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Abstract 

 

Bolivian Andean textiles, commercialization and modernity 

 

Natalie Lila Richardson, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Shannon Speed 

 

In research, we frequently position “modernity” against “tradition” to explain 

cultural changes within the indigenous realm. Such is the case of Andean textile studies, 

where commercialization and modernity are frequently attributed to the decline in 

Andean communities’ production and donning of hand-woven textiles. 

By doing this, we distance ourselves from the underlying issues causing these 

changes: poverty, discrimination, ethnic social stratification, etc. Also, by positioning 

“modernity” outside and against the indigenous realm, we contribute to the notion that 

modernity belongs to the western world alone and can only be achieved by Western 

influence. In doing so, we confine Andean textiles to a static notion of identity and ignore 

and antagonize the creative strategies that weavers’ use, moving outside of this notion.  

My work questions the “tradition” versus “modernity” binary by analyzing its 

history and first appearance in Bolivian Andean textile scholarship, and by analyzing 

changes within Andean textiles between the Inca and Colonial periods. My study also 

sheds light on the workings of internal colonialism within Andean textiles in the Bolivian 

regions of Jalq’a and Tarabuco.  
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Introduction 

“La noción de identidad de las mujeres se asemeja al tejido. Lejos de establecer la 
propiedad y la jurisdicción de la autoridad de la nación—o pueblo, o autonomía 
indígena—la practica femenina teje la trama de la interculturalidad a través de sus 
practicas: como productora, comerciante, tejedora, ritualista, creadora de 
lenguajes y de símbolos capaces de seducir al ‘otro’ y establecer pactos de 
reciprocidad y convivencia entre diferentes.” Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui 

 

When approaching indigenous communities in research, we frequently position 

“modernity” against “tradition” to explain changes occurring within these. Such is the 

case in Andean textile studies, where commercialization and modernity are attributed to 

the decline in Andean communities’ production and donning of hand-woven textiles.1 

However, deeper issues, such as centuries of ethnic social stratification, discrimination, 

and poverty in the indigenous realm are rarely addressed to explain changes within the 

weaving practice.2 By not addressing the underlying issues directly, we not only distance 

ourselves from reality, but we facilitate a distorted understanding of the indigenous 

realm; one that believes that indigenous people should be confined to their traditions in 

order to remain ‘authentic.’3 Despite the fact that Andean textiles underwent many 

changes during pre-conquest, conquest, and colonization, a static notion of indigenous 

traditions emerged in the field of Bolivian Andean textile studies during the early 1970s. 

After a series of droughts hit many Bolivian rural sectors forcing masses of indigenous 

people to migrate to the urban areas in search of food and employment, a few 

anthropologists observed the towns and life styles left behind and called out to the need 

                                                
1 See for example Goodell, Grace (1969); Adelson, Laurie (1978); Fernandez, José (2006).  
2 Femenias, Blenda, Elvehjem Museum of Art, and Helen Allen Textile Collection. Andean Aesthetics: 
Textiles of Peru and Bolivia. Madison, Wis: Elvehjem Museum of Art, University of Wisconsin, 1987. 
3 Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia. Ch’ixinakax Utxiwa: Una Reflexión Sobre Prácticas y Discursos 
Descolonizadores. 1a ed. Buenos Aires: Tinta Limón, 2010. 
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to document, preserve, and revive the abandoned cultures and traditions.4 The few 

existing Andean textile scholars of the period especially noticed the decline in weaving, a 

practice seen as a tradition carried out since pre-Columbian times by weavers who once 

created textiles for Inca royalty and were considered by renown archaeologist Junius Bird 

as “the finest fabrics ever produced.”5 The less elaborate, but nevertheless attractive, 

contemporary Andean textiles were no longer being used in many communities in the 

sixties, and western clothing became more common as indigenous migrants traveled back 

and forth to their home regions. To explain the changes and following the conservatism 

movement of the time, the first Andean textile scholars blamed “modernity” and its 

infiltration into the life styles of indigenous communities and raised awareness and 

concern about the dying tradition craft.6 A few art historians of the time also took part in 

this movement and pointed out that Bolivian textiles deserved to be acknowledged as 

works of art, and these traditional textiles and cultures ought to be preserved.7  This is the 

first time when “modernity” was placed against “tradition” in the field of Bolivian 

Andean textile studies.  

