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Abstract 
In line with a broader Latin American turn to the left, since 2006 Bolivia’s ‘politics of change’ of president Evo 
Morales includes a new ‘decolonising’ education reform called Avelino Sinani Elizardo Perez (ASEP). This 
‘revolutionary reform’ envisions a radical restructuring of Bolivian society and revaluation of indigenous heritage 
through education, and aims to replace the former ‘imposed’ neoliberal education reform of 1994. Geared towards 
broader socio-political processes of social justice, Bolivia’s envisaged education transformation is built around four 
pillars, being: 1) decolonisation, 2) intra- and inter-culturalism together with plurilingualism, 3) productive education, 
and 4) communitarian education. Taking the contemporary Bolivian societal and educational context of tensions and 
inequalities as a starting point, this chapter analyses how the ‘revolutionary ideal’ of a social justice oriented education 
system to ‘vivir bien’ – as laid down in the ASEP reform – is perceived by the different actors involved to be both 
appropriate and feasible. With this aim, the chapter examines the various challenges and opportunities for the policy 
discourse of the new ASEP reform for decolonising education and the government’s idea of teachers as the ‘soldiers 
of transformation’ to translate into an educational reality. In conclusion, there is still a long way to go to bridge the 
gap between ideological intentions and a complex educational reality. 
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Introduction 
‘One state has died, and one state has been born. The colonial state is no longer, and the national state has arrived, 
bringing hope, for all the people of the world’, were Evo Morales’ dramatic words as he was inaugurated 
as the first indigenous leader of Bolivia in the ancient site of Tiahuanacu in January 2006.1 The 
election and re-election of president Evo Morales, identified by many as ‘an indigenous leader’, is 
symbolic for the rise of indigenous social movements in the last few decades, a cry for change in 
Bolivia as well as other countries in the region (e.g. Ecuador, Nicaragua and Venezuela) and a 
broader turn to the Latin American ‘New Left’ (Barrett, Rodríguez-Garavito and Chavez (Eds) 
2008). With a ‘politics of change’ since 2006, the Bolivian government has proposed a new 
political ideology of ‘21st century socialism’, which is aimed at radical transformations of Bolivia’s 
politics, economy and society so that all Bolivians can ‘vivir bien’ (live well).2 With this new 
political push for radical structural societal and educational transformation, Bolivia is marking an 
exceptional route towards development, which is however far from uncontested.  

Bolivia’s project for decolonisation stands in stark contrast to mainstream (neoliberal 
inspired) global tendencies and generates an intriguing area for social science research. Education 
is a crucial sector to bring about these transformations, and teachers are envisioned as strategic 
political ‘actors of change’ in Bolivia’s new route to development. Education has been positioned 
as ‘the highest function of the state’ (Proyecto de Ley 2007), and is at the forefront of debates in the 
streets, media and parliament. A new Education Reform law that aims to decolonise the entire 
education system was approved in December 2010. During the public launch of this new law, 

1 See BBCs video reporting, ‘Evo Morales sworn in as spiritual leader’, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/8473899.stm (last accessed 01-04-2011). 
2 Although political rhetoric might mislead us to think otherwise, Bolivia’s interpretation of 21st century socialism in 
practice has not signified dramatic shifts towards a pure socialist model. According to Kennemore and Weeks, 
Morales follows a model of ‘Andean capitalism’, a pragmatic strategy of a centre-left government that aims to ‘capture 
the capitalist surplus necessary for state spending’, mostly from the country’s natural resources (2011: 271). The 
nationalisation scheme of the MAS has made it possible for the government to fund various social policies, including 
the ‘Bono Juancito Pinto’, a cash transfer programme for school going primary education students of around twenty 
Euros a year. 
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‘that has been created by Bolivians, and not by the World Bank or the IMF’, Bolivia’s president Evo 
Morales claimed that ‘teachers are the soldiers of the liberation and decolonisation of Bolivia’ (Ministerio de 
Educación de Bolivia 2010d).  

Historically, Bolivian education was aimed at linguistic and cultural assimilation - or 
castellanización3- of the indigenous groups (Drange 2007). From this unifying and exclusionary 
system, Bolivian education since the 1990s is slowly changing to a more open, intercultural and 
multilingual type of schooling. The 1994 Educational Reform for intercultural and bilingual 
education was seen as innovative at the time. Its design and implementation process were, 
however, soon being criticised for a lack of genuine participation from Bolivia’s education actors, 
and for being ‘imposed’ by foreign donors and consultants involved in the creation of the 1994 
Reform. The Morales government, after coming to power in 2006, immediately decided to create 
a new Bolivian-owned and ‘revolutionary’ education law to decolonise the education system 
named after two historical educators that struggled for indigenous education: Avelino Siñani and 
Elizardo Pérez (the chapter accordingly refers to the ASEP law hereafter). The ASEP law can be 
considered a powerful part of the state’s ‘agenda for change’, as it takes up articles 77-107 of the 
state’s new Plurinational Constitution (which consists of a total of 411 articles).4 

