a document called "ODS to live well", which is 

equivalent to "SDG for wellbeing". It aligns the PDES' 13 pillars with the SDGs' 17 

goals. 

The following are the pillars that will be used further in the analysis to explain the 

relation between the PDES and the actions of indigenous peoples during crisis.12 

• Pillar 1: Eradication of extreme poverty. 

• Pillar 3: Health, education and sports for the formation of an integral human being 

 
11 https://www.paginasiete.bo/nacional/2013/12/24/dice-permitira-financien-opositores-9471.html 
12 During the outbreak of covid, Bolivia was ruled by a transitory government, so there was not another official 
development plan during this time.  
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• Pillar 8: Food sovereignty through the construction of knowing how to feed 

oneself to Well being 

• Pillar 12: Enjoy and full happiness of our traditions, our music, our rivers, our 

jungle, our mountains, our snow-capped mountains, of our air clean, of our 

dreams. 

4.2 The context of Crisis (political crisis and Covid-19 in Bolivia)   

4.2.1 Political Crisis in Bolivia 2019 – 2020 

The recognized economic progress and growth of Bolivia (pre-pandemic) has 

been carried out by the political party “MAS- ISPS”.  n the political Bolivian context the 

MAS party represents a very strong political force, which has been unbeatable in every 

presidential election to date. Factors like the crisis of  the neoliberal economic model, 

the big  migration from rural to urban areas and the lack of representativeness among 

the other political parties led the conformation of the MAS as we know it today.  

Consequently, the MAS won their first elections in 2006 with 53.7% of support from 

the population (Ocampo, 2006), and  their leader, Evo Morales, became the first 

indigenous president of Bolivia. At that time, Evo Morales promised to rule together 

with all social movements forgotten by the neoliberal era. Also, through a Marxist 

discourse, he promised to recover the sovereignty over Bolivian natural resources and 

the creation of a Plurinational state that would involve and respect all indigenous 

peoples (Zuazo Oblitas, 2009).  

However, over the time, Evo’s administration began to face greater resistance from 

the urban middle sectors, losing a referendum in 2016 regarding the possibility to 

reelect himself again for the third time. Moreover, several scandals of corruption and 

environmental issues made his government quite unpopular among urban middle 

sectors and indigenous organizations from the highlands.  

In spite of the results of the referendum of 2016, in January of 2019, Evo Morales 

became again  the official candidate of  the MAS party for the presidency in Bolivia, 

having the possibility to be reelected for a 3rd period (Stefanoni, 2019). After the 

election in October that year some irregularities in the vote counting led to accusations 

of fraud and several protests in various cities. The Organization of American States 

(OAS) published a preliminary report that indicated "very serious" irregularities in the 
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computation13. Consequently, after 21 days of urban social protests aggravated by a 

police riot, the Armed Forces asked Evo Morales to resign. Therefore, in the middle of 

growing social protests, Evo Morales resigned in November 14th. This led to a string 

of resignations from the constitutional succession of Bolivia. Furthermore, in an 

extraordinary session of Parliament and lacking sufficient quorum, the second vice 

president of the Senate, Jeanine Áñez (from the right wing opposition), was 

proclaimed transitional president.  

However, the provisional president had to rule with a parliamentary assembly  still 

dominated by MAS party , and many social movements and supporters of Evo Morales 

who were claiming that a ‘coup’ had evicted Evo Morales from power (Stefanoni 

2019).14 

The outbreak of Covid-19 and its spread to Bolivia fell into the responsibility of the 

provisional government. The administration of this crisis  was very difficult in a context 

of extreme polarization as the provisional government had to face extensive protests 

from the MAS dominated social movements. 

4.2.2 The outbreak of Covid – 19 in Bolivia  

 Additionally, the pandemic  created an unprecedented crisis in the labor market, 

poverty, exclusion and discrimination of  vulnerable groups (ECLAC, 2020) in Latin 

America. To face this situation in Bolivia, the government gave compensation bonuses 

of income for social protection, financial support to micro, small and medium-sized 

business. However, the 9 weeks of the quarantine caused  paralysis of the economy 

with immediate consequences for the population, affecting their livelihoods, 

particularly for workers in the informal sector, a sector that represents 77% of the 

population or approximately more than 2.5 million self-employed households engaged 

in commerce (UNDP 2020). In the health sector there had been serious lacks 

regarding human resources,, lack of laboratories for diagnosis at the national level, as 

well as a shortage of biosafety equipment and medicine. This led the Bolivian 

population to a situation of panic and speculation regarding the price of medicines. 

Among the indigenous communities in Bolivia, their livelihoods were seriously affected 

as their work relies on tourism and commerce: They weren’t able to sell in local 

 
13 https://elpais.com/internacional/2019/11/11/actualidad/1573486804_248337.html 
14 Today the current government in Bolivia keeps the “coup” narrative 
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markets and local tourism was basically dead (IWGIA & ILO, 2020). The same 

happened in the Andes highlands were most  people depend on the informal economy 

in big cities. As their income  generation activities decreased they decided to return to 

their communities increasing the risk  of contagion in the rural area. Currently Bolivia 

still faces the global pandemic, up to May 2nd, 1761 people had died. Based on the 

report released by the National Epidemiology Directorate of the Ministry of Health, the 

number of outbreaks in the country stood at 307,561 infections, 41,134 of which are 

still active. As for the vaccination against the Coronavirus in Bolivia, according to the 

mass vaccination report until May 2nd, 851,192 have been vaccinated between the 

first and second doses of the Sputnik V, AstraZeneca, and Sinopharm vaccines15.  

The Covid 19 outbreak forced indigenous peoples to use traditional practices and 

community organizing to combat the pandemic. (United Nations, 2020) That was the 

case within the Andean valleys of Bolivia, who were forced to resort to their ancestral 

practices to combat the pandemic. In spite of the differences among them, Andean 

communities  share a certain homogeneity in terms of culture, identity, and cultural 

practices since ancient times. (Lanata, 2005). In the following  section the socio 

economic strategies implemented by the  Escoma and Carabuco municipalities are 

presented, from the time of the Covid outbreak in Bolivia until the official start of 

vaccination. It is assumed that similar strategies were carried out throughout all the 

region 

4.3 Context in the Andean valleys of Bolivia 

4.3.1 The term “Indigenous” in the Andes of Bolivia 

 There is no definition about who is or not indigenous, it is usually a matter of 

self- identification among communities, also a standard definition can make the 

mistake of excluding some groups(Corntassel, 2003). Nevertheless, sometimes 

specially in the academic field, researchers have tried to define the word “indigenous” 

in order to get some common understanding about it. This involves, self-identification, 

historical continuity, strong link to territory and nature.(United Nations, 2015).  

 
15 Source: https://www.minsalud.gob.bo/5511-covid-19-1-034-casos-positivos-reportados-5-199-pruebas-
negativas-y-851-192-dosis-de-la-vacuna-contra-el-virus-fueron-aplicadas-hasta-la-fecha 
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In the case of the Andes of Bolivia, the word “indigenous” has a historical link with 

racism and discrimination. “Indígenas”16 in Bolivia were usually associated with 

savages and people living in the lowlands of the country. Because of this, people living 

in the highlands didn’t identify themselves as Indígenas , instead they used other terms 

like “originario” or “campesino” (Burman, 2014). However, by the 2000’s due to the 

political context in Bolivia, there was an awakening of the “Aymaras”  identity, 

particularly in the Andes. (Burman, 2011). The Aymaras and Quechuas are the 2 

predominant indigenous communities in the Andean valleys of Bolivia, which since 

2006 are recognized by the Bolivian constitution as part of the 36 official indigenous 

peoples of Bolivia.17 

Ever since, in the Andes of Bolivia, more people consider themselves Aymaras or at 

least to have Aymara roots. However,  the term “Indigenous” is  still  associated with 

racism and discrimination.. That is why, some people identify themselves as Aymaras 

but rarely identify themselves as “Indígenas”. In this research , following the Bolivian 

constitution, I will consider Aymara communities as indigenous communities and I will 

use the term Aymaras as well as indigenous.  

