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the indigenous movements and radical leftist groups, and they fear that
indigenous uprisings in the region could spread (Oppenheimer 2003;
Latin American Andean Group Report 2003; Latin American Weekly
Report 2003).

Are these concerns well founded? What impact will the new indige-
nous parties have on the consolidation of democracy in the region? This
essay argues that indigenous parties in Latin America are unlikely to
exacerbate ethnic conflict or create the kinds of problems that have
been associated with some ethnic parties in other regions. To the con-
trary, the emergence of indigenous parties in Latin America may help
deepen democracy in the region. This essay focuses primarily on MAS
and Pachakutik, the two most important indigenous parties to emerge
in Latin America to date. Nevertheless, one would expect the argument
developed here to apply to any major indigenous party in the region. 

ETHNIC PARTIES AND ETHNIC POLARIZATION
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sellout of group interests, citing collective betrayal and humiliation.”
Such appeals typically cause interethnic relations to deteriorate, leading,
at times, to outright conflict. Increasing ethnic polarization, in turn,
makes it difficult for nonethnic parties to subsist. As a result, Horowitz
and others suggest, the emergence of ethnic parties may lead to the dis-
appearance of nonethnic parties. 

This doomsday scenario seems unlikely to occur in Latin America,
however, in large part because ethnic identities in the region are char-
acterized by a great deal of fluidity and ambiguity. In most Latin Amer-
ican countries, mestizos—that is, people of mixed European and
indigenous descent––are the single largest population group, which has
helped blur the lines between ethnic categories. Latin America also has
a large population that is partly of African descent, which has further
clouded the boundaries between different races and ethnicities. 

The dominant mestizo population in Latin America has often
adopted a contradictory attitude toward its own indigenous ancestry and
culture. On the one hand, many mestizos have implicitly accepted their
own indigenous roots and have celebrated many of the achievements
and legacies of indigenous cultures as part of their national heritage. On
the other hand, they have typically not identified themselves as indige-
nous, and they have frequently looked down on and discriminated
against people they do identify as indigenous.

Who has identified themselves as indigenous (or has been identified
as indigenous) in Latin America has changed over time and place,
depending on numerous factors. In the 1900s, many indigenous people
in the countryside in Latin America began to identify themselves as
campesinos (peasants), partly because of state efforts to organize them
into peasant sectors (Yashar 1999). Other indigenous people migrated to
the cities, where they frequently shed their indigenous identities. More
recently, a process of “reindianization” is taking place in much of Latin
America as large numbers of people, including individuals who are only
partly of indigenous ancestry, have begun to adopt the indigenous label.
Even today, however, many people who are mostly or wholly of indige-
nous ancestry do not identify as indigenous or will do so only under cer-
tain circumstances. In recent surveys and censuses in Bolivia, for exam-
ple, the percentage of people who are willing to identify themselves as
indigenous has ranged from 18 to 62 percent, depending in large part on
what choices are offered (INE 2001; Seligson 2002; PNUD 2004).3

The fluidity and ambiguity of ethnic identities in Latin America means
that nonethnic or multiethnic parties are likely to retain considerable
appeal. Individuals who do not fully identify with a single ethnic group
or do so only under certain circumstances may be reluctant to vote for an
ethnic party. Even those who do identify with a single ethnic group may
be reluctant to cast their votes solely on the basis of their ethnic identity
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resentative of MAS, put it, MAS is “an inclusive not an exclusive party
…we did not want to go from being excluded to excluding others”
(2004). All these parties have recruited nonindigenous as well as indige-
nous candidates for office, and Pachakutik has formed electoral
alliances with important nonindigenous parties. Efforts to woo non-
indigenous voters have been largely successful. Data from Bolivia and
Ecuador suggest that both MAS and Pachakutik attracted many non-
indigenous supporters in the 2002 elections.6 The same appears to be
true in Colombia. Indeed, Van Cott (2004, 292) suggests that indigenous
parties in Colombia have received more votes from nonindigenous
people than from indigenous people. 

Not all indigenous parties have made efforts to attract support from
the nonindigenous population, however. Ethnic parties, such as Yapti
Tasba Masrika Nani (YATAMA) in Nicaragua and the Pueblo Unido Mul-
tiétnico de Amazonas (PUAMA) in Venezuela, have focused largely on
attracting support from members of their own ethnic groups (Rizo
Zeledón 1990; Van Cott 2004, 292). Even these parties, however, have
largely avoided polarizing rhetoric and have sought to work with
nonethnic parties and governments. YATAMA, for example, forged
alliances with the UNO government in Nicaragua and subsequently with
the Sandinistas, while PUAMA has cooperated with the left-wing Patria



ipation and reduce party system fragmentation and electoral volatility in
indigenous areas. These parties may even increase the acceptance of
democracy among the indigenous population and reduce political vio-
lence in areas with large indigenous populations, although whether
these latter two benefits are realized will depend largely on the actions
of the leaders of the indigenous parties. Each of these potential benefits
merits discussion.