Deep structures of discrimination and exclusion on the basis of ethnicity, language and 
class continue to exist in Bolivian society and its classrooms. The ASEP law envisions a radical 
break from these historical processes, yet the progressive political ideological discourse is met 
with resistance and obstacles in reality. The urban teachers’ union delegates regularly march the 
streets of Bolivia’s cities, with explosions of dynamite and fierce exclamations to reinforce their 
protests (for instance directed against the current policy plans or to increase teachers’ salaries). 
Many lower class parents rather see their children being prepared to enter the modern urban 
labour market and improve their (economic) life standards, then being educated to enrich their 
ethno-cultural identities and knowledges. While a wide variety of traditional clothing colour both 
urban and rural streets, the unwritten dress code of the generally rather conservative training 
institutes for new teachers still seems to be ‘the more western the better’. This paints part of a 
larger picture of the tensions between ideological political intentions in an education system that 
is strongly embedded in a context of inequality, discrimination, tensions and mistrust. 

The new Bolivian regime’s idea of the purpose of education is clearly linked to the 
notions of interculturality and social justice. The following quote from the ASEP law (2007) 
demonstrates the significance and relevance of the relation between education and social justice 
in the Bolivian context: ‘Education is in and for life, with dignity and social justice assuming work like a vital 
necessity and an integrative and balancing relationship with the cosmos and nature, to live well (para vivir bien).’ 
Based on document analysis and interview data, for this study I define the Bolivian 
conceptualisation of social justice in education as ‘the process of transformation through 
decolonisation of the education system in order for all Bolivians to ‘vivir bien’ (live well)’. Vivir bien 
is a central concept in the National Development Plan, the Constitution and the ASEP proposal. 
This ‘alternative cosmovision’ of vivir bien seeks to: ‘live in harmony with nature, to live a social life in 
solidarity, with a democratic and integral plurinational and diverse development, a multidimensional change 
departing from cultural diversity and with interculturality and diversity at the basis of the quality of life’ 
(National Development Plan in Yapu 2009: 51-52).5 In this sense, Bolivia’s interpretation of 
‘social justice’ is a broad conceptualisation that includes environmental justice, social equality and 
respect for diversity, political/democratic representation for all and an equal economic system to 
the benefit of all Bolivians – and particularly not serving the economic interests of foreign actors.  

3 Translated literally this would mean something like ‘enspanishment’ of the population, aimed at imposing the 
Spanish language and culture. 
4 In this sense, the new Plurinational Constitution forms the legal basis for the re-founding and transformation of the 
Bolivian nation. 
5 La Pachamama is widely recognised in Bolivia as a highly spiritualised and honored Mother Earth, which has a 
reciprocal relationship with humans. 
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Taking the contemporary Bolivian societal and educational context of tensions and 
inequalities as a starting point, this chapter analyses how the ‘revolutionary ideal’ of a social 
justice oriented education system to ‘vivir bien’ – as laid down in the ASEP reform – is perceived 
by the different actors involved to be both appropriate and feasible. With this aim, the chapter 
examines the various challenges and opportunities for the policy discourse of the new ASEP 
reform for decolonising education and the government’s idea of teachers as the ‘soldiers of 
transformation’ to translate into an educational reality.  

In order to do so, I draw from an interdisciplinary body of theoretical insights. For 
instance, I build on the insights of a ‘Politics of Education’ approach from Roger Dale (2005), 
which informs an understanding of the pluriscalar nature of educational governance, by taking 
the national level policy making of the new ASEP law as a starting point, while at the same time 
engaging with the importance of processes and actors above and below the state level. The goal is 
a broader understanding of Bolivia’s new education reform ‘Programme’ (the content, the 
innovative policy), by also looking at the ‘Programme Ontology’, or how this policy was designed 
and works (Pawson 2002; Dale 2005). Similar to the link between justice and education in current 
Bolivian policies discussed above, the term social justice is appearing more and more throughout 
the field of education at a global level over the past decade – in literature and programme design 
of teacher education programmes, in educational conferences and in scholarly articles and books 
(North 2006: 507). While social justice has become education’s latest ‘catchphrase’, not least in 
the field of teacher education, the meaning of social justice and its relation to education is far 
from settled nor unproblematic (North 2006; 2008; Zeichner 2009), and is used for different 
ideological purposes ranging from more conservative to more socialist oriented perspectives.  