A decade later, scholars observed a new phenomenon in indigenous communities: 

a heightened commercialization of indigenous objects. The seventies had attracted many 

collectors interested in the rare and disappearing Andean textile, classified as “primitive 

art” at the time, who flocked to the Andes and Bolivia to purchase and barter for these 

items.8 Contemporary and Pre-Columbian Andean textiles were sold at very low prices 

                                                
4 ASUR. “Antropólogos del Surandino.” Accessed Feb. 26, 2013, http://www.asur.org.bo/. 
5 Bennet, Wendell, and Bird, Junius. Andean Culture History. New York: American Museum of Natural 
History, 1949. (256). 
6 See for example Goodell, Grace (1969); Cason, Marjorie (1976). 
7 See for example Adelson, Laurie (1978).  
8 Lauer, Mirko. La Producción Artesanal En América Latina. Lima: Mosca Azul Editores, 1989. 
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and some textiles were even stolen from communities.9 Parallel to these events, in an 

effort to revive and maintain the Andean weaving tradition, a group of anthropologists 

created ASUR (Foundation for Anthropological Research and Ethno-development), 

geared towards the support and maintenance of textile weaving through 

commercialization and tourism.10 This project later became one of the main factors that 

influenced the development of Andean textile markets and tourism in the regions of 

Jalq’a and Tarabuco.11  

 The increasing commercialization of indigenous objects in the eighties was not a 

phenomenon limited to Bolivia. Peru and Ecuador, countries that received a much higher 

number of tourists, witnessed a boom in Andean textile commercialization.12 The 

phenomenon was also not limited to Andean textiles either. The eighties witnessed a 

major increment in the commercialization of indigenous objects in many Latin American 

countries.13 Many scholars witnessed this large phenomenon, mainly in Mexico, 

Guatemala, Ecuador and Peru, and tried to make sense of the vast changes occurring in 

the indigenous realm and the emerging “traditional art craft.”14 Bolivia, not being a large 

tourist destination, did not witness the phenomenon at the same magnitude and received 

little attention from scholars on the subject.15 However, the studies done on this subject in 

other countries influenced the few studies done in Bolivia during the time period, which 

                                                
9 Bubba, Christina, and Conferencia sobre Textiles Andinos. Memoria, Conferencia Sobre Textiles 
Andinos. El Alto, Bolivia: COMCA: JICHHA PACHA: MMIQ: CISTEM, 2003. 
10 ASUR.  
11 Ariel de Vidas, Anath. Memoria Textil E Industria Del Recuerdo En Los Andes: Identidades a Prueba 
Del Turismo En Perú, Bolivia Y Ecuador. Quito, Ecuador: Abya-Yala, 2002. 
12 Ibid. 
13 García Canclini, Néstor, and Escuela Nacional de Antropología e Historia. Las Culturas Populares En El 
Capitalismo. México: Nueva Imagen, 1982. 
14 See for example Novelo, Victoria (1976); Lauer, Mirko (1989); García Canclini, Néstor (1982); Nash, 
June (1993). 
15 Ariel de Vidas, Anath (2002). 
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positioned commercialization and tourism against tradition to explain these new 

changes.16 Although this view is useful for criticizing western hegemony, this perspective 

is problematic. By positioning “modernity” and “commercialization” against indigenous 

traditions, and studying how they “influence” or “impact” communities, we encounter 

problems. Firstly, we distance ourselves from the underlying issues causing these 

changes: poverty, discrimination, ethnic social stratification, etc. Secondly, we reproduce 

the same static notion for Andean textiles and indigenous identity.17 Thirdly, we ignore 

and antagonize indigenous weavers’ creativity and strategies that resist these underlying 

issues, as they move outside of our static notion of indigenous identity. And fourthly, by 

positioning “modernity” outside and against the indigenous realm, we contribute to the 

notion that modernity belongs to the western world alone and can only be achieved by 

Western influence.18  

This study will use a new perspective in an attempt to further understand the 

changes occurring within the world of Andean textiles: internal colonialism.  

 According to Rivera Cusicanqui, in Latin America, Pablo Gonzalez Casanova 

first used the concept of internal colonialism in 1965.19 It is the reusing of colonial 

domination structures established since the time of Conquest and continually rebuilt and 

reproduced through centuries. Forms of internal colonialism explain existing internal 

                                                
16 See for example Yepeij, Annelou et al. (2006). 
17 Zorn calls this “freezing” of the Taquilean culture. See Zorn, Ellayne. “Encircling Meaning: Economics 
and Aesthetics in Taquile, Peru” in Andean Aesthetics: Textiles of Peru and Bolivia. Edited by Blenda 
Femenias et al. Madison, Wis: Elvehjem Museum of Art, University of Wisconsin, 1987. (77). 
18 Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia. Ch’ixinakax Utxiwa: Una Reflexión Sobre Prácticas y Discursos 
Descolonizadores, 2010. (71). (All quotes from Rivera Cusicanqui are translated by author unless noted 
otherwise). 
19 Gonzalez Casanova, Pablo. "Internal Colonialism and National Development." Studies in Comparative 
International Development, 1, no. 4, 1965. (27-37). 
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ethnic and class stratification, discrimination, and patriarchy in the Bolivian society.20 

Discrimination against indigenous people, which emerged from the colonial belief that 

indigenous people were not human beings if they did not submit to Christianity and adopt 

“civilized” behavior, is reproduced in different forms throughout centuries. In the case of 

Andean textiles, indigenous people who don textile garments, or non-western clothes in 

general, still experience exclusion and discrimination in urban spaces, and at the same 

time indigenous people attempt to escape such violence by exchanging their clothes for 

western garments.21 Colonialism penetrates at such degrees that it is reproduced and 

internalized by the lower casts of social stratification, where “each cast is affirmed by 

denying those that are ‘underneath’ and yearning to adopt the social and cultural goods of 

those ‘above.’”22 In this case, many indigenous people internalize colonialism and strive 

to adopt the customs and traditions of mestizos. In the field of Andean textiles, internal 

colonialism provides a better understanding of the underlying issues behind the decline in 

weaving.  