4.3.2 Economy in the Andes of Bolivia 

Either to adopt new strategies or to share ancestral knowledge was embodied 

in current national development plans. The Andes of Bolivia faced important changes 

in their socioeconomic structure in the recent years. This region, has a long history of 

dealing with global changes in its own way. First of all, indigenous families from the 

Andes have turned from a completely local economy to an economy based on 

pluriactivity, this means there is not only the internal exchange of products between 

communities, but also  a strong output of their products is sold to urban areas close to 

their communities. A mercantile exchange criteria and capitalist mode of production 

are quite strong among them (Urioste, 2017). Consequently, indigenous from the 

Andes have had to learn new strategies as well as to use new technologies.  

On the other hand, there is a change in the social sphere of Aymara families from the 

Andes, immersed in the debate between "the traditional vs the modern." For the 

Andean communities, the centrality of society has always been the community, but in 

 
16 Spanish translation of indigenous  
17 Aymaras are together with Quechuas the most representative in the west of Bolivia and lowlands.  
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recent years, due to the economic movement of pluriactivity, individual interests and 

the economic rationality of accumulation have predominated (Quispe et al., 2003). 

Also, among the Andean communities, especially the Aymara, there was no modern 

rationality regarding the social division of labor, however, mercantilist  logic has also 

penetrated these traditions, replacing old reciprocity practices such as 'el ayni'18 to 

something more according to modernity (Loritz, 2016). This is more common, within 

Aymara wealthy people, that lives in big cities like La Paz, El Alto and Santa Cruz. 

Nevertheless, there are also actors inside and outside the communities, who have 

been seeking to apply new development alternatives more in line with ancestral values 

and old practices centered on the community and a good relationship with nature.  

4.3.3 Aymara bourgeoise: The Qamiris19  

 Among Aymara population, there is a small group of people who have benefited 

from the global economic system and became wealthier than the others. In the 

academic sphere they are known as the  "Aymara bourgeoisie” and within Aymara 

people they are called “Qamiris”(Rea Campos, 2016). Some research in Bolivia 

proved that the origin of Qamiris has its roots before colonial times through rich 

indigenous people who were dedicated to the sale of camelids(ibid).  On the other 

hand, some researchers argue that the Qamiris are the result of the new economic 

development model applied during Evo Morales Government  and the 1952 revolution  

In any case, in the last decades Bolivia lived an economic scenario that benefited 

Aymara families who lived from informal commerce and smuggling. Later, these 

families profited from the sale of Chinese goods.. (Tassi et al., 2012).  

Finally, an important characteristic of the Qamiris is their multi-residence. Although 

most of them reside within the city el Alto, they constantly commute to the surrounding 

communities for cultural and festive activities. 

In this research, the importance of highlighting the existence of the ‘Qamiris’ is based 

on understanding that the indigenous communities of the Bolivian Andes are very 

 
18 The Ayni was a system of reciprocity widely practiced by the Andean peoples that implies helping those from 
a community  who need it,later  the beneficiary has to pay back by assisting each other when another community 
member needs it. 
19 Qamiri comes from the Aymara language which means “Rich” 
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heterogenous and they cannot be associated only with poverty and 

underdevelopment.  

4.3.4 Development in Escoma and Carabuco 

 This section describes the current situation of Escoma and Carabuco 

(communities  used as case study in this research) in terms of development since the 

application of PDES in Bolivia. The description is based on the official municipal 

development plans of both communities which are recognized by the central 

government of Bolivia.20 

Escoma 

 Escoma is made up of 4 cantones21 (Escoma, Challapata Peninsula, Collasuyo, 
Villa Puni) and 30 communities. The population of Escoma is made up mostly of 

Aymara, they speak Spanish and Aymara, as well as a very small percentage who 

speak Quechua. The economy of this municipality is based mainly on agricultural 

production, potato cultivation being one of the most important followed by barley, 

broad bean, goose, pea, quinoa and tarwi crops, maintaining the traditional system, 

followed by livestock production of  bovine, sheep, pigs, donkeys and their derivatives 

such as milk, meat, wool. Fish production also allows the inhabitants to dedicate 

themselves to fish farming due to the variety of fish such as trout and Karachi. The 

artisanal sector of Escoma is represented mainly by women, who produce textile 

merchandise. The most important economic sectors is commerce, since in Escoma 

there is one of the most important fairs in the region that takes place on Thursdays 

and Sundays. 

For the development of their agricultural and livestock activities, each family in the 

community has their own parcel, where they can make use of the land. However the 

amount of land they have is not big, and some families find it insufficient. Regarding 

the water resources, people from Escoma  depend on Lake Titicaca and the Suches 

river. Also, even if more than half of the population have access to water, there is no 

 
20 Plan de Desarrollo Municipal de Escoma (Gobierno Municipal de Escoma, 2012) 
    Plan de Desarrollo Municipal de Puerto Mayor de Carabuco (Gobierno Municipal Puerto Mayor Carabuco, 
2006) 
21 Administrative and territorial division unit in Bolivia 
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proper sewage system. Consequently, very few homes have bathrooms, latrines are 

more common. 

For years the municipality has tried to strengthen agricultural production with projects 

such as the improvement of livestock in the different communities and the 

improvement of seeds for the harvest. There are also projects to improve basic 

sanitation through the construction of drinking water systems or sewerage.  

Puerto Mayor de Carabuco 

 The Puerto Mayor of Carabuco is made up of 5 cantones (Sisasani, Carabuco, 

San Miguel de Yaricoa, Chaguaya, Ambana) and 70 communities. People in 

Carabuco are mostly Aymara and in a smaller percentage Quechua, they are mainly 

bilingual, they speak Spanish and Aymara. The economic activities in Carabuco are: 

agricultural production, its main crops are potatoes, barley, quinoa, papaliza and oca. 

The livestock production in Carabuco is mainly based in sheep, llama and beef. There 

is also artisan production and mining production. The markets and tourism play an 

important role in Carabuco’s economy. There are very attractive places such as: the 

Temple of Carabuco Rock Paintings in Pintatani and in Ch'iaraque, the hill of the 

Sleeping Dragon and the Bay of Santiago de Okola. However,  most of the Carabuco 

population dedicate themselves to  trade of agricultural products.  

In terms of water resources, Carabuco does not have a good access to water, there 

is no company that provide drinking water and sewerage services. In the agriculture 

and livestock sectors there are many projects such as: improvement of potato seed, 

fish farming  and construction of poultry farms. Finally there is the project for the 

promotion of tourism and construction of trails.  
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5 METHODOLOGY  

Following the premise of some social science researchers about looking at the 

social world and their problems through the eyes of the people studied(Bryman, 2016), 

the research questions of this thesis were formulated from the beginning with a 

qualitative approach; in which, the collection of experiences, beliefs, cultural practices 

and other social aspects(Hammarberg et al., 2016) were important to achieve the aim 

of this research. As a matter of fact, the aim of this thesis is to navigate, as well as 

explore, develop and test some aspects of the post development theory  within the 

phenomenon of development in indigenous communities. Therefore, I decided to 

frame everything into a qualitative case study (Bryman, 2016).  