For the purpose of this paper, Nancy Frasers’ (1995) critical theoretical approach to 
‘transformative social justice’ is best suited to understand Bolivia’s ‘politics of change’ and the 
‘revolutionary’ transformation that is envisaged in the education system. Fraser (1995: 82) defined 
two types of remedies to social injustices including: ‘affirmative remedies’ – correcting the 
outcomes without changing structural frameworks; and ‘transformative remedies’ – correcting 
outcomes by restructuring the underlying generative framework (Fraser 1995: 86). Frasers’ 
perspective belongs to the more critical theorists, who refer to the struggle for social justice in 
education with the specific goal of depicting and eradicating unequal power structures (Boyles, 
Carusi et al. 2009: 37). Fraser’s elaborate three-dimensional theory of social justice (Fraser 2005a; 
Fraser 2005b) helps to analyse how social justice is part of both the policy program (the actual 
law) as well as the program ontology of ASEP, or the process of the creation of the law together 
with its prospect for implementation on the other. Fraser’s three-dimensional approach to justice 
challenges 1) maldistribution (the economic dimension of justice), 2) misrecognition (the cultural 
dimension of justice) and 3) misrepresentation (the political dimension of justice). Her theory of 
social justice starts from the principle of ‘participatory parity’, which is appropriate for the 
analysis of the difficulties of genuine participation and ownership of ASEP at different levels 
(Fraser 2005a). It links to the third concept of representation, which is developed to open the 
framework of analysis to the multiscalar complexities of the political arena. Decisions taken at the 
state level, often impact the lives of people above and below the state (at local levels, but also in 
the wider region beyond the state). Similarly, international institutions and mechanisms may have 
an influence on processes of (in-)justice on national and local scales (Fraser 2005b: 304).6  

The outcomes of this study are based on a four year long research project, which aimed 
to understand and analyse the role of Bolivian teacher education institutes and actors in 
underpinning or opposing policy initiatives for emancipatory education and processes of societal 
transformation as envisaged by the current government under Evo Morales. During nine months 

6 This dimension does not only deal with the first level ordinary-political misrepresentations (denying full participation as peers in social interactions), it 
also deals with a second level boundary-setting mechanism of misframing in the context of globalisation, criticising the framework in which the national 
state is the sole political space that excludes marginalised groups from any influence. On a third level it states that many injustices in the world are 
not territorial in character, and that chances to live a good life are not fully dependent on internal (state) political constitutions, but also on, for 
instance, regional political agreements such as those constructed through ALBA (see chapter 3). 
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of intensive fieldwork in Bolivia spread out over the period between October 2007 and May 
2010, I employed a critical ethnographic research approach and conducted over 120 individual 
and group interviews and discussions with policy makers, educators, teacher trainers and student 
teachers, primarily located in La Paz and Cochabamba.7 In addition, I conducted a survey 
amongst student teachers while document analysis and a literature review similarly inform this 
study. All interviews and discussions were transcribed by a Bolivian research assistant in Spanish, 
and quotes referred to in the chapter are translated to English by the author. Similarly, all 
translations of official policy documentation are on account of the author. 
 
The road to decolonising the education system 
The Bolivian government has tried to construct a progressive reform in terms of its ideological 
underpinnings and a sector wide restructuring of the education system in cooperation with a 
range of civil society groups. The first proposals for a renewed education sector were born in the 
educational commission of the Constitutional Assemble from mid 2006 onwards (Proyecto de 
Ley ASEP 2006; Drange 2007: 4; Gamboa Rocabado 2009: 67-69), which resulted in a long 
process of consultation and approval that continued throughout the period of this research, until 
the ASEP law was finally approved in congress on December 20, 2010. Many Bolivians see 
ASEP as an articulation of the Plurinational Constitution’s and National Development Plan’s 
more general goals (Yapu 2009: 51-52). ASEP re-imagines education for critical analysis and ‘vivir 
bien’, among other concepts, which can be connected to the debates on critical pedagogy of a 
social justice oriented education, as was outlined in the introduction above.  