IMPROVING POLITICAL REPRESENTATION

The emergence of indigenous parties in Latin America should deepen
democracy in the region by providing a voice to a politically and socioe-
conomically marginalized group that represents a large portion of the
population in some Latin American countries. The indigenous popula-
tion in Latin America ranks well below the nonindigenous population
on virtually all major indicators of socioeconomic development, includ-
ing income, education, health, and housing. Indigenous people, more-
over, have traditionally had little political influence. Throughout much
of their history, the major parties in Latin America have ignored indige-
nous voters or have wooed them principally through clientelistic
appeals. Some important parties have channeled patronage resources to



2002 presidential elections, but internal divisions made it impossible to
agree on a candidate, and the party ultimately decided to support Lucio
Gutiérr



people in the region. A recent study found that the proportion of the
population that is indigenous had a statistically significant negative
impact on voter turnout at the municipal level in the 1990 and 1995 pres-
idential and legislative elections in Guatemala (Lehoucq and Wall 2001).8

In Mexico, voter turnout has also tended to be lower in indigenous
municipalities than in nonindigenous ones (Ruíz Mondragón 1998). In
the 2000 elections, for example, only 59.5 percent of the population over
18 years old voted in municipalities that were mostly indigenous, as
opposed to 64.4 percent in municipalities where indigenous people rep-
resented a minority.9 Voter turnout has also traditionally been lower in
indigenous than in nonindigenous areas in Bolivia and Ecuador. 

The lower voting rates have a number of causes. First, a significant
percentage of indigenous people do not speak or read Spanish, which
can be a substantial impediment to both registration and voting. Second,
a disproportionately large number of indigenous people live in rural
areas and therefore have to travel longer distances to vote or to regis-
ter. Third, some Latin American countries have imposed significant
financial or bureaucratic hurdles to voter registration, which affect the
indigenous population particularly severely because they tend to have
limited financial resources. In Bolivia, for example, citizens must obtain
identity cards in order to vote, but these cards are costly and not easily
obtained in rural areas (Van Cott 2003; Ticona et al. 1995, 181–85).10



although other factors may also be partly responsible. Between 1992
and 2002, the number of votes cast in Ecuadorian counties (cantones



in terms of the effective number of parties in presidential elections
(Payne et al. 2002, 73). The high levels of electoral fragmentation and
volatility have complicated democratic governance in these countries,
making it difficult to enact legislation and to sustain policies and pro-
grams over time. 

This situation has various causes, institutional factors among them;
but the voting patterns of the indigenous population in these countries
have certainly contributed to the problem. In all four countries, electoral
volatility and party system fragmentation have typically been higher in
municipalities or provinces where indigenous people represent a large
proportion of the population. For example, from 1985 to 1997, Bolivian
provinces where indigenous people represented less than one-third of
the population had an average of 3.3 effective parties, whereas
provinces where the indigenous constituted more than two-thirds of the
population had an average of 4.7 effective parties. During this same
period, electoral volatility averaged 24 percent in the provinces with less
than one-third indigenous population and 42 percent in those with more
than two-thirds indigenous population.13

The problem also stems partly from the failure of the major parties
to represent adequately the interests of the indigenous population,
especially their low indigenous recruitment levels and their failure to
embrace indigenous-supported programs and policies. Partly for this
reason, none of these parties has been able to gain the enduring loyal-
ties of a large proportion of the indigenous population. Instead of con-
sistently supporting a single party, indigenous voters have shifted their
votes frequently among a variety of different parties.

The emergence of indigenous parties, however, has the potential to
remedy this situation. Indigenous parties may be able to gain the endur-
ing allegiances of large numbers of indigenous voters, thereby reducing
electoral volatility and party system fragmentation in highly indigenous
areas (Birnir 2004; Madrid forthcoming). Indeed, the emergence of major
indigenous parties in Bolivia and Ecuador has already reduced party
system fragmentation in such areas. In Bolivia, the effective number of
parties in majority indigenous provinces declined after the rise of MAS,



and democratic institutions in the region. Disenchantment with democ-
racy is high throughout Latin America, but it is particularly high in those
countries with proportionally large indigenous populations. Surveys
conducted in 2002 by Latin Barometer reveal that an average of 50 per-
cent of the population in Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Peru prefers
democracy to any other kind of government, as opposed to 56 percent
regionwide (cited in Lagos 2003, 165).14 Only 23 percent of the survey
respondents in these countries, on average, stated that they were very
or fairly satisfied with democracy, as opposed to 32 percent in Latin
America as a whole (Lagos 2003, 166). Similarly, surveys of democratic
values carried out by the Latin American Public Opinion Project
(LAPOP) at Vanderbilt University found that support for democracy was
lower in Bolivia, Peru, and Ecuador than in the other Latin American
countries surveyed; namely, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and
Paraguay (Seligson 2001, 54).



even though they are frustrated with how democratic institutions have
functioned to date.