5.1 Research design – Case study  

This thesis follows a case study design, this design is common in the 

quantitative and qualitative research, but wrongly more associated with the last one 

(Bryman 2016). The decision of choosing this design was based in two reasons. First, 

we must recognize the importance of small unit of analysis and to recognize its 

relevance to understanding general issues. Second, the importance as a researcher 

of doing case studies in order to achieve epistemic theoretical construction (Flyvbjerg, 

2006, p. 3).  

5.1.1 The case selection  

 The aim of this thesis is to understand which strategies Indigenous communities  

from the Andes of Bolivia implemented during the Covid outbreak. The Bolivian Andes 

is wide geographically, it includes 60 municipalities distributed in La Paz, Oruro and 

Potosi, some municipalities have until 100 communities. So, thinking in the huge 

amount of communities in all the Andes, the research focuses only in two 

municipalities. 

In this way, the 2 municipalities were: Escoma and Carabuco. The use of these 

municipalities as representative case(Bryman, 2016, p. 70) is motivated for 3 reasons 

discovered during the exploratory field work. First, the differences between 
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municipalities placed close to and far from the Titiqaqa lake22. Escoma and Carabuco 

have communities near and far of the lake.  Second, both municipalities are not very 

near from big cities like El Alto and La Paz, so the difficulties they had during the 

outbreak of the pandemic were deeper than municipalities close to big cities. Finally, 

Escoma and Carabuco were benefited by different development programs from the 

Bolivian government or external agencies, even so, according to Andersen (2020) 

both remain with high poverty levels. 

5.2 Research Method – Semi – structured interview  

The chosen research method for this thesis is semi structured - interviews. 

Qualitative interviews are the most common method in qualitative research (Jamshed, 

2014). Also, in qualitative interviewing, the interviewee’s  point of view is considered 

very relevant (Bryman 2016). As the aim in this research is to collect information from 

indigenous communities, the method helped to collect various points of view about 

development in the global south. On the other hand, using semi - structured interviews 

gave the research the  flexibility to approach some insights about how people deal 

with Covid -19 and their strategies during the pandemic. The  inflexibility reflected in 

structured interviews and the conversational tendency in unstructured interviews 

(Bryman 2016) would not be effective to collect the data. (Burman, 2016) 

In this regard, it is important to emphasize that a mixed method approach was 

considered for this research, combining participatory observation and content analysis 

with the interviews collected. Nevertheless, the documents considered for the content 

analysis were not enough to answer my research questions, they were only used to 

provide background. Finally in 4.3.3 I explain the reasons why observation was not 

chosen as primary method. 

5.3 Data Collection 

To describe the process of the data collection this section is divided in three 

parts. The first part describes how the interviewees were selected. The second part is 

the process of interview explained in detail and the last part is some considerations 

 
22 Communities close to the Titiqaqa Lake usually have more economic movement due to fishery and 
agriculture.   
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about the collection data because I ended up living for a week in one of the 

municipalities to facilitate the interview process. 

5.3.1 Participant selection 

After sampling the context and decided the municipalities where the interviews 

took place. The interviewees were selected within these municipalities using a 

purposive sampling with a criterion sampling approach and a snowball sampling 

technique. Purposive sampling helps the researcher to choose informants in a 

strategic way, in order to get relevant data to answer the research questions (Bryman, 

2016). Criterion sampling is an approach from purposive sampling that allows the 

researcher to choose participants based on some criteria needed to get data (Ibid).  

The data have two types of interviewees, the informant and the respondent. The 

informants mainly answered the questions from the guide interview without delving 

into personal details(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). The respondents not only answered 

the questions but also gave me personal details based on their experiences in the 

community (Ibid).  The selection of interviewees was in first instance thinking of 

informants from Escoma and Carabuco, that included some authorities, as well as 

some Ngo’s representatives, however in the same month there were elections for 

regional authorities and I had to narrow to only one 2 informants  for each municipality. 

Consequently, It was decided to use the snowball sampling technique to find 

respondents, this technique is also parts of the purposive sampling, and implies to 

start with some relevant groups of participants that lead you to find more respondents 

with characteristics relevant to the research(Bryman, 2016) . To do so, the researcher 

had to travel and live some days in Escoma.  

The following chart summarizes the informants and respondents  

Table 1 – Informants’ profiles  

No Name or description Age  Details 

1 Hipolito Parisca  49 Subsecretary of Escoma 

2 Nicolas Cravarovik Arias 54 Doctor In charge of all Hospitals in Carabuco 

3 Diter Choquehuanca 40 Priest of Escoma 

4 Israel Apaza 35 High School Teacher Carabuco 
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Own elaboration based on the responses of the interviewees 

 

Table 2 – Respondents’ profiles 

No Age  Details No Age  Details 

Respondent 1 27 University student Carabuco Respondent 7 81 Man – no profession Escoma 

Respondent 2 45 Regional Authority from 
Camacho Province     

Respondent 8 65 Female small restaurant owner 
Carabuco 

Respondent 3 25 Male student Carabuco Respondent 9 28 Female volunteer Carabuco 

Respondent 4 56 Female housewife Carabuco Respondent 10 55 Male farmer Carabuco 

Respondent 5 70 Male building contractor 
Escoma 

Respondent 11 48 Female house wife and farmer 
Escoma 

Respondent 6 36 Female – Traditional 
Medicine seller Escoma 

Respondent 12 31 Male Student and farmer 
Carabuco 

Own elaboration based on the responses of the interviewees. 

5.3.2 Interviewing process   

The Data collection took place between March 22th and March 27th in the 

municipalities of Escoma and Carabuco. There was an exploratory field work that 

included a visit to these locations and informal meetings with some authorities in La 

Paz one week before the official field work planned. The exploratory field work helped 

to delimitate this research in theoretical levels and to create an interview guide.  

In qualitative research it is always difficult to stablish the right number of interviews,  

also Escoma and Carabuco together are constituted by 102 communities. 

Nonetheless, despite the large number of communities, It was decided to keep few 

number of informants and respondents because the intention of the research is not to 

compare communities but to find general categories(Bryman 2012). 

During the snowball technique, one informant, the priest of Escoma, made it possible   

to find more respondents. Also, approaching people on his behalf (the priest) made 

them more responsive and it became easy to get information from them. The 

interviews were conducted in Spanish by an interview guide prepared after the 
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exploratory field work. However, after some interviews the information was getting 

repetitive, so In order to keep the respondent comfortable and get deeper information, 

it was necessary to get out of the guide a bit without forgetting the topic areas from it. 

Anyhow, In semi structured interviewing there is a flexibility while conducting the 

interviews , in which there is no need to follow a strict interview guide (Bryman, 2016). 

Following the ethical procedure, before every interview  a consent for recording and 

mentioning their names in this research was asked.  

Due to the political situation and context some of them declined to be recorded. 

Nonetheless, this was understandable due to current context. It is important to remark 

that the unrecorded interviews didn’t provide less information; on the contrary, the 

respondents talked more freely and less nervous than in recorded interviews. This can 

be, because in the Andes Region the first language is Aymara and due to the 

stigmatization about not talking Spanish “correctly” (Cancino, 2007) they get nervous 

in front of the recorder.  

After having achieved theoretical saturation(Bryman 2016, 419) the interviewing 

process was concluded. As usual in qualitative research, some additional information 

not relevant for this research was found. However this information served to suggest 

future research In the region.  

5.3.3 Ethnographic experience while interviewing  

 During the exploratory field work, there were some difficulties in getting the 

information remotely. Indigenous communities in Bolivia often do not have a good 

internet signal. Furthermore, the people who could provide relevant information could 

not communicate via phone call, or zoom. Most of the people work in their farm or land 

all day and only have free hours during lunch time and at night.  