As presented in one of the first documents that were developed for the new education 
law, schooling is aimed at decolonisation, liberation, transformation (of economic, social, cultural, 
political and ideological structures); democratisation and participation; intra-/interculturality and 
pluri-lingualism; unity in diversity, with cohesion between people and between humans and the 
environment; critical social awareness; and to social justice more generally (Proyecto de Ley 
ASEP 2006). At a discursive level, the law thus covers an incredibly wide and ambitious scope, 
which – in discourse – relates to all three dimensions of Frasers’ conceptualisation of social 
justice, including distribution (the economic dimension of justice), recognition (the cultural 
dimension of justice) and representation (the political dimension of justice) (Fraser 2005a; Fraser 
2005b). More specifically, the reform is built around the following four pillars, as identified by the 
Bolivian Ministry of Education: 1) decolonisation, 2) intra- and inter-culturalism along with 
plurilingualism, 3) productivity, and 4) communitarian education. There are various 
interpretations of each of these four concepts, and conceptual clarity is lacking (see also Lopes 
Cardozo 2011). On the whole, ‘decolonisation’ can be seen as an umbrella or pillar for the far 
reaching reform. The official explanation of decolonising education is ‘putting an end to ethnic borders 
that influence opportunities in the area of education, work, politics and economic security, where no one is privileged 
on the basis of race, ethnicity and or language. It also signifies to avoid favouring conceptualisations of the Western 
world as if they are universal, yet valuing the knowledges, skills and technologies of the indigenous civilisations, 
both of the Amazonian and Andian regions’ (Congreso Nacional de Educación 2006).  

ASEP’s second pillar builds on the 1994 reforms’ use of the concepts of inter-culturalism 
and bilingualism. In the present ASEP Reform, this concept of inter-culturalism has shifted to a 
decolonial inter-culturalism, and is coupled with that of intra-culturalism. As the most practical 
part of ASEP, plurilingualism exemplifies the inter- and intra-cultural process: students will learn 
(in) the native language local to their area and Spanish.8 This second pillar most closely adheres to 

7 The research is conducted in the context of the ‘IS-Academy’, a partnership between the University of Amsterdam 
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands. 
 
8 In its initial documents of the new law a trilingual education system was proposed, yet the approved version speaks 
of a ‘plurilingual (teacher) education system’. Depending on the context of the school, the first language of 
instruction will either be Spanish or an indigenous language (in case of more languages spoken by different student, a 
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Fraser’s cultural dimension of recognition. However, bearing in mind some of the critiques to the 
implementation of the former 1994 reform in Bolivia of a folkloristic and narrow interpretation 
of intercultural education, the actual impact on the cultural dimension of social justice will 
depend on how well teachers are to be informed, trained and supported in order to turn this 
policy into a reality. The third and fourth pillars of productive and communitarian education 
relate respectively to the production of either practical knowledge, which can apply to the 
workforce, or to produce intellectually, and to the creation of a closer and dialectical relationship 
between the school and the surrounding community. Nevertheless, vagueness still exists as in 
how to interpret these conceptual pillars, and further analysis falls out of the scope of this paper 
(see Lopes Cardozo 2011 for a longer discussion).  

Bolivia’s political discussions and initiatives with regards to a decolonised education 
system try to engage in an ‘epistemic dialogue’, and it imagines an alternative future through 
embracing the critiques brought forward in coloniality debates. To some extent designed in 
cooperation between social movement actors, intellectuals and progressive political leaders, the 
reform agenda envisions to go against the ‘western’, ‘European’ and neoliberal ideas that until 
present dominate many education systems worldwide both in its organisational structures and its 
content focus. The envisaged result is a transformative restructuring or deconstruction of the 
education system (Fraser 1995), together with the revaluation of ‘original’ or indigenous 
knowledges (Walsh 2007a; 2007b) and values through education; an approach that shows 
similarities to the ideas of Freire when he was involved in decolonising the education system of 
Guinea-Bissau (1977). In short, the main objectives of educational decolonisation in Bolivia are 
the opening up of different knowledges toward cultural/linguistic diversity and the creation of a 
critical awareness to function as an instrument of liberation of marginalised groups (Gamboa 
Rocabado 2009). This political discourse is however met with varying responses. 
 
Main actors’ power struggles around the new decolonising education law 
While Bolivia’s new Constitution and the ASEP reform work toward addressing historical social 
injustices, especially concerning the marginalisation of indigenous populations with regard to 
economic distribution, political representation and socio-cultural recognition processes, the ideas 
of decolonisation are certainly not uncontested. Over the past few years the (envisaged) role of 
the government has changed considerably from the way it was described by Regalsky & Laurie 
(2007: 239-240), as ‘a foreign power that has spoken a foreign language and has given urban answers to rural 
problems with schools functioning to legitimate the state criollo hispanicizing hegemony through its hidden and 
explicit curricula’. While numerous international NGOs (non-governmental organisations) and 
international donors have been (and to some extent still are) involved in the Bolivian education 
sector, in retrospective the present government speaks of a ‘foreign imposition’ of the 1994 
Reform, a position that seems to have gained ground. Hence, the WB and IMF do not play a 
significant financial role anymore in the education sector.9 With ASEP, the Ministry of Education 
has designed a ‘Bolivian-owned’ policy and sees itself as an actor that strives to decolonise the 
education system so that it ensures social justice for all and inclusion, rather than an expulsion of 
indigenous values, knowledges and languages. In that sense, the rationale behind the ASEP 
reform can be considered ‘revolutionary’, as it seeks not only to produce genuine improvements 
in people’s lives, but also to build popular political capacity (Rodriguez-Garavito, Barrett et al. 
2008: 24). Though the Constitution and the ASEP law have a supportive base, there is also 
considerable opposition to the ideas it delivers. In this section I analyse ASEP’s programme 

