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Introduction

Bolivia is unfque. For more than a century it has
lacked a coastline, and few of its border regions differ
in topography' from its neighbors; the traveler passes
into Chile and is still on the Altiplano”, or enters Peru
without losing sight of Lake Titicaca®. Yet however
capricious’ and arbitrary its borders may be, they

help create a national psyche—if a divided one, with
- regional as well as national identities.

| Part of Bolivia’s uniqueness comes from

' the isolation that resulted from its becoming
landlocked in the late nineteenth century, but its
remoteness was evident even earlier. Even at its
inception’, it had only a tiny sea outlet in relation
to its vast interior. It is through the process of
emerging from isolation into dialogue with the rest
of the world that some fascinating cultural and
social changes are now occurring.

The stereotypical tourist image of Aymara®
women in bowler hats against a backdrop of
snowy peaks is a constant source of frustration for
the inhabitants of the lowlands and valleys, and is
an indication that Bolivia’s diversity is, even now,
inadequately acknowledged. Bolivians are a mix
of idiosyncrasies’ and inconsistencies: by turns
open and inscrutable®, generous with foreigners

and tough with compatriots’, self-abnegating'® and

fiercely proud, stoical"', and volatile. But warts"?
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are outweighed by virtues, and overall visitors find |
them good-humored, sociable, and welcoming, 1
Despite their strong regionalism, they have more ‘
common interests than reasons to fight. i

Bolivia is at a crossroads today. It has to find a |
way to become part of the modern world without
surrendering its individuality, guaranteeing its ‘
people’s growth and welfare while ensuring i
genuine benefits from its enormous natural wealth. i
It needs at last to cope with the regionalism ‘
that resists unification. It must learn to live
with the vestiges' of colonialism and banish the
assumptions of racial inferiority that even today |
oppress the country’s Indian majority.

Pessimistic observers see an innate capacity

for self-destruction among Bolivians and point

to repeated regional and ethnic conflict, but it

should be remembered that this young nation
contains oppressed minorities, some physically ‘
remote from the ruling elites, and others whose
humanity is only now being acknowledged. These
disparate” elements have only recently begun ‘
to come into true contact. The demise’ of the ‘
Bolivian state, like the death of Mark Twain,

has been grossly exaggeratedfprophCls‘1 of

doom have underestimated the resilience’ of the

people, their long experience of hardship, and
ASREAH LAY
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“/Bienvenidos a Boliwia” “Welcome to Bolivia. | s )ui:;fi/ih: R

their determination to overcome difficulties. What

W N

cannot be underestimated is their goodwill—