Also, Rivera Cusicanqui explains that the historical understanding of “modernity” 

involved a time period of much oppression against indigenous peoples, but it was also a 

period that experienced resistance and conflict, where modern indigenous projects were 

created, such as enveloping counterhegemonic strategies, and new languages. She 

provides an example of the great colonial coca and silver market in Potosí, where the 

qhateras (indigenous merchants) were the “emblem of indigenous modernity” and 

worked with “modern merchandise, which was both sustained by technology and 

                                                
20 Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia. Violencias (re)encubiertas En Bolivia. La Paz, Bolivia : Mirada Salvaje, 2010. 
(11). 
21 Alvarez, Nilda. Weaving in the Peruvian Highlands. Interweave Press, 2007. 
22 Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia. Violencias (re) Encubiertas En Bolivia, 2010. (14-5). 
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indigenous ancestral knowledge.”23 The coca leaf, sacred to the Andean indigenous 

world, circulated in vast amounts through these markets, which witnessed extraordinary 

amounts of money flow controlled by qhateras. This example depicts an early indigenous 

participation and domination of the commercial spheres. On this note, Cusicanqui 

stresses, “we were and are, above all, contemporary, coetaneous beings.” 24 She also 

explains that within the coetaneous dimension “our own attempt at modernity is 

performed and displayed,” which involves a project towards achieving a truly modern 

society based on the use of western as much as indigenous knowledges and cultures. This 

new perspective challenges common western notions of “modernity,” which is usually 

associated with technology, scientific knowledge, “progress” and development, etc… and 

coming from the western world. Cusicanqui then argues that our current society has not 

reached modernity yet, as western culture and knowledge are still considered superior to 

indigenous ones, and the indigenous realm still suffers from colonialism. In order to 

experience modernity, society and indigenous citizenship must undergo a decolonizing 

process.  

 Therefore, instead of positioning modernity and commercialization against 

tradition to understand its effects and influences on Andean textiles and the world around 

them, this case study explores the workings of internal colonialism in Andean textiles to 

better understand the underlying issued that are causing changes within these. The study 

also sheds light on different forms of resistance within two textile communities: Jalq’a 

and Tarabuco. The goal of this study is, first, to complicate the “modernity” versus 

                                                
23 Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia. Ch’ixinakax Utxiwa: Una Reflexión Sobre Prácticas y Discursos   
Descolonizadores, 2010. (54). 
24 Ibid. (70). 
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“tradition” perspective on Andean Textiles and weavers, and second, to study internal 

colonialism and resistance used by weavers.  

The next chapter will first present a short summary and literary analysis of the 

1970s and context in which “modernity” versus “tradition” first appeared to study 

Andean textiles and its transition to “commercialization” versus “tradition.” The third 

chapter will present a historical journey of Andean textiles from the Inca to the Colonial 

period. The radical changes that occurred in textiles during the coalition of these two 

periods and the early efforts that weavers made to regain indigenous hegemony will 

complicate the “traditional” notion attached to Andean textiles. Finally, based on field 

notes collected through observations, as well as interviews taken during December 2012 

and January 2013, this study will explore internal colonialism as forms of colonial 

domination structures that are reproduced and reused throughout centuries25 and 

resistance as forms of resisting the workings of internal colonialism, along with weavers’ 

interactions within the Jalq’a and Tarabuco textile markets.  

Before moving on to these chapters, I will first provide a literary review of the 

most influential studies regarding indigenous art crafts and commercialization in Latin 

America.    

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 While the next chapter provides an in-depth literary analysis of early 

studies on Bolivian Andean textiles related to commercialization and art crafts, this 

section is a historical review of the most salient studies regarding indigenous art crafts 

and commercialization in the Latin America. This literary review sketches a more general 

                                                
25 Gonzalez Casanova, Pablo (1965). 
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and broader journey that this topic undertook in Latin America throughout recent 

decades.  

The first studies in Bolivia done in the 1970s that placed “modernity” against 

“tradition” resonated with Nelson Graburn’s 1976 concept of “fourth world arts,” where 

touristic indigenous communities are considered fourth worlds which “rarely produce 

[objects] for their own consumption or according to their own unmodified tastes,” but 

instead produce objects solely for tourist markets. 26 In other words, those indigenous 

communities that are impacted by tourism rarely make art objects for their own 

consumption. These are manufactured exclusively for commercialization and 

aesthetically modified to better respond to market demands. This notion remained most 

popular in early studies done in the seventies and, to a certain extant, can be detected in 

more recent studies regarding commercialization and Andean textiles in Bolivia. 