communitarian committee will decide upon the language(s) of instruction). In addition, all students have the right to 
learn a foreign language, and all teachers will be taught sign language as well (Ministerio de Educación de Bolivia 
2010b). 
9 Without going into detail of the specifics of all foreign initiatives in the education sector here, I think the following 
quote of a Bolivian academic explains this new situation and role for international donors: ‘if international development 
cooperation organisations want to provide a helping hand [in terms of finances], they are very welcome, but the logic has to change, it has to 
be in line with our new logic of education’.  
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ontology and mechanism, including the different interpretations and various power plays between 
different actors in a shifting educational landscape. 

The Ministry of Education is a powerful actor in a centrally organised education system, 
and constitutes to be the main driver behind the new Education Reform. The vision statement of 
the Ministry declares how ‘the Ministry of Education ensures a productive, communitarian and quality 
education for everyone with sociocultural relevance, contributing to building a just society, and a balanced and 
harmonious relationship with nature that supports the development of the plurinational state, to live well (vivir 
bien), through strengthening educational management’ (Ministerio de Educación de Bolivia 2010c). 
Internal differences however exist on interpretations of the rationale in the Ministry and also on 
the ways to implement the new ASEP Reform for decolonising education. An ex-minister, who 
was still in her position when interviewed, acknowledged the resistance not only coming from 
teachers, but also from people within the ministry itself. In other interviews in 2007 and 2008, 
several Ministry officials expressed their concern and sometimes disapproval of the project, for 
instance of the ‘indigenous and rural’ focus of the reform project, or the fact that teacher training 
institutes would be allowed to hand out university-level degrees. These interpretations stand in 
stark contrast to another group of officials in the Ministry, by now perhaps the majority, who 
strongly support the new ASEP reform. For example, a former social movement leader, now 
working in the Ministry, is a strong ASEP supporter. He affirmed the Ministry had a strong 
political role in the development and promotion of the new decolonising policy lines.  

The Ministry not only struggles internally, but even more so externally with various 
actors, who raised concerns against the new education reform including the urban teachers union 
(CTEUB), parts of the teacher corps that were not consulted nor well informed and do not feel 
ownership of the new plans, the Catholic Church, groups of parents and more generally the 
political opposition particularly in the lowland regions. However different the positions of these 
actors might be, they share a fear that the current government plans will clash with their own 
interests and power positions. Nevertheless, Bolivia’s Ministry of Education maintains the 
position that ASEP has been created largely by educational actors themselves, as particularly 
representatives of the rural union (CONMERB) were engaged in the development stages of the 
law, and several rounds of ‘socialisation’ (presentations and discussions) of the reform plans were 
organised, for instance with teacher training staff.10 Moreover, it has used this position to 
differentiate ASEP’s creation process from the 1994 law, which was mostly built by high-up 
government officials and foreign consultants, with some consultation from civil society groups. 
Embracing the decolonial opposite then would mean genuine participation by the people at the 
‘bottom’ of the educational power structure, being teachers, their unions, parents, administrative 
staff of educational institutions and social movements. There exists, however, a gap between the 
government’s participatory discourse and educators’ own experiences. Respondents confirmed 
that rather than honest teacher ownership and implementation through participation, they felt 
that the ASEP has again been imposed from above, as many teachers have not been informed 
nor were consulted about ASEP. This relates to arguments made in some of the policy 
implementation literature of the need to listen to, and understand, the often silenced voices of 
teachers as well as their often resistant attitude which directly impacts processes of (non-)reform 
or (non-)implementation (Smith 2003; Jansen 2001). In the case of Bolivia, however, resistance to 
the radical new policy discourse does not only come from the teachers, as other societal groups 
(e.g. the Church, groups of parents and the political opposition) bring forward similar and 

10 Based on a historical strong divide between an urban and a rural education system, Bolivia similarly has a rural 
teachers’ union (CONMERB), and an urban one (CTEUB). The relationship between Bolivia’s teachers’ unions and 
the government for a long time has been and to a large extent still is, mildly speaking, uneasy. The military 
dictatorships, the financial crisis of the late 1970s and the neoliberal political direction (including Structural 
Adjustment Programmes) afterwards provoked a defensive attitude of both teacher unions, fighting for their salaries 
rather than educational quality issues (Talavera Simoni 2011: 11-13). 
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additional concerns, that potentially hinder implementation processes in the future. This area 
remains an area that requires future research. 

