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Potosí are still open.  Large amounts of other minerals remain untapped.  The mines of 

Potosí are still such in operation today but are worked mostly for the less valuable 

mineral of tin, which is a major export.  Zinc, lithium and natural gas have also become 

significant factors in the national economy. 

In 1952, Bolivia’s mines were nationalized with the creation of COMIBOL, 

(Bolivian Mining Corporation).1  Miners benefited from this development, but the 

dropping prices of metals worldwide and the implementation of neo-liberal economic 

policies in the sixties and seventies returned the majority of Bolivia’s mining industry to 

privatization.  COMIBOL still operates several mines throughout the country today, 

employing unionized, regularly paid miners.  This small percentage of the indigenous 

mining workforce enjoys rights that were unheard of in colonial times.  Unfortunately, 

the rest of Bolivia’s mines are operated by 

either small, private cooperatives or 

international companies like the US based 

Coeur d’Alene and Apex Silver Mines.2  

Cooperatives control operations at Potosí 

today, and their miners are generally paid 

according to the amount and quality of the 

ore.  Working conditions are still 

oppressive, and silicosis normally sets in after approximately ten years of mine work.  I 

visited the mines as part of a three-week trip to Bolivia in December of 2012.  Our tour 

                                                             
1 Keane, Dan. “Bolivian Miners Protest Tax Increase.”  The Washington Post, Tuesday February 6, 2007. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/02/06/AR2007020601092.html.  Hereafter 
cited as Keane, “Bolivian Miners Protest Tax Increase”. 
2 Keane, “Bolivian Miners Protest Tax Increase.” 

Figure 13 
Miners working for a small cooperative in Cerro Rico 
Source:  Isaac Galef-Brown 
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only lasted about an hour, but by the end I was very ready to leave.  Tourists are expected 

to bring gifts of coca, ceibo - a highly alcoholic drink - or dynamite to the miners in 

return for entrance into the mines.  The necessity of these three items for work is a 

testament to the plight of modern indigenous miners working throughout the country.   

While it is clear that Bolivia’s indigenous groups have taken strides towards 

freeing their country of foreign influence, the mining industry is a prime example of an 

area in which exploitation remains prominent.  Working conditions and contractual 

arrangements often remain similar to those the mitayos faced working under the quota 

system in the colonial period.  Colonial mining methods using pick axes and dynamite 

are also still used today as well.  Large international companies have replaced the 

Spanish colonial authority, and they retain the profits from these deposits, which are still 

leaving the country.   A keen foreign interest in Bolivia’s minerals remains and most 

indigenous miners today gain very little from their labor. 

Bolivia’s booming lithium industry is a case in point.  Many have begun to call 

the poor landlocked country the new ‘Saudi Arabia’ of lithium, the valuable mineral used 

to manufacture batteries having been discovered in vast supply in the southern salt flats 

of Uyuni.  Although the industry is still in its infancy and more testing needs to be done 

to determine the accessibility of lithium concentrations, Evo Morales has led the way in 

encouraging excavation.3  Understandably, many indigenous Bolivians are hesitant about 

the development of this industry and fear that it could lead to further exploitation of the 

country’s resources and inhabitants.  History seems to agree with this assumption.  

President Morales, however, believes that a middle ground can be reached.  He wishes to 

                                                             
3 Alpert, Emily.  “Bolivia Opens First Lithium Plant on Edge of Uyuni Salt Flats.”  Los Angeles Times, 
January 4, 2013. http://www.latimes.com/news/world/worldnow/la-fg-wn-bolivia-lithium-plant-
20130103,0,2879002.story.  Hereafter cited as Alpert, “Bolivia Opens First Lithium Plant”. 
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nationalize the industry, but needs to involve foreign investors initially.  Achieving this 

while simultaneously protecting the country’s profits from foreign pockets will be 

difficult, but local companies don’t yet have the technology to replace foreign 

companies.4 

Despite these challenges, Morales is optimistic and continues to promote growth 

in the lithium industry.  Negotiations with foreign companies have begun, but interest has 

dwindled significantly due to the stipulation that the Bolivian state receives the majority 

of lithium earnings in any deal with foreign investors.5  This leaves significantly less 

room for foreign profit. 

Although multinational corporations have replaced an imperial power, the 

Bolivian mining industry offers a view of enduring foreign influence that closely 

resembles Spanish control of mining operations in colonial Potosí.  The vitality of this 

foreign-native power relationship is distressing to say the least, but change may be on the 

horizon.  The message of President Morales is clear: foreign exploitation of the country’s 

populations and resources will no longer be tolerated.  The Bolivian mining industry may 

at last be experiencing a fundamental but necessary transition.  The indigenous struggle 

to resist lingering colonial influence, a struggle that has remained prominent for over 450 

years may finally be coming to fruition.