One of the first studies that incorporated other factors aside from the studied 

object itself is Victoria Novelo’s (1976) research on the commercialization of Mexican 

indigenous art crafts and the social aspects encompassing this, such as the producer, 

consumer, and the economical-political realms. She explains that these art crafts serve 

different purposes for producers and consumers: for the producer, art crafts are an 

economic occupation linked to a tradition; for the consumer, the art craft is an exotic 

object, and this relationship is an economic opportunity taken advantage by people who 

circulate these objects.27 Although the Bolivian state did not foment art craft production 

as did the Mexican State in this study, Andean textile scholars use her research on the 

“middle man” to explain how textiles are circulated and resold.  

                                                
26 Graburn, Nelson. Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions from the Fourth World. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1976. (1). 
27 Novelo, Victoria. Artesanías y Capitalismo En México. Tlalpan, D.F: Centro de Investigaciones 
Superiores, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1976. 
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One of the first studies to suggest that indigenous art crafts and their relationship 

to capitalism and commercialization should not be studied as a whole was Mirko Lauer 

(1982). He first studied the commercialization of indigenous art crafts in Ecuador from 

the lens of colonialism. He describes art crafts as a “contemporary pre-capitalist artistic 

expression” which is used in various ways throughout history, and is currently exploited 

by the dominating culture.28 In 1989, he recommended studying indigenous art crafts not 

as a holistic category, but as a group of unique autonomous production spaces, each with 

its own histories, evolutions, internal production structure, and ways of dealing with 

capital in order to understand disappearing, transforming, or prospering art crafts.29 He 

points out that art crafts from different regions as well as different objects themselves 

have unique histories, transformation processes, and relationships to capitalism.  

Another famous study done in Mexico is Nestor Garcia Canclini’s 1982 research 

on folk culture and capitalism. He explained that the fact that Mexican art crafts thrived 

during the industrialization era could not simply be attributed to persistent strong 

ancestral traditions, nor could this phenomenon be seen as a backward step in a 

“modernizing” society; instead, art craft production played a role in the western 

hegemonic system by reproducing the necessary social structures and labor divisions to 

enable capitalist expansion; and, although art craft production and popular festivals play a 

role in capitalism, these do not benefit from it.30 In 2002, he added that one culture isn’t 

simply absorbed by another, instead that these two cultures have a relationship of 

                                                
28 Lauer, Mirko. Crítica De La Artesanía: Plástica y Sociedad En Los Andes Peruanos. Lima: DESCO, 
Centro de Estudios y Promoción del Desarrollo, 1982. 
29 Lauer, Mirko. (1989). 
30 García Canclini, Néstor (1982). 
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“comings and goings, perplexing coexistences, and multiple combinations.”31 An 

example that Canclini provides is what he calls a “double consumer movement” on 

behalf of indigenous societies and foreign societies: on one side, rural communities no 

longer produce hand woven “trajes” (indigenous Mexican garments) because they are 

substituted by cheaper industrial clothing that are attractive because of their “modern” 

connotations; but, on the other hand, the making of “trajes” is reactivated by the foreign 

market that demands “exotic” objects.32 Canclini’s theory on the role of indigenous art 

crafts as facilitators in capitalist expansion and the revival of “trajes” in foreign markets 

was highly influential in Andean textile studies in Ecuador, and Peru. 

One of the first studies that addressed gender roles and indigenous textiles is Lynn 

Stephen’s 1993 case study of indigenous textiles in Teotitlán, Mexico. She argued that 

the changes made to these objects, initially made for local consumption and then 

transformed into art crafts for international consumption in the late 1950’s, changed the 

community’s gender, production, and identity relationships: a new merchant sector 

emerged as commercialization changed the community’s economic base. Also, weavers 

increased their average daily working hours. Where they had once weaved for an average 

of three hours a day, woman now weaved for more than double the amount of time in 

addition to the hours they worked in daily agriculture and housework.33 The increase in 

weaving hours after commercialization is also observed in this study, and addressed in 

the last chapter. 

                                                
31 García Canclini, Néstor. Culturas Populares En El Capitalismo. Mexico City, Mexico: Grijalbo, 2002. 
(110). (Translated by author). 
32 Ibid.  
33 Stephen, Lynn. “Weaving in the Fast Lane: Class, Ethnicity, and Gender in Zapotec Craft 
Commercialization,” in Crafts in the World Market: The Impact of Global Exchange on Middle American 
Artisans. Edited by June Nash. Albany, N.Y: State University of New York Press, 1993. 
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One of the first and few, if not only, comparative studies on Andean textiles from 

Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia, and their relationship to commercialization is the work of 

Ariel de Vidas in 2002. He concludes that traditional cultures acquire a new identity as 

art crafts transform, adapt and redefine themselves in face of the current social-

economical realm.34 This study is useful for observing the “tradition” notion attached to 

Andean textiles and indigenous culture and how changes within this realm are addressed. 