An indigenous Ministry staff member in an interview in May 2010 brought forward how 
power relations are slowly shifting: ‘it is no longer only the Ministry and the unions who decide on the 
education sector, now there are also other actors [like the CEPOs] involved’ (115: 6).11 In contrast to the 
largely resistant attitude of the urban CTEUB, both the leaders of the rural CONMERB and the 
CEPOs emphasise their foundational roles in the creation of this law. According to the CEPOs, 
they have been main protagonists in the creation process, as was expressed by a CEPOs 
representative: ‘This reform is the first real experience with how society really participates in the formulation of 
educational politics. Various societal groups were involved, such as teachers, professionals, parents, the catholic 
church and even the military’ (96: 19).12 CONMERB similarly identifies closely with the government’s 
analysis of participation, and the central level representatives strongly feel the new law was 
created in close cooperation with them. Nevertheless, while emphasised at the discursive level of 
the ASEP law, Fraser’s third political dimensions of social justice (representation) in practice does 
not work very smoothly yet. In this sense, we can see a difference between a clearly social justice 
oriented Programme of the ASEP law, and a Programme ontology that does not fully carry out 
the social justice potential of participation and inclusion of the grassroots level. Participation of 
teachers in the creation of the law in reality means the participation of higher-level 
representatives of the unions, and many teachers do not feel engaged, a situation that is 
sometimes referred to as teacher non-participation (Smith 2003: 6). The findings show that even 
when a participatory discourse is implemented by including representatives of societal groups, 
this still does not necessarily mean all members of these groups have a sense of ownership over 
the process. Thus, the experience of talking to various (rural and urban) teachers shows how even 
living up to Fraser’s ‘ordinary first level of representation’ is in reality a huge challenge (Fraser 
2005a; 2005b). 

Bolivia’s ‘Normales’, the pre-service teacher education institutes, are crucial actors in 
fostering or hindering the (envisaged and real) processes of transformation of Bolivia’s education 
arena. Critical voices both inside and outside the teacher training institutes complain about an 
ongoing institutional culture of mistrust, corruption and ‘friendship politics’. Respondents also 
mentioned the power of the unions to keep certain candidate trainers out of the system, while 
keeping the old guard inside. Following from this reality, an urban teacher student thinks that real 
change in the Normales has to start with changing the attitude of those trainers that are closely 
linked to the union: ‘they organise their marches because they want a higher salary, they do not care about the 
quality of the education. Some trainers here are better at motivating us to become a ‘sindicalista’ (unionist), then to 
become a dedicated teacher’ (20: 17). A rural teacher trainer also mentioned the conservative attitude 
of teachers unions as a barrier to transformation: ‘the federations, at the departmental and national level, 
are creating barriers for change. It is not in their interest to change the education system’ (39: 15). These views 
present a rather conservative image of Bolivia’s teacher training institutes. Nonetheless, a more 
nuanced perspective arises when we combine this with the supportive attitude of (at least the 
representatives of) the rural teachers’ union, and similarly many of the rural Normales, towards 
the ASEP reform project. A director of a rural Normal explained how indigenous popular 
movements perceive the new ASEP reform as a way to build towards their envisioned destiny. 
This and similar remarks help to understand why particularly the rural institutes seem to have a 
more open attitude towards Morales’ politics of change, and specifically the ASEP law, that aims 

11 The CEPOS are the Consejos Educativos de los Pueblos Originarios, or the Indigenous Education Councils. The codes 
mentioned in relation to quoted sections of interviews relate to a qualitative coding analysis with Atlas Ti. 
12 The CEPOs are also currently engaged with the design of the curriculum for teacher training institutes. According 
to a member of the CEPO in Sucre (CENAQ), there are seven different CEPOs from different regions working on 
their curriculum proposals, and these are then merged together with input from the Ministry. For more information 
see www.cepos.bo. 
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to work towards a similar destiny of a country in which historically marginalised and ignored 
indigenous population groups are included and valued (see also Lopes Cardozo, 2011). 

The picture I have provided so far of the power struggles in a polarised and 
heterogeneous field, leads me to finally discuss some of the actual and foreseen implementation 
challenges of the ASEP Reform. 
 