The emergence of indigenous parties might help shore up support
for democracy among indigenous people for a number of reasons.
Indigenous parties should make elections more meaningful for some
indigenous people by enabling them to vote for a party that seeks to
represent them. Indeed, the increase in voter participation that has
occurred in indigenous areas in Bolivia and Ecuador in recent years
suggests that the emergence of indigenous parties has increased interest
in the electoral process among indigenous voters in those countries. The
rise of indigenous parties will presumably increase the number of
indigenous representatives in the legislature, which may, in turn,
increase indigenous support for this institution. The electoral success of
the MAS and, to a lesser extent, the MIP caused the number of indige-
nous legislators in Bolivia to grow from 10 in 1997 to 52 (out of 130) in
2002, which has given the Bolivian legislature an important indigenous
presence (Albó 2002, 95; Rivero Pinto 2002, 36).

Indigenous leaders may penetrate other governmental institutions
as indigenous parties become more powerful, which should boost
indigenous support for these institutions, too. In Ecuador, for example,
leaders of Pachakutik took over a number of important governmental
ministries after the election of Gutiérrez, although they were obliged
to resign these positions after Pachakutik broke with the Gutiérrez
administration.

As indigenous parties become increasingly powerful, more indige-
nous people may come to believe that they can bring about policy
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REDUCING POLITICAL VIOLENCE

The emergence of indigenous parties may also help reduce political vio-
lence involving the indigenous population. Indigenous organizations
have participated in many peaceful protests in recent years, but they
have also been involved in a significant number of actions that have
turned violent, including strikes, demonstrations, roadblocks, and



party, MAS, and the main labor group, the Bolivian Workers’ Confeder-
ation (COB), then joined in, and with their assistance, protests quickly
spr



played only a minor and reactive role in the overthrow of Sánchez de
Lozada, and may have actually had a moderating effect on the outcome.
Antonio Pedrero, the leader of MAS’s congressional delegation and its
2002 vice presidential candidate, argues, “We are sure of having acted
more rationally than others at that time. We were not the organizers of
those mobilizations. There wasn’t an organizer, there were various.
Many of those leaders spoke about installing a revolutionary triumvirate.
. . . We wanted a constitutional solution” (2004).

In the immediate aftermath of the overthrow of Sánchez de Lozada,
moreover, the MAS served as a moderating force in Bolivia. Indeed, it
supported the Mesa administration during its first year in power and
largely eschewed protests. Gustavo Torrico, a MAS congressional
deputy, explains, “when we did not have a legitimate representative we
did not have any option other than fighting in the streets and roads.
Afterward we gained a significant [legislative] contingent. We decided in
Congress to shift from protests to proposals” (2004). Evo Morales simi-
larly emphasizes that MAS has “decided to reach power by means of the
vote, not by arms, nor by insurrectional means” (Economist 2004, 37). 

In early 2005, however, relations between Morales and Mesa dete-
riorated, and the MAS and other organizations initiated a series of
protests against the government’s policies, which ultimately led to the
resignation of President Mesa in June 2005. MAS’s actions, which may
well hurt the party in the December 2005 general elections, suggest that
the incentives of electoral politics are not always sufficient to deter
indigenous leaders from participating in protests aimed at obtaining



constituencies to participate in protests and to demand radical changes
in government policy. On the other hand, they will face significant elec-
toral incentives to moderate their views and actions and to form
alliances with mainstream political parties in order to attract more voters
and gain political influence. If indigenous leaders follow the former
path, they risk not only destabilizing democracy but also limiting their
own effectiveness, because radical policies and actions are likely to
antagonize many voters and marginalize the new indigenous parties
from the mainstream of politics. If they compromise too much, however,
they risk alienating their voter base and losing their reason for being.
This, too, could destabilize democracy, because it might ultimately
worsen the existing levels of democratic disaffection among the indige-
nous population and lead to the rise of more radical indigenous leaders
and organizations. To succeed, therefore, the leaders of indigenous par-
ties will need to navigate carefully the perilous path between compro-
mise and cooptation.
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