The only study that addressed commercialization, tourism and Bolivian textiles in 

recent years is found in Baud, Ypeij, and Zoomers’ 2006 compilation, which addresses 

the effects of tourism in Peru and Bolivia and the possibility of sustainable development 

through tourism. The contributor, José Ernesto Fernandez, did a case study in the region 

of Tarabuco, and in his findings he states that the “traditional textile has transformed 

from a dress garment to a tourist souvenir, from a practical garment to an economical 

resource.”35 In other words, textiles in Tarabuco are no longer used by community 

members, but are solely used as a resource to gain income. This work, as the previous 

comparative study, reflects the current understanding of Bolivian Andean textiles in 

relation to tradition and commercialization.   

Although Bolivian Andean textile studies relates to these larger body of studies 

that watched Latin American indigenous objects partly turn into art crafts after an 

increase in commercialization, most Bolivian studies do not follow these larger debates. 

Most Bolivian studies regarding commercialization were done in the seventies and 

remained stationary in the conservatism debates. Only in this most recent decade have 

newer studies emerge regarding Bolivian Andean textiles and their commercialization, as 

                                                
34 Ariel de Vidas, Anath. 2002. (111-2). (Translated by author). 
35 Fernandez, José. “Comunidades indígenas, textiles y turismo” in La Ruta Andina: Turismo Y Desarrollo 
Sostenible En Perú Y Bolivia. Edited by Annelou Yepeij and Annelies Zoomers, 147-167. Quito: Abya-
Yala, 2006. (148). (Translated by author). 
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seen in Ariel de Vidas and Fernandez. The little attention given to this topic may be in 

part because Bolivia was not impacted by tourism, as other countries were who witnessed 

a considerably much larger amount of tourism.  

This study will contribute to the field of Bolivian Andean textile studies and bring 

to light some underlying issues that cause changes within textiles, and in extension to the 

indigenous realm, as internal colonialism persists and weavers resist in subtle ways.   

The next chapter will historically review, analyze, and problematize Bolivian 

Andean textiles studies and the emergence of the “tradition” versus “modernity” debate.  
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A History and analysis of Bolivia Andean textile Scholarship 

South America encountered many archaeological expeditions during the early 

1900’s. In terms of Andean textile scholarship, one particular excavation in Perú was 

important to the field, as it sparked interest in Pre-Columbian and contemporary Andean 

textiles. This was the 1946 excavation of Huaca Prieta led by archaeologist and director 

of the American Museum of Natural History, Junius Bird. This site contained some of the 

oldest Andean textiles known in that time period, dating roughly to 4,000 B.C..36 The 

discovery of this site and Bird’s research later became the most influential work in 

western studies of contemporary Andean textiles.37 It is also from this discovery and 

Bird’s research that textile scholars, including Bird himself, first contend and grapple 

with common notions of “modernity” and “tradition.” Scholars would later argue around 

these concepts and amplify their opposing positions creating the “modernity” versus 

“tradition” binary in the field. The following chapter presents a historical trajectory of 

this binary starting from Bird’s research and reproducing itself until current time. The 

chapter will do a literary analysis of several scholars’ works not only to follow the 

transition of the binary, but also to reveal how it engages with the historical context and 

common notions of its time. In this chapter I will also point out the problems that arise 

from using this binary. 

Following his expedition, Bird writes the book Andean Culture History (1946) 

where he dedicates a section to textiles, and shares his excitement and enthrallment about 

                                                
36 Bennet, Wendell, and Bird, Junius (1949).  
37 Bird, Junius B., Conference on Andean Textiles, and Textile Museum (Washington, D.C.). The Junius B. 
Bird Conference on Andean Textiles, April 7th and 8th, 1984. Washington, D.C: Textile Museum, 1986. 
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these ancient fabrics, as well as his scientific discoveries. In the passage, he expresses his 

admiration and calls for the need of more research on pre-Columbian textiles: 

Of all the known products of prehistoric Peru, the textiles are, without doubt, the 
most fascinating. In our modern culture, conditioned as it is by the use of 
machinery, we are so divorced from the ancient tradition of hand spinning and 
weaving, that relatively few people have the necessary background to appreciate 
not only the skill, but the pride in accomplishment and the effort that these textiles 
represent. The fact that some of them rank high among the finest fabrics ever 
produced should lead us, in all humility, to seek not only a knowledge of their 
origin, and development, but also a better understanding of what they actually 
represent in terms of human accomplishment.38  