Concluding reflections: a bumpy road to decolonising education 
This chapter showed how perceptions differ quite drastically on whether the ‘revolutionary ideal’ 
of a social justice oriented education system to ‘vivir bien’ – as laid down in the ASEP reform – is 
actually appropriate and feasible in Bolivia’s context. In summary, the tense political situation and 
the long process towards consensus on the specifics and practicalities of the new education 
reform results in a ‘sense of waiting’ for new policy directives and teachers’ support materials and 
training to come, in a time when social tensions are rising. In addition, there is a lack of 
consensus on the actual meaning of the four pillars of the new law. According to the 
government, ASEP has been designed with complete participation of civil society, but many 
actors – including many teachers - disagree. Not unexpectedly, if considering the radical nature of 
the new ASEP reform, there is considerable resistance, for instance from teachers, the urban 
teachers’ union, from within the Ministry, from the Church, and the old elite including political 
leaders of the low lands and middle class citizens in urban areas. The Normales are seen as 
conservative institutes, which are unwilling to bring about the envisaged changes. Teachers find 
themselves in a vacuum. While some continue to work with the ‘old’ reform guidelines and 
curricula, others relapse into the traditional teaching practices of before the 1990s. This impasse 
relates to the growth of opposition due to a lack of communication, wider consultation and 
information sharing between the Ministry of Education and other educational actors.  

The education law aims to strengthen ‘recognition’, or Fraser’s cultural dimension of 
social justice, as it aims to include historically marginalised and indigenous people by supporting 
their cultural logics. However, a large part of Bolivia’s indigenous population imagines their 
future as part of a modernising approach to development rather than the ‘coloniality approach’ as 
proclaimed by the government. Many Bolivian teachers and academics explained that students 
and their parents are not so much in favour of the decolonisation project, and some even 
perceive it as a new form of imposition into their lives. This is a position, which should be 
respected, as these marginalised groups simply want to make sure their children grow up to have 
a better life. Similar to parents’ opinion in the 1990s, this often means the desire to focus on 
Spanish in school rather than indigenous languages, as well as supporting migration to the cities, 
and effectively contributing to indigenous assimilation into Mestizo culture.13 According to these 
parents, true dignity, which has been a central part of the indigenous demands in Bolivia, must be 
tied to significant improvement at the material level. The Indigenous Education Councils 
(CEPOs) have, however, strongly focused their struggles on gaining recognition and 
representation, both in politics and wider society. Postero (2007: 22) hence argues, based on the 
arguments of Fraser’s combined approach, how Morales’ followers not only want their president 
to enact a politics of recognition, but also a politics of redistribution. The relevance of Frasers’ 
three-dimensional analytical framework is reflected in both parents’ claim for redistribution and 
education’s role to help disenfranchise marginalised groups, and the CEPOs and rural unions’ 
claim for recognition and representation – a set of claims to which the government’s approach of 
vivir bien aims to respond, yet perhaps not fully succeeds to convincingly do so.  

Debates are, for instance, ongoing whether the new law will foster unity or create deeper 
divisions in Bolivian society. The ASEP law, in its (discursive) approach aims to overcome any 
form of discrimination, considering the current goal of vivir bien para todos (to live well for 
everyone), without discrimination (Article 1 of the ASEP law, Ministerio de Educación de Bolivia 
2010b). An urban teacher trainer expressed criticism that is shared by a group of other resisting 

13 The term Mestizo refers to those from a mix of both Spanish and Indigenous descent.  
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actors, on how he thought the new law, instead of unifying the Andean and lowland region and 
rural and urban areas, actually reinforces regional divides. ‘The law is very biased, because it carries the 
name Avelino Sinani, and he was an indigenous man who lived there [in the highlands]. So teachers from the 
East of Bolivia do not accept this. It is not a Bolivian law, but a law for the Andean world. But who supports it? 
The rural teacher, because they have been the principal actors in the creation of this reform’ (10: 5). These types 
of reactions that interpret some form of positive discrimination assumedly present in the new law 
are both understandable and expected, and perhaps reflect the tensions between universalistic 
and particularist interpretations of who’s approach is valid (Wallerstein 2000), with the current 
government claiming validity of the decolonisation project based on historical structures of 
discrimination and exclusion for centuries in a row. In line with the critique of the potential to 
create wider divisions, there is a fear of a reverse form of discrimination. Instead of the 
historically marginalised position of indigenous groups, some now fear exclusion and 
discrimination for those groups that do not necessarily feel part of the decolonising, 
communitarian and productive education plans: including urban middle class citizens, people that 
do not identify as indigenous, and people from outside the Andean region. The media plays a 
critical role in criticising the new law as an ‘ethno-centric and racist intent of the indigenous 
movements to impose Indian ideologies in the cities’ (Gamboa Rocabado 2009: 57).  