The access from the La Paz is only to the capital of municipalities, therefore, the only 

option to reach communities is renting a car or walking. In this sense, I decided to stay 

in Escoma a full week in order to be able to approach people and walk to the 

communities and find informants. Escoma is not really big, so the hostel was in the 

middle of the main square near the high school and church. I can’t consider my stay 

in Escoma as an ethnography or participant observation due to the short period of 

time, ethnography and participant observation usually requires the researcher to 
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immerse in the group of study for weeks or months (Bryman, 2016). Also, despite 

being settled in Escoma, along the week I traveled to Carabuco and the other 

communities around the area.   

Nonetheless, In order to avoid “going native”(Bryman, 2016) , some aspects of  

ethnography method had to be taken into account. First, be aware of people’s 

understanding of the culture and their behavior within the context, and writing in detail 

different aspects of the everyday life that could help this research (Ibid). Actually, living 

and sharing aspect of the everyday life with people during my stay helped me a lot 

when interviewing, processing and analyzing  the data.  

5.4 Analysis of Data 

 Once the collection of data concluded. The thesis followed a grounded theory 

approach for the data analysis, focusing on creating categories in accordance to the 

concepts of the theoretical framework. The six Interviews recorded were transcribed 

and translated, as wells as  the notes from the 10 unrecorded interviews. Finally, the 

notes from the field work experience were digitalized.    

Coding the data is a central process in grounded theory (Bryman 2016) Therefore this 

thesis follow Cresswell (2017) tips of coding and Bryman’s open coding procedure.  

First , all the transcriptions were read in order to examine some relevant information. 

Then, some preliminary categories were selected to use them later in chapter 6. 

During the writing process of chapter 6 some categories were needed to be renamed, 

and also some categories became more important than others. Finally, being aware 

of the inevitable monopoly of interpretation of data (Kvale, 2006) in qualitative 

methods, the coding process was in constant revision until the end of the chapter.  

5.5 The role of researcher 

It is important to problematize my role as researcher due to my positionality. 

First,  as a researcher It is important to realize I have indigenous roots from the Andes, 

and to acknowledge my empirical knowledge about the themes of this thesis. On the 

other hand, despite having indigenous background I never learned to speak Aymara 

properly, I only know some basic words from my childhood. Nevertheless, during my 
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bachelor studies I worked in this region, that gave me the expertise to approach 

informants during the collection of data.  

I know that to Creswell and Creswell (2017) “avoid going native” it is an important part 

in qualitative research. I don’t consider myself a native, first because my roots come 

from Santiago de Ojje, a community near the Titiqaqa lake, different that the 

communities I chose as study case. Besides,  although I have a vivid image of how 

life is in the Andes thanks to my grandfather, my parents were born and raised in the 

city. Therefore, I am not a native, my role is the same as many of the descendants of 

Aymaras, who only visit the native villages of their grandparents on special 

occasions. I could still consider myself an Aymara being redeemed.  

In short,  within qualitative research it is important to create an environment that allows 

informants to feel comfortable sharing their experiences (Bryman, 2016), in this way 

my positionality as a researcher helped to achieve this task. 

5.6 Ethical considerations 

There are ethical aspects to consider when using semi–structured interviews 

as a method. First, interviewing individuals is not merely to interact and collect data 

from the informants, but also to create a space where people can talk freely about their 

own experiences, points of views and understanding about the world (Kvale, 2006). 

Additionally, in order to interview people that belong to indigenous communities It was 

necessary to remember the long experience this population have had with 

researchers. Sometimes they used them only to collect data, appropriate valuable 

information and then forget to give them voice (Wright et al., 2016). Moreover, it is 

important to reflect that despite using a “western” approach of research, during the 

Interviewing process(see 5.3.2) there was an attempt to follow a anticolonial approach 

of research (Simonds & Christopher, 2013) respecting some terms and practices from 

the interviewed people. Nonetheless this consideration was not difficult due to the 

positionality I have as a researcher(see 5.5).   

Moreover, it was important to consider the time frame of the research for two reasons. 

First, since 2019 Bolivia has been living a lot of political tension and weeks before the 

collection of data there were regional elections; therefore it was important to respect 

the political positionality of the informants, as well as the desire not to be recorded and 
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not to mention their names. As I mentioned the large experience indigenous 

communities have had about research makes them more cautious. Second, the 

research is framed during the current pandemic; hence, the interviews developed 

sensitive topics like poverty, indigence and death. This, led me to share my own 

experiences about the pandemic, not with the merely intention of continuing  collecting 

data, but as an attempt to demonstrate empathy with the informants and the current 

problem the world is living.  

Finally, in the last years it became more frequent while doing research among 

indigenous and vulnerable communities, to recognize the importance of discussing 

the ethics of research in these study subjects.(Meza Salcedo, 2017)However, due to 

the social nature of the research, this thesis doesn’t  follow strictly international 

guidelines about research in indigenous communities, but it  follows the 4 dimensions 

that ECLAC suggests about operative action within indigenous communities: The 

recognition of identity, common origin, territoriality and the linguistic and cultural 

dimension(ECLAC, 2014) 
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6 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS  

 This chapter presents and analyses the findings of this thesis in three sections.  

Each section will present a strategy and analyze it in light of the official development 

plan of Bolivia and the idea of  alternatives to development as stated in the research 

questions.  

• What are the strategies applied by Andean indigenous communities from 

Bolivia in order to combat the economic effects of the covid-19 pandemic?  

• To what extent were these strategies aligned to the official development agenda 

of Bolivia ? 

• To what extent can these strategies contribute to the radical change proposed 

by the “alternatives to development” concept? 

 

6.1 Self - consumption  

6.1.1 Encapsulations and consumption on an internal basis 

 Escoma and Carabuco, as well as other surrounding communities in the Andes 

of Bolivia, were "encapsulated". This meant isolation from other communities, curfews, 

and restricted circulation within the communities in order to prevent the virus "arrival" 

in the communities. However, the self-enclosement was not easy, as people relied 

largely on intercommunity interaction. Indeed, indigenous people from the Andes 

region commute very often to the major cities to sell their products, while some natives 

of the region work in La Paz and El Alto only returning at weekends. 

“Nobody imagined we could applied quarantine here, our people are 

not used to encapsulating themselves (...) as soon as COVID has 

arrived to Bolivia, we have already organized ourselves and  

encapsulated (…) it has been a bit difficult for people to get used to 

it,because we have fairs23 here twice a week , on Sundays and 

Thursdays. So people stopped coming to buy our people’s products and 

 
23 Fairs (Ferias in Spanish) is a common definition for small markets that open twice a week in rural 
communities. In this fairs people from the big cities and other communities nearby buy their groceries.  
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that affected their economic income. It was very difficult for us to 

explain that in our communities” (Hipolito Parisca – Subsecretary of 

Escoma) 

Consequently, the so-called encapsulation changed the economic dynamics of 

Carabuco and Escoma. A majority of the residents live from the sale of their products 

in the largest cities and surrounding areas. Thus, since they are not used to isolating 

themselves, this has affected the family's budget and their weekly income.  

“After the military closed traffic routes and car entries, I had to keep all 

products, I couldn't sell anything. I couldn't pay a relative the money I 

owed him because of the pandemic, but he understood.” (Respondent 10) 

“I have a wife who sells at the fair every Thursday and that is an extra 

income to the house. Since they have prevented transportation from 

coming, we have lost that extra income.” (Respondent 5) 

An important economic blockade resulted from the encapsulation and isolation from 

other communities. Because, not being able to hold the fairs on Thursdays as usual 

caused economic damage in the region. However, although the encapsulation and the 

measures  had an impact on the Andes' economic income, there were no shortages 

of products or first-use goods in the communities.  