In this quote we can appreciate Bird’s fascination with Pre-Columbian Andean 

textiles, as he calls them “the finest fabrics ever produced,” and we also get a glimpse of 

a common sentiment of that time period.  The western world--the “modern” world--is 

deeply immersed and dependent on industrialization and commercialization and a 

common nostalgia for the past stirs in some individuals, such as Bird. In his quote, he 

comments on the disconnection between the “modern culture” and “ancient tradition,” 

and laments society’s dependency on machinery and praises the efforts, skills and 

accomplishments of the Pre-Columbian society. His fascination and nostalgia breaks the 

soil for planting the first seeds for discussions around “modernity” and “tradition,” which 

later grow, bifurcate and turn against each other in the field. Despite Bird’s fascination 

with “ancient tradition” and his dislike of “modernity,” he challenges the common 

connotations associated with ancient civilizations during his time: the belief that these 

civilizations were “primitive.” This notion stemmed from the late nineteenth century 

when anthropologists collected indigenous objects and believed they pertained to 

                                                
38 Bennett, Wendell Clark and Bird, Junius 1949. (256). 
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civilizations less evolved than their own and classified them as “primitive.”39 Bird 

indirectly challenges this idea in the following excerpt:  

In terms of modern technology the old Peruvian fabrics are outstanding for 
several reasons. Almost every known technique of modern weaving was used as 
well as a number, which are either impossible or impractical for mechanical 
looms. The spinning ranks among the finest known in the world and the large 
range of colors is evidence of exceptional skill in dyeing.40  

By pointing out that these old textiles already used “every known technique of 

modern weaving” and furthermore used other techniques that mechanical looms could 

not possibly achieve, Bird challenges the “primitive” connotation associated with ancient 

civilizations. He insinuates that the makers of the “old Peruvian fabrics” were indeed 

“modern” if not even more modern than his contemporary culture, as the Peruvian 

number of weaving techniques surpassed those contemporarily used.  

Bird also sets the stage for creating a link between contemporary Andean textiles 

and pre-Columbian ones. He argues scholars could gain more knowledge on the “ancient 

techniques” by researching techniques used in contemporary textiles. After calling for the 

need for more research on the subject,41 Bird suggests: “[a]s yet, no one has made a 

comprehensive study of the loom types still in use and of their distribution in Peru. Such 

survey would be invaluable in interpreting the archaeological material.”42 This subtle link 

gains strength years afterwards through Bird’s students and heavily influence future 

textiles studies. As it gains strength, it will attribute a static connotation to Andean 

weaving, strengthening the traditional notion on indigenous cultures and contributing to 

the “modernity” versus “tradition” binary in the field. However, despite the associations 

                                                
39 Femenias, Blenda, Elvehjem Museum of Art, and Helen Allen Textile Collection. 1987. (3). 
40 Bennet, Wendell, and Bird, Junius. 1949. (257-8). 
41 Ibid. (256). 
42 Ibid. (265). 
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it created, the link inspired and motivated future research, for better or worse, in the 

Andean textile field.  

During the seventies and eighties, the link between contemporary and pre-

Columbian textiles is strengthened and reproduced through the work of Bird’s students 

and other scholars. Bird’s field research assistant, Grace Goodell, publishes the 

influential article “The Cloth of the Quechuas” in the Natural History Magazine43 in 

1969, which later is republished in “The Art of Bolivian Highland Weaving.” Goodell’s 

article uses Bird’s link between pre-Columbian and contemporary Andean textiles to 

stress her concerns with the decline in weaving, as she observed during the period. Her 

quote also reflects the conservatism movement of the period. She first shares her 

concerns regarding the decline with a sense of urgency, then strengthens the static 

connotation associated with weaving, and finally closes with the link between pre-

Columbian and contemporary textiles:  

But each year there are fewer and fewer people who wear the old garments, fewer 
who spin and weave... There, usually in an isolated valley, the geography itself 
has helped to preserve with little change the subtleties of the art as they were 
developed by pre-Columbian cultures.44 

Goodell reflects the conservatism movement of the period when she strengthens 

with urgency her concerns regarding the decline in weaving by repeatedly using the term 

“fewer.” She then strengthens the static connotation associated with weaving by stating 

that “little change” occurred between contemporary and Pre-Columbian textiles and 

cultures. She not only echoes Bird’s link between Pre-Columbian and contemporary 

textiles, but takes it a step further by implying that this link can be preserved with little 

                                                
43 Goodell, Grace. “The Cloth of the Quechuas.” Natural History Magazine, 10, December 1, 1969: (48-
55). 
44 Cason, Marjorie. The Art of Bolivian Highland Weaving. New York City, NY: Watson-Guptill 
Publications, 1976. (26). 
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change if communities and weavers are located in geographically remote and isolated 

places. The association between “remoteness” and “no change” not only strengthens the 

static connotation that reinforces the “tradition” aspect of the binary, but it also 

strengthens its opposition to “modernity,” as “isolated valley” entails distance from the 

urban sectors—the urban directly associated with “modernity.” This is of course 

problematic, as it suggests that the indigenous realm must remain isolated to preserve 

weaving. Nine years afterwards, Adelson addresses “remoteness,” his time to express a 

magnitude of change:  