                                                             
4 Alpert, “Bolivia Opens First Lithium Plant.” 
5 Ibid.	
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was trying to understand the evolution of Potosí after 1650. 
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of topics such as archeology, agricultural structures, ethnohistory and the 
development of complex societies in South America.  His list of authored and 
edited works includes Provincial Inca: archaeological and ethnohistorical 
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 Nicholas Robins is a Latin American history professor at North Carolina State 
University.  In this work, he details the implementation of mercury in Potosí as an 
agent to refine the silver ore. He then goes on to analyze the obvious and less 
obvious effects this had on the industry, the workers, and the city.  He published 
three works prior to his book on Mining:  Genocides by the Oppressed: Subaltern 
Genocide in Theory and practice, Priest-Indian Conflict in Upper Peru: The 
Generation of Rebellion, and Native Insurgencies and the Genocide Impulse in 
the Americas.  I have drawn information on the effects of mercury from this 
source to use in my paper. 

 
 Spalding, Karen. Huarochirí, an Andean Society Under Inca and Spanish Rule. Stanford, 

Calif: Stanford University Press, 1984. 
 

 Karen Spalding is a professor at the University of California, Berkeley.  She 
specializes in Latin America history, colonial and modern Andean history, 
European expansion as well as the transformation of European culture in the US.  
She is currently researching local Andean communities and the Spanish colonial 
state, as well as the role of the state in the construction of history.  She has 
published several works including Essays in the Political, Economic and Social 
History of Colonial Latin America, The Crisis and Transformations of Invaded 
Societies, 1500-1580- Andean Area, Social Climbers: Changing Patterns of 
Mobility among the Indians of Colonial Peru, and Resistencia y Adaptación: el 
gobierno colonial y las elites nativas.  In her book on Huarochirí, Spalding 
focuses on the region, and how it changed over time under the effects of 
colonialism.  I have used information on Spanish interest in silver from her book, 
as well as general information on the Incan Empire. 

 
 Tandeter, Enrique. Coercion and Market: Silver Mining in Colonial Potosí, 1692-1826. 

1st ed. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1993. 
 

 Enrique Tandeter is a Professor of History at the University of Buenos Aires and a 
senior researcher at the National Council of Scientific Research of Argentina.  He 
has been involved (either authored, edited or contributed) in a long list of works 
on colonial Potosí, Spanish colonialism and Andean society.  This book discusses 
the mit’a system of forced indigenous labor as well as minor ways in which 
indigenous miners benefited from direct access to the valuable minerals.  Most of 
the information I used from this book concerned the implementation of the 
Toledo’s mit’a system. 

 
 Tandeter, Enrique.  The Market of Potosi at the End of the Eighteenth Century. 

Occasional Papers / University of London Institute of Latin American Studies 16. 
London: University of London, Institute of Latin American Studies, 1987. 

 
 Unlike Coercion and Market: Silver Mining in Colonial Potosí, 1692-1826 , 

Tandeter’s The Market of Potosi at the End of the Eighteenth Century deals more 
with the marketplace in Potosí than the actual mines.  It details market trends and 
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indigenous participation in the late 1700s.  He focuses on a period long after the 
topic of my paper ends, but several of the points he emphasizes apply to the 
Potosí markets throughout their history, so it was still relevant to my studies.  
Details of how Spanish authority taxed market goods for example, were quite 
useful when writing my fourth chapter. 

 
 Wade, Peter, ebrary, and ebrary, Inc. Race and Sex in Latin America. Anthropology, 

Culture, and Society. London; New York: New York: Pluto Press; Distributed in the 
United States of America exclusively by Palgrave macmillan, 2009. http://0-
site.ebrary.com.dewey2.library.denison.edu/lib/wooster/Doc?id=10479644. 

 
 Peter Wade is an anthropologist from England and a professor of Social 

Anthropology at the University of Manchester.  He has written a long list of 
published works discussing race, ethnicity and sexuality in Latin America.  His 
book argues that Iberian concepts of these three entities played a huge role in 
interactions with indigenous peoples of the Americas and helps to explain novel 
social developments.  I have used information from his book concerning 
indigenous gender roles and racial concepts in my fourth chapter.  

 
 Zimmerman, Arthur Franklin. Francisco De Toledo, Fifth Viceroy of Peru, 1569-1581. 

Caldwell, Id: The Caxton Printers, ltd, 1938. 
 

 Arthur Zimmerman was a professor of history at Colorado State College.  His 
book demonstrates how the Spanish Viceroy represented Spanish kings in the 
New World and carried out colonial government.  Zimmerman focuses almost 
exclusively on Viceroy Toledo because he was responsible for laying the legal 
foundations of Spanish colonial policy.  I used information from this source in my 
third chapter to discuss both Toledo’s personal background, as well as his actions 
as Viceroy. 

	
  
	
  