In fact, the consumption and the exchange of products within and between local 

communities was promoted to an extent. As a result, internal consumption and 

exchanging of products were encouraged in the region. In these communities, 

lifestyles are structured around internal consumption and as such, this was not difficult. 

“Here life is very simple even in the economic sphere. All households 

eat what they produce, so here you can even make tea  from grass(...) 

No one has ever died of starvation here, nor has anyone died because 

he didn't have to eat his mouth.”(Diter Choquehuanca – Priest of 

Escoma) 
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 Intentional Self-consumption? 

The Suma Qamaña postulates that food production should be merely for subsistence 

through the concept of  Self-consumption. Nevertheless, this way of life apparently 

only made sense in the Aymara communities during the COVID epidemic because of 

this forced encapsulation. In the background, it was pointed out that these 

communities do not live solely off of what they produce. In fact, there is a commercial 

logic that encourages them to leave their communities in order to sell their products 

and generate an income.  

In the interviews conducted, two positions were noted among the informants. First a 

sense of pride that they are self-reliant from what they produce, but also concern about 

not being able to have the usual monetary income. In fact, when the "encapsulation" 

became more flexible, the indigenous populations searched for a way to sell their 

products immediately. 

“According to the government, it was not possible to prohibit the 

passage of food into the city. In fact, as soon as the peak of the virus 

had passed, we went to La Paz, and when we returned, we also brought 

products that were not here, such as tomatoes. (...) Yet, people here 

manage to subsist on their own, so there is no problem”  (Israel Apaza 

– Teacher Carabuco) 

Through the interviews, it was possible to determine that although indigenous 

communities can practice self-consumption, they still needed an income to pay for 

other services such as electricity and even internet and cable television. 

“I'm not worried about food, I'm worried about not being able to pay the 

electricity.”(Respondent 12) 

“I can save money on food because my children and I do not have a 

problem just eating potato, chuño and eggs (...) I heard that they 

(Municipal authorities)  will let some people go to the city to sell 

products, so I will send my son and check If we can earn to pay for cable 

TV.” (Respondent 4) 

Simply put, communities are able to live off what they produce. Nevertheless, there is 

a system for economic exchange with neighboring communities, as well as with large 
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cities like Alto and La Paz. Due to this, these communities have been generating 

needs over time that cannot be met through self-consumption. 

6.1.2 Eradication of extreme poverty and food sovereignty 

 The pillar number 1 of the PDES aims an "Eradication of extreme 

poverty". Three types of poverty are proposed to be eradicated in this pillar: "the 

material", “the social” and "the spiritual".  

“This pillar has the objective of eradicating extreme poverty in its 

material, social and spiritual dimensions. Material poverty is 

manifested in the absence of access to basic services and decent living 

conditions; social poverty is visible in the predominance of 

individualism over community values; and spiritual poverty is 

expressed in the presence of practices of consumerism, discrimination 

and racism”(PDES, 2016, p. 39) 

Furthermore, within the PDES document, the eradication of "material poverty" 

promotes goals that include creating jobs, supporting agriculture, and promoting 

production. The eradication of “social poverty” proposes goals in terms of recovery of 

community practices, the practice of solidarity and living in harmony. Finally, the goals 

set out for eliminating "spiritual poverty" focus on fighting against discrimination, 

racism, and the creation of a more equal life for everyone.  

In this regard, it is important to mention that the parameters for defining these three 

poverty categories continue to be those determined by the development paradigm. 

Poverty is thus defined by the UN as the "severe deprivation of the basic needs of 

humanity". This is how the PEDS differentiates between the "basic human needs" of 

Bolivia and identifies the material, social, and spiritual types of poverty. 

Among these types of poverty, only the social poverty and the spiritual poverty are 

related to Suma Qamaña. There is scarce relation between the goals of ending 

material poverty and the Suma Qamaña concepts (Self-consumption, Collectives, 

Traditional Medicine, and Reciprocity). Mainly because the proposed goals to 

eradicate material poverty are more focused on technical proposals such as the 

support of agriculture, improving tourism, and improving access to basic services, 

among others. While social and spiritual poverty is eradicated through changing 
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behaviors and style of life. This is due to the logic of a development plan based solely 

on what can be measured, which clearly has difficulty when it comes to proposing 

measures that represent a change that cannot be measured or quantified. 

Thus, the relationship between the PDES and the strategies implemented during the 

Covid-19 outbreak in indigenous communities remains a bit contradictory. 

First, because indigenous communities have overcome social and spiritual poverty. 

When analyzing the Covid strategies, we are able to verify this clearly. However, this 

capacity was not created by the PDES, the indigenous communities have lived with 

Suma Qamaña for a long time, and during the covid they only developed a stronger 

connection to it. 

Furthermore, as mentioned in the interviews and as noted in the background these 

communities suffer a sort of material poverty, worsened by the quarantine and 

economic restrictions. A major concern of the communities was the decline in their 

incomes coming from trade. 

On a general basis, indigenous communities' strategies seem to be closely tied to the 

Pillar 1 of Bolivia's PDES. But it is simply aligned with the knowledge indigenous 

peoples already had and does not address the primary problem facing these 

communities, which is material poverty.  

As a result, this notion contradicts what is envisioned by "alternatives to development", 

given that self-consumption is a subsistence measure that worked during the COVID-

19 outbreak, but does not represent a strategy that will prevail within indigenous 

communities. In addition, we must add the accumulation logic mentioned in this 

section and that will be developed in the final section (6.4) of this chapter. 

Food sovereignty  

“Food is an essential element of life, as well as a central part of culture, 

identity and spirituality that allows consolidating the community as an 

entity of dialogue with Mother Earth”(PDES, 2016, p. 140) 

The Pillar 8 of the PDES is Food sovereignty. The content of this Pillar is divided into 

two areas: nutrition and production. Based on what indigenous communities have 
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implemented in terms of strategies against Covid, the production area is likely the most 

relevant.  

This area proposes two goals: “Sovereignty through local food production” and “The 

diversification of production, the protection of local varieties and the promotion of food 

cultures and traditions”.  

When the subgoals are analyzed in depth, it can be seen that they are more in line 

with a production and development at the macro level with goals relating to the 

creation of seed banks and the promotion of a national production that supplies the 

entire country. These tendencies are also reflected in local development plans of 

communities whose economies rely on production and sale of products. In both cases, 

domestic consumption and revaluation of native foods are also encouraged, but are 

less prominent in their development plans.  

As noted in 6.1, the first strategy against Covid is self-consumption. A macro view of 

this shows that PDES and local development plans promote self-consumption through 

food production at local levels, which indirectly benefited local communities during the 

Covid outbreak.  

Nonetheless, it is important to stress that within Suma Qamaña, the concept of Self-

consumption describes production and feeding of subsistence, which is in 

contradiction to the PDES, which suggests more production. 

Although, the self-consumption strategy was effective, the overwhelming need to sell 

their products prevails in indigenous families since this is their primary source of 

income. 

6.1.3 Self-consumption at convenience 

 Due to the quarantine measures in the region, self-consumption was the most 

significant economic strategy implemented by the indigenous people during the Covid. 

The indigenous people suffered an encapsulation that forced them to rely solely on 

their products. Since the Aymara communities have long been able to survive on what 

they consume, this was not a problem for them. Despite this, daily self-consumption 

is not so common among the Aymara. The national and regional development plans 
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over the years and their heavy dependency on the sale of their products have led to 

economic dependence on the sale of their products. 

The interviews conducted reveal that indigenous people nowadays wish to have an 

economic income beyond subsistence. Originally, Suma Qamaña considered self-

consumption to include subsistence production and consumption, but that applies no 

longer to the  Aymara reality. 