For reasons like these, it is important to question whether ASEP is an imposition into the 
lives of Bolivia’s population, and subsequently whether decolonisation can be considered 
legitimate as a new ‘imposition’ as some actors perceive it. Important for this study, is the 
recognition that present decolonisation politics of Evo Morales do not necessarily reflect the 
lived experiences of more and more urban lower and middle class indigenous groups, whose 
identities are very hybrid and complex (Albo in Kohl and Bresnahan 2010: 11). While ASEP’s 
‘program mechanism’ (Pawson 2002: 341-342), meaning the various supportive and resistant 
interpretations of the ASEP law by a range of Bolivian actors in the education field, both works 
for and against Morales’ politics of change, the actual ‘ASEP Programme’ (the ASEP law) itself 
(Pawson 2002: 342) is also significant as it defines a new and influential ideological discourse of 
decolonisation and vivir bien. In this sense, a new hegemonic government discourse is taking 
shape, while at the same time it is being interpreted, mediated and defied by those that have to 
move these ideals into an educational reality. When we consider Fraser’s third meta-political level 
of misrepresentation, and bearing in mind the former failure of implementing the 1994 reform, 
we can see how without enough support from teachers and other educational stakeholders a 
future successful implementation of the ASEP plans will be a very challenging process. Hence, 
Bolivia’s recent decolonial approach is both unprecedented and contested. Taking into account 
the critique on the lack of a genuine level of consultation of teachers and civil society, even 
according to the approach of the state, the decolonial project seems flawed, even more so when 
considering that some view the decolonisation project as another imposition. 

 In line with similar developments in Venezuela, Ecuador and Nicaragua, Bolivia’s recent 
shift in state power to the (indigenous) left and its constitutionally backed-up decolonisation 
project has a rather contradictory nature; both in its process of incomplete participation as in its 
decolonising, inter/intracultural, communitarian and productive content, as becomes clear from 
the various challenges discussed in this chapter. This wide range of tensions and critiques are 
triggered by the fundamental contradiction of a state led ‘imposition’ of Bolivia’s decolonising 
and endogenous path to development that is perhaps not perceived as legitimate or appropriate 
by the entire population. Or, as formulated by Postero (2007: 20), it might be a misleading utopia 
to portray the indigenous people, and Morales’ project for decolonisation as the new answer to 
neoliberalism and global capitalism. Nevertheless, Postero argues, the idealist utopian visions 
based on Andean culture employed by Morales’ government effectively negotiate spaces for 
socio-political transformation, as they derive from traditional (indigenous) narratives to create a 
consensualised perception of appropriate and possible forms of social change. However, and as 
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shown in this chapter, this effective strategic essentialist strategy carries the danger of reverse 
discrimination and Andean-centrism (Postero 2007: 1) or rural-centrism. 

It seems the education sector in Bolivia is not only in an impasse, it is trapped in a 
prolonged crisis of the education system. However, instead of blaming the majority of Bolivia’s 
teachers for the errors in the education system or for not fulfilling their tasks of transforming 
classroom realities, which is a commonly used argument (Bowe et al 1992: 2), I argue that the 
structural constraints of the (pre-service and in-service) teacher training system fail to address and 
stimulate teachers’ motivations to provide good education and become actors of change. Bolivian 
teachers miss a permanent source of support to help them stay motivated and updated, while 
they face low social status, a deficient pre-service training and the challenge to combine multiple 
jobs at the same time.  

Nevertheless, the Bolivian process is clearly an important educational initiative that 
remains unequalled elsewhere, and deserves broad attention. Through dealing with issues of 
cultural diversity and historical marginalisation, Bolivia is wrestling with its historical and social 
injustices. Following the ideology of the ASEP law, social justice engaged in schools as well as 
broader political changes aim at ‘vivir bien’ will mark a new kind of citizenship. ASEP envisions 
new ‘transformative’ approaches to teaching and learning, based on a revaluation of alternative 
knowledges and critical reflection, which provides a Bolivian interpretation that links to the more 
critical theoretical interpretations of social justice education (North 2006; 2008; Boyles, Carusi et 
al. 2009: 37; Zeichner 2009).  

In conclusion, the road to Bolivia’s ‘imagined’ decolonised education system and society is 
long and particularly bumpy, given the radical and transformatory nature of ASEP, the existence 
of multiple interpretations and multiple interests involved in (any) education system, including 
opposition from those that may support Morales’ wider political project, yet are wary about a 
potential negative impact of the new education route on either their children’s upward social 
mobility, or their own already overburdened tasks and routine manners in classrooms. Once 
again, Bolivian teachers – like many teachers worldwide on an almost continuous basis - are faced 
with a new reform framework (Smith 2003; Jansen 2001; Ozga in Vongalis-Macrow 2007: 430). 
Yet, it remains to be seen in how far Bolivia’s teachers are able and willing to really function as 
‘soldiers of liberation and decolonisation’ in a highly sensitive context of both old and newer socio-
political divisions and tensions.  
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