Recent years have brought many changes to Bolivia and modernization reaches 
even remote highland areas. The influence of technology can already be seen as 
the rural people begin to wear machine-made rather than handmade clothes. Many 
aspects of the ancient art are already lost. Little natural dyeing is done and the 
skill of extremely fine spinning is preserved only in a few areas. Industrial wool 
and synthetics sometimes appear in modern textiles.45 

In her quote, “remoteness,” previously believed to protect weaving from changing, no 

longer does so, as “modernization reaches” the indigenous realm and people are observed 

wearing machine-made clothes and changing their textile production. The quote reflects, 

again, the conservatism movement in the field at the period, and witness’ changes in the 

indigenous realm. This quote directly addresses and positions “tradition” against 

“modernity.” It also exemplifies the intensity at which this argument was reproduced 

with in the late seventies. It is problematic as it freezes textiles in a certain time period, 

and henceforth the indigenous realm, by favoring older textiles and dismissing newer 

ones. It also dismisses the use of western clothes, implying that this and the influence of 

technology are the reasons for the decline in weaving. The quote does not acknowledge 

the will or agency of the weavers or indigenous realm on this matter, nor does it address 

                                                
45 Adelson, Laurie, and Craft and Folk Art Museum. Weaving Traditions of Highland Bolivia: [exhibition] 
December 19, 1978 to February 4, 1979. Los Angeles, Cal: Craft and Folk Art Museum, 1978. (5). 
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underlying issues pressing against the weaving practice, such as poverty and 

discrimination.46  

Contemporary to Adelson are other works that strengthen the link between 

contemporary and pre-Columbian Andean textiles. Kitty Higgins and David Kenny, both 

textile collectors write in their 1978 collection catalogue:  

Weaving has played an important role in Andean life for more than 2000 years. 
Most of the techniques developed in this long history have survived unchanged 
and are still used by 20th century Bolivian Indians… the structures and techniques, 
derived from pre-Inca cultures, have remained identical.47 

In this quote, the link between contemporary and Pre-Columbian textiles is directly 

addressed, and the static connotation with weaving is indirectly heightened by pointing 

out the longevity in which textiles were important to Andean culture. This is more 

directly addressed by pointing out that contemporary techniques remained “unchanged” 

and “identical.” Here the “tradition” aspect of the binary is strengthened, but its 

opposition to change is heightened as well. By expressing “continuation” through the 

term “survived,” the tensions between “change” and “no change” are heightened. Here, 

“change” is associated with oppression and death, and “no changed” is associated with 

survival and life. Conklin does something similar in his description of textiles in 1983, 

“The Aymara weaving tradition is a survivor of the pan-Andean pre-Columbian weaving 

tradition.”48 Again, these statements are problematic as they antagonize change and freeze 

the indigenous realm to a certain time period. 

                                                
46 Femenias, Blenda, Elvehjem Museum of Art, and Helen Allen Textile Collection. 1987. 
47 See forward in: Textile Museum (Toronto, Ont.). Bolivian Highland Weaving: The Textile Museum, 
Toronto. Toronto, Canada: Canadian Museum of Carpets and Textiles, 1978.(3). 
48 See forward in: Adelson, Laurie, and Smithsonian Institution. Aymara Weavings: Ceremonial Textiles of 
Colonial and 19th Century Bolivia. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition 
Service, 1983. (9) 
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It is important to recognize how scholars dealt and struggled with the “modernity” 

in the art field. During the seventies, museums, collectors, and art historians of the time 

were struggling to open a broader space in the art world. Art historians and collectors 

were interested in including indigenous objects in the arts and wanted them seen as 

sophisticated modern works of art, and not merely as art crafts.49 I will not go into the 

possible political and economical motivations behind this, but I will discuss how this 

contended with the common notions of modernity of the time. In the seventies, the art 

world experienced a gradual break away from Eurocentric restrictions and slowly 

incorporated non-western arts into the arena. Just as Bird challenged the common notion 

of “modernity” earlier, in the seventies art historians and textile collectors started 

referring to indigenous weavers as “artists,” challenging the classifying term “primitive 

arts” used earlier in the century.50 This is evident in the foreword written by William 

Conklin for the book “Aymara Weavings: Ceremonial Textiles of Colonial and 19th 

century Bolivia:  

The incredibly complex interlacing matrix of the complete textile is visualized 
and stored not in a computer, but in the mind of the artist. 

 Yes, artist. 