“The measures can be tolerated for a while, but eventually we'll need to 
sell our products, it's what makes our lives worthwhile”(Respondent 4) 

“It's always our goal to open new markets, the recession hit us, but when 

the situation improves, we will seek to expand our production.” 

(Respondent 2) 

This does not mean the Aymara communities have only developed a taste for wealth 

accumulation and excessive consumption, but it rather shows that  they are already 

immersed in the market logic of income generation through trade as development 

model. In the background, it has been mentioned that an Aymara bourgeoisie, 

engaged in a strong capitalist activities, not just locally but also globally has emerged. 

This coincides with  the objectives of the development plans  that promote more 

production, particularly among indigenous communities. Furthermore, as mentioned 

above, the elimination of poverty is embodied in three aspects (material, spiritual, and 

social), with the elimination of material poverty having priority. 

As such, the Aymara indigenous peoples' self-consumption during the covid-19 seems 

more a crisis adapted response to the current situation rather than a structural 

response. 
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6.2 Traditional Medicine 

6.2.1 Medicinal Plants as strategy  

“Our people have often been killed by Western medicine. We do not 

trust in it. We use our own methods to take care of ourselves and cope 

with illness here.”(Respondent 4)  

 According to Gutierrez (1992), traditional medicine is a set of knowledge that is 

misunderstood by Western science. In the Andes of Bolivia there are different 

medicinal practices that could not be understood by Western medicine. Of all these 

different practices the main protagonists are medicinal plants.(de la Riva & Jai, 2006). 

The traditional knowledge of medicinal plants includes over 3,000 species of medicinal 

plants including empirical classification systems, recognition of habitats for each 

species, and procedures for harvesting, storing, preparing, and supplying these 

plants.(Ibid). 

Not only indigenous  peoples relied on medicinal plants, the use of them during the 

pandemic  was very appreciated in all the country.  However, the general knowledge 

of traditional medicine is characterized by ancestral practices; therefore,  indigenous 

communities are significantly more likely to practice it.  

When the pandemic spread in the Andes, coupled with misinformation and the 

misguided belief that the disease didn't exist, the indigenous communities turned to 

the use of the use of medicinal plants. The interviewees mentioned plants that were 

used for Covid, including Matico, Mallku Mallku, and Arnica. 

“We have been healed with medicinal plants; my brother-in-law has 

taken matico and has been cured as a result” (Israel Apaza – Teacher 

Carabuco) 

Nevertheless, the use of traditional plants is still under research, so the interviewees 

themselves attest that it was not always effective, since prior knowledge and the 

correct use of these plants are essential. 

“Some people don't know how to prepare Mallku Mallku, I think they've 

boiled it a lot. One of the neighbors across the street lost both of his 

grandparents. Her mother in law did not properly prepare the plant, her 
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wife told me. They didn't even have Covid, but because of their fear they 

drank the tea from the plant.” (Respondent 8) 

 

“I heard that the Kari Kari medicine protects from covid. So I drank it 

with my family. Two weeks after only my son got the disease. The disease 

did not affect anyone else in the family. Therefore, we believe the 

medicine helped us. My son could also benefit from it because he didn't 

die” (Respondent 5) 

It is not necessary to describe how each plant was used, but based on the testimonies, 

it appears people fervently believed in these remedies. Sometimes without thinking 

about potential side effects. In any case, the plants according to many of Aymaras 

could have been a key factor in overcoming Covid in their region. 

The abandonment of conventional medicine 

 There was a negative perception regarding the use of medicinal plants among 

health authorities in these communities. The majority of materials and procedures 

used for treating the covid with standard medicine were rejected and never used by 

the communities. A doctor in charge told us that hospitals were well equipped, and 

they had even isolated rooms, but most people preferred to stay at home and be 

treated by traditional methods. 

“For those diagnosed with mild, moderate, or severe COVID, an 

isolation room has been set up in the community. The severe ones must 

be sent to the city, but fortunately all mild cases have been treated at 

home. It turned out that people preferred to stay at home, and only a 

few people utilized the isolation room we have installed. The isolation 

room has 13 beds for men and 13 for women. However, it has not been 

used because people were afraid, they mistrusted  the health personnel. 

They believed that doctors and nurses were transmitters of disease, 

there were rumors that said "if I enter the hospital I would die", this has 

prevented the isolation room from being used.” (Nicolas Cravarovik – 

Doctor in charge of all Hospitals in Carabuco) 
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Further, the doctor in charge of the Carabuco hospitals agreed that traditional 

medicine can be a resource that can help, but not completely solve the Covid problem. 

In addition, Dr. Cravarovik mentioned that to a certain extent medicinal plants have 

become a business. 

“Previously, matico, chamomile, and other teas cost me 2bs, but now 

the prices can reach 15bs. Many people took advantage of the situation 

because (these products became) extremely expensive”(Respondent 9) 

As a result of other interviews in the region, it was possible to determine that medicinal 

plants were in fact commercialized. People with easy access to these plants put a high 

value on them, which resulted in their prices going so high that some people could not 

afford them. Furthermore, some people also hoarded these plants in order to be able 

to sell them in the big cities and  get a profit from it.  

“There used to be a lot of Mallku Mallku behind where I live, but when 

this disease came there were thieves who cut a lot of it during the night 

and took it away. Despite our efforts to protect the plants, they cut all 

of them anyway” (Respondent 4) 

“ you could not get certain plants, I heard that it was because El Alto 

and La Paz paid higher prices for them”(Respondent 1) 

In summary, authorities at the regional and national levels equipped the Andean 

communities with a wide range of resources for combatting Covid. However, most of 

the communities preferred traditional treatments, which according to the interviews 

were recognized  as more effective than Western medicine. 

6.2.2 Articulation with conventional medicine? 

 The Pillar 3 of the PDES is the one related with health. It promotes 2 goals, the 

universal access to health and the integration between conventional and traditional 

medicine.  

Reviewing in detail the second goal set out in pillar 3, there is only one sub-goal 

proposed to synchronize traditional medicine with conventional health care: “the 

establishment of an ancestral center of traditional medicine”. The other sub-goals are 
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based only on improving conventional medicine, so a true articulation proposal 

remains to be elaborated. 

As illustrated in the indigenous communities studied, there is no true articulation 

between traditional medicine and the local health system. The tendency to use 

traditional medicine against Covid-19 actually arises from a lack of confidence in 

conventional health care. As explained in 6.1.3, the local authorities created special 

rooms to combat covid, but they could only be used for conventional medicine. 

Actually, indigenous people practiced traditional medicine only at home, not in 

hospitals.  

There was no evidence from the interviews that the doctors actually used traditional 

medicine in hospitals in order to combat the Covid.  Therefore, it cannot be said that 

traditional medicine was used in each region in accordance with local development 

plans. Traditional medicine was actually a response to a disease indigenous peoples 

were not aware of, so they treated it as they have been treating other diseases for 

many years. 

6.2.3 Traditional medicine: subordinate and profitable 

 In the fight against covid-19, traditional medicine has had an important  role 

within indigenous communities . In part due to fear, in part due to lack of trust  toward 

conventional medicine, this strategy is still prevalent  today among indigenous 

communities as well as among the population in general . 

Since it rescues ancestral knowledge and puts it before conventional knowledge, the 

use of this traditional medicine  favors the arguments of post-development 

theories. However, the interviews indicate that there are two main reasons why 

traditional medicine cannot produce systemic change in Andean communities. 

First, the intention of the development plans to formally articulate the practice of 

traditional medicine with conventional medicine. Bolivia's development strategy 

includes the creation of an alternative medicine center, although as explained in the 

previous section, it is still a long way from being  implemented, This would entail, 

however, a subordination of traditional practices to  conventional medicine. 
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Secondly, the use of medicinal plants was gradually replaced by industrialized 

traditional medicine during the Covid-19 outbreak. These medicines were not Bolivian, 

but Peruvian, and they offered Andean medicinal plants in liquid form and in glass jars, 

a very western style. Even recipes and dosages were provided, to ease their 

consumption. 

“People from Peru smuggle them into the city, and after we (people 
from communities) receive it and send our relatives to the city” 
(Respondent 10) 

“There are a number of indications for Arnica's use as a remedy for 

covid. It comes in drops, so it is easy to apply” (Respondent 11) 

So it appears to be impossible to imagine that traditional medicine can contribute to 

the systemic change proposed by alternatives to development, especially in a region 

where industrialization is a major engine of local and national development plans. 

6.3 Collectivity and Reciprocity  

6.3.1 The sense of the Collective 

Community coordination  

 As mentioned by Malešević and Haugaard, collectivity is a social order created 

by actors who experience membership in them. As a matter of fact, the Andean 

peoples have stronger forms of organization based on their ancestral structure than 

do municipalities and the national government. This form of organization is based on 

identity and community membership and played a key role in the development of 

strategies to combat the Covid in the Andean valleys. 

Furthermore, both the local and national governments are aware of and respect 

indigenous organizations. According to the Sub Secretary of Escoma the municipal 

authorities recognized they needed the support of these organizations to have a 

successful fight against covid. Thus, the municipal authorities entrusted the 

implementation of security measures to community organizations. In fact, once these 

actors, such as the Ayllus and Sindicatos, accepted the measures, the population 

started to respect them. It should be noted, however, that not only were the 

government's recommendations followed, but local regulations were implemented as 

well. 
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“To clarify the situation, we have met with the Ayllus and Sindicatos. 

(…)  It is easier for us to communicate through their leaders, since they 

can share and enforce the measures” (Hipolito Parisca – Subsecretary 

of Escoma) 

Since these communities are not very populated, commissions were formed to help 

control social distances. In other words, they needed no military force, as in larger 

cities, where the military forced and even fined people to comply with the rules. The 

community spirit in this region is so strong that associations and Ayllu representatives 

took turns to carry out checks, and they managed to accomplish the task in a very 

typical way for this area. 

“Despite our dissatisfaction with the new government, we understand 

that the priority is the life of our citizens.”(Respondent 2) 

“People here work organically; seeing that their leaders comply and 

press them in a certain way, they also obey”. (Respondent 9) 

“Ayllu members have been visiting us and asking if we have been 

infected, so we know that they are worrying”. (Respondent 7) 

 “Covid-19 does not exist” 

 According to Mamani (2010), the principles of collectivity in Suma Qamaña are 

opposed to the sense of individuality that characterizes modernity. In other words, the 

indigenous people do not stop making their own decisions, but they are always 

concerned with what happens in the community as a whole, and they put the interests 

of the community before their own. 

The statement made sense during the outbreak of covid. During the interviews It was 

found that some indigenous peoples do not seem to believe in Covid-19 and  initially 

resisted biosafety measures such as the mask, social distancing and curfews 

“That "thing" does not exist, it is an invention of United States and the 

"peliteñida"24 (Respondent 7) 

 
24 The respondent was talking about the transitional president who dyes her hair as blond.  
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“That (the virus) will not reach here, it is a disease for white people. 

They have it in the city because they travel outside Bolivia”.(Respondent 

5) 

“My grandparents do not believe in the virus, they think it is an 

invention of the new government25 in order to lock us up and stop us 

from protesting, because they are stealing”.(Respondent 3) 

This disbelief is not exclusive to Indigenous communities, in different parts of the world 

there are groups that believe Covid-19  is about  a conspiracy of the great elites. 

However, among Bolivian indigenous communities the narrative of some Aymara 

people explaining their disbelief of Covid is more related to the vaccine itself. To them 

the vaccine would actually "inject" the real virus. I found through an interview with an 

indigenous woman from Carabuco, that there is an oral memory about the intervention 

of the Peace Corps in the 60's who forcibly sterilized many women in the Andes of 

Bolivia. Peace Corps even lied to women, claiming they were vaccinating or giving 

them vitamins when they were actually being sterilized.(Geidel, 2010) 

“My grandmother told me that  long time ago the MNR sent people to 

"cure" women but many died and could no longer have children (...) 

With this virus is the same, it is an excuse to  inject us who knows what 

as a cure”(Respondent 8) 

However, a large majority of the indigenous population of Escoma and Carabuco 

decided to put aside their individual beliefs and abide by what was suggested by the 

municipality, Ayllu, and Sindicatos . As a result, a COE (emergency operations 

committee) was formed, with the participation of the entire community. The most 

important result of the commission was that the virus did not reach Escoma and 

Carabuco until approximately June (three months after the first outbreak). 

“Sometimes we do not trust the mayor, but after seeing all the 

organizations come together, I would have to admit that this is true (the 

virus)” (Respondent 5)  

 
25 The respondent was talking about the transitory government in Bolivia 



 
 

50 

Furthermore there were deaths in neighboring communities. It increased the 

community's sense of belonging, since they didn't want to go through what some 

neighboring communities had gone through. 

“Several people from La Paz showed up at a funeral of an elderly 

individual who died from COVID, so the relatives appear to have been 

infected, and from there the disease has already spread a little in the 

municipality, so we had a bit of work to do. We have had very difficult 

times because people were very scared. Thanks to the coordination of 

the Aymara Escoma hospital and other organizations, including the 

municipal government, we have established what is known as the 

municipal COE” (Hipolito Parisca – Subsecretary of Escoma) 

After Covid's deaths occurred within the communities, the COE became stronger to 

implement the measures imposed by the central government.  

6.3.2 Reciprocity 

 Suma Qamaña is built on the concept of reciprocity, according to Nova (2018) 

reciprocity involves different practices that help maintain community life. The most 

important one is  "the ayni". According to the theoretical framework , the ayni basically 

refers to the exchange of favors between families and communities. Even during the 

outbreak of covid, indigenous communities practiced the ayni. Particularly, expressing 

solidarity among themselves 

“We have helped each other a lot, there have been uncertain and 

difficult moments, but here in the community we have always supported 

each other, so it's nothing new for us” (Respondent 6) 

It has already been mentioned that medicinal plants were used as a business. As a 

result, these plants were hard to find for a low price. However, some families with easy 

access to the plants gave them to those in need following the practice of Ayni. The 

families who received help later returned the favor by providing food and other 

remedies for the Covid to the families that helped them in the first place. Despite the 

fact that this gesture appears to be an expression of solidarity due to the pandemic, 

this type of practice is common among Indigenous communities. 
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It has been very helpful for us to share plants with each other, and 

between those of us who knew each other the plants were shared 

whenever needed. Also, we have been teaching each other how much 

and how to use them properly. Some leaves of  Matico, for example, are 

not good, so I have at least shown several young people how to use it 

at home.(Respondent 4) 

Mamani (2010) discusses how the exchange appears to be a simple way to express 

solidarity, but it is actually a much more complex idea. This is because the Ayni 

concept is also practiced in the forms of communal organization. Ayllus and union 

leaders, for example, cannot remain in their positions for more than the time set by 

these organizations' internal regulations, and transfer takes place without a vote. In 

the traditional communities, power is transferred by taking turns among the 

families. As a result of the Covid, and as an extraordinary measure, the indigenous 

families decided to disregard their internal regulations and chose younger people to 

lead the Ayllus. The purpose of this was to show solidarity with the families of some 

leaders, who were very old and in need of care and prevention. Furthermore, a 

younger membership ensured a greater contribution to the COE.  

Apart from its solidarity significance reciprocity applies to other types of celebrations 

as well, including birthdays, weddings, and other festivities. In these festivals, Ayni is 

practiced in a peculiar way, trying to show off and display economic power. 

Nonetheless the entire community postponed many celebrations and parties during 

the Covid outbreak to prevent contagion and respect the coexistence they achieved 

during the first months. 

“We have been hard on each other, so family gatherings have been 

suspended. The rebels might try, but there is a penalty, because if any 

were infected the entire community would suffer”(Respondent 2)  

6.3.3 “Enjoy our traditions” in the PDES 

 The Pillar 12 from the PDES is : “Enjoy and full happiness of our traditions”. 

Within this pillar, the PDES will pursue its main objective to build Bolivia's new 

Plurinational identity, based on wellbeing and the defense of life, while promoting 
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mutual respect and appreciation of Mother Earth and the Bolivian people to live in 

poverty-free and respect for interculturality (PDES, 2016).  

Among the 13 Pillars in the PDS, this one appears to demonstrate the strongest 

articulation in terms of Suma Qamaña, as it proposes strong enforcement of the bond 

with mother earth, community participation, and solidarity. The relationship may be 

implicit specifically with the concepts of reciprocity and collectivity, which are the 

concepts that are most closely associated with living in community, putting individual 

needs aside and emphasizing communal solidarity. 

In the context of covid-19, the strategies implemented by the indigenous communities 

seem to have had a certain influence from this Pillar in the sense that, the pillar is 

present in communities' development plans. Thus, the PDES has served to protect 

and preserve the ancestral practices of indigenous peoples.  

6.3.4 Collectivity and Reciprocity a path to systemic change 

 Indigenous communities implemented strategies based on collectivity and 

reciprocity during the Covid-19 outbreak. During COVID-19, indigenous peoples 

showed how collectivity and reciprocity work from experience. In the case of the 

collectivity, it was reflected through the coordination with the different types of Aymara 

organization (Ayllus and sindicatos) that collaborated with the formation of the COE. 

And in the case of reciprocity, it was reflected in the practice of Ayni within the 

communities. 

The discussion of alternatives to development implies a radical systemic change, but 

as Escobar (2012) states, it also introduces us to a pluriverse. A Pluriverse is "a place 

where many worlds fit together" . This can be related within indigenous communities  

in how the communities, through their own organizational forms, collaborated to 

maintain and adapt general protocols proposed by the National government of Bolivia 

into effective measures against covid in their communities. In other words, indigenous 

communities were able to adapt to the general measures against covid through their 

sense of collectivity. 

Regarding the practice of reciprocity, It was stated that reciprocity can be expressed 

as “the Ayni” that during the last decades has been an excuse to show the economic 

power of some families. However, during the Covid outbreak, the Ayni was a symbol 
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of solidarity among equals, putting aside individual interests and seeking the common 

good. 

So, unlike self-consumption and traditional medicine, the practices that involve 

collectivity and reciprocity have remained intact to some extent despite the changes 

that have occurred in recent years in the communities. The covid has shown how these 

practices work during periods of crisis, but it is clear that the collectivity and reciprocity 

experienced in the communities occurs every day. 

6.4 The aim of development 

In order to complete the analysis about the relationship between PDES, alternatives 

to development, and indigenous communities during the COVID we have to mention 

the aims of these communities regarding development goals.. During the data 

collection, it has been found that both the local authorities (mayors, governors, etc.) 

as well as Ayllus and Sindicatos mention the strong desire of their communities to 

achieve an improved quality of life, as well as a monetary income. 

“We want our community to grow a lot, we want to create industry that 

helps our families”(Hipolito Parisca) 

“We all hope to have a house, a car, and money. It is like this, we cannot 

live only with what is necessary, it is good to survive, but when it 

improves we have to look for more”(Respondent 5) 

“Young people leave our communities looking for opportunities, we 

want those opportunities to be here, and it will be if we grow more, give 

them jobs”(Respondent 2) 

Therefore, the communities are dedicated to making way for economic growth through 

the different plans and projects expressed in their regional development plans. This 

means that indigenous communities are not interested in looking  for alternatives other 

than what is considered conventional development, that is their current and future 

goal. The communities sought the "economic reactivation" as soon as the restriction 

measures were relaxed, which meant to continue seeking for a monetary income. 

As well, the PDES is only partially following  the Suma Qamaña. And even the Suma 

Qamaña may be romanticized but it only covers a part of the present realities of these 
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communities. The fieldwork has shown that these ancestral practices have evolved 

and have also been molded to the current reality of capitalist practices and search for 

profit which are far from what. Alternatives to Development's radical proposals of 

systemic change strive for. 

7 CONCLUSION  
 There are three important conclusions that can be drawn based on the 

strategies employed by Andean indigenous people during the outbreak of covid and 

their relationships with the Bolivian development plan (PDES) and the ideas of 

alternatives to development. Firstly, the discursive presence of Suma Qamaña within 

Bolivia's PDES, secondly, the romanticization of Bolivian indigenous practices as a 

radical alternative to development and finally the aim of development from Aymara 

communities.  

From its conception, the PEDS of Bolivia was based on the concept of Well-being or 

Suma Qamaña. In other words, the PEDS is characterized by the spirit of collectivity, 

rejection of  individuality and the desire of not living at the expense of others. However, 

even coinciding in some points with Suma Qamaña, the PDES model is tied strongly 

to an extractivist logic and economic growth, which is why the 4 key concepts of Suma 

Qamaña differ to some extent from the pillars of the PDES.  The alignment appears 

forced from many angles and that is because PDES adherence to the concept of Suma 

Qamaña is often merely rhetorical . In fact, there is no real operationalization of Suma 

Qamaña within the PDES or local development plans.  

Second, regarding the relationship between the strategies followed by these 

communities and the concept of "alternatives to development" there is also  a breach. 

According to the results of the fieldwork it seems that the practices that involve Suma 

Qamaña have been, some way romanticized. It is important to understand that the 

ancestral practices of indigenous people have evolved as well as adapted to the 

present day. They are still valid but they are complemented by full capitalist practices. 

Thus, Suma Qamaña as it is practiced by the Andean communities cannot be 

considered as an alternative to development. In consequence, a broader analysis is 

required.  
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In other words, theoretically, Suma Qamaña could contribute to a systematic change 

if its 4 concepts were completely practiced. However, even if a PDES is consistent 

with and well operationalized in what Suma Qamaña proposes, the result would be 

closer to a development alternative than to an alternative to development. 

Finally, it should be understood that Aymaras are indigenous communities that have 

changed in the last years, and it is not wise to treat them as isolated communities that 

are seeking to distance themselves from the global system. Rather, they should be 

considered indigenous communities which, without losing their ancestral practices, 

also want the "development" to which all nations aspire. It is therefore important to 

respect this desire for development, avoiding romanticizing their practices, but also 

recommending a development plan that is not merely discursive. 

8 FUTURE RESEARCH 
 This thesis proposes a basis for future research. First, since this thesis has only 

put focus in the Bolivian highlands, an investigation involving indigenous people from 

the lowlands is still pending. Furthermore, even though the concept of Suma Qamaña 

or Well-being has been widely analyzed within social science. It is necessary to do 

research that take into account the Covid Pandemic as a factor of change in the idea 

of "Well-being” Finally, due to the nature of this research being conducted in the 

context of the outbreak of covid-19, further investigation of the economic, social and 

cultural effects covid has had in the long run among indigenous communities is 

needed. 
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