We reserve that word “artist” for those who produce objects of meaning and 
beauty...51 

Conklin reiterates the term “artist” to directly challenge the reader, and the 

common connotations associated with the indigenous people of the time. By using the 

term “artist” with no term to distinguish the weaver from European artists, Conklin places 

the weaver —and in extension, the indigenous realm-- at the same level with European 
                                                
49 Gisbert, Teresa. Textiles Bolivianos. La Paz, Bolivia: Compañía Boliviana de Seguros: Industrias Offset 
Color, 1986. 
50 Femenias, Blenda, Elvehjem Museum of Art, and Helen Allen Textile Collection. 1987. (3-4). 
51 Adelson, Laurie, and Smithsonian Institution. 1983. (9). 
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artists, breaking earlier notions stemming from social Darwinism and scientific racism, 

that viewed indigenous people as “inferior” and “backward.”52 This is further addressed 

in Femenias quote: 

 The contemporary Andean artist most often works with loom, yarn, and fabric… 
The ‘fine” arts, traditionally the subject of western European art history, have 
their place in Andean art history, and creative forms are still made in other 
media,… but it is in the textiles and costumes that modern Andean culture has 
found its fullest range of artistic expression.53  

By choosing to refer to weavers and indigenous cultures as “contemporary” and 

“modern,” the scholar stresses that the indigenous realm is coetaneous. And by doing so, 

she places the “Andean” artist at equal levels with “western European art,” again 

challenging “backwardness.” Furthermore, she challenges common notions of 

“modernity” of the time by stressing that the Andean culture is modern. Although there 

was an evident push to drop the term “primitive art,” others scholars still used it, 

however, primarily to distinguishing “otherness” rather than “backwardness.”54  

Currently, forty years later, “primitive” is a term scarcely used, and “artist” is a 

term that is now being dropped and replaced by “master.” According to an interview I did 

with Verónica Cereceda, expert in Bolivian textiles, this is due the fact that the term 

“artist” does not fit with the context of the Andean world, and “master” is a term used 

among weavers themselves. 

To better understand the context in which the “modernity” versus “tradition” 

binary occurred, it is important to acknowledge that many scholars witnessed that 

weaving in Bolivia was declining. Adelson states in 1978: “[m]any aspects of the ancient 
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art are already lost.”55 In 1983, Adelson and Tracht state: “While weaving is still 

prevalent in some more remote highland areas of Bolivia, unless pressures to acculturate 

end, weaving may eventually die out altogether.”56 Also, in 1984 ASUR states: “as 

Martinez and Cereceda talked with villagers, they began to see that the decline in textiles 

was symptomatic of a deeper problem.”57 This decline prompted some scholars to take 

action. Bird evaluates the art museums’ and collectors’ position in an excerpt published 

in “The Art of Bolivian Highland Weaving,” where he acknowledges and suggests:  

One thing of course is to point out that the quality cannot be maintained if the 
weavers are not adequately paid. Think of the Pisac-type poncho we analyzed for 
the labor involved—somewhere between 500 and 600 plus hours—for which the 
weaver received $15.00 U.S. (Textile Museum journal, December 1968). If she 
had been paid the minimum wage in this country, she would have had between 
1,200 and 1,500 dollars. If she could have even a hundred, a not reasonable 
figure, she would be making another good one now.58  

This reflection on the collector’s role critiques the exploitive commercial 

relationships between collectors and weavers and suggests that a more adequate and just 

monetary compensations could motivate weavers to continue weaving. In other words, a 

more just commercialization of textiles could be a possible outlet to support and sustain 

the Andean weaving craft. The same idea is reflected in ASUR’s mission statement: “to 

support and sustain Andean textile weaving through the commercialization of textiles, 

providing weavers and families with alternative income.”59 Although this effort became 

popular among non-profit organizations, not all scholars agreed with commercialization. 

In 1976, Graburn stated that indigenous communities “rarely produce [objects] for their 

own consumption or according to their own unmodified tastes,” instead they are made for 
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tourist markets,60 reproducing the binary and exchanging “modernity” for 

“commercialization.” Some textile collectors also use the new binary; the following quote 

criticizes “modernity” and commercialization attributing these to the decline in weaving: 

Weaving is the greatest single cultural achievement of the post-conquest Bolivian 
highland Indians…But now that modern transportation, industrialization, and 
commercialization in Bolivia have begun to make strong inroads on the integrity 
of the indigenous cultures, their disappearance is only a matter of time.61  

This quote raises tension in the binary by directly placing commercialization, 

industrialization, and transportation—all associated with “modernity”—against weaving, 

referring to it as “the greatest single cultural achievement” and whose “disappearance is 

only a matter of time.” Tension is not only built in the binary, the quote also implies that 

for weaving to continue, transportation, industrialization, commercialization 

(“modernity”) must remain separate, and must not reach indigenous cultures. This quote 

is most problematic as it directly implies that indigenous communities must remain 

“frozen in time.” And as seen previously, this quote also does not acknowledge the will 

or agency of the indigenous realm, nor the underlying factors underneath the declining 

craft.62  Despite the dilemmas this argument created in the seventies, we can still see it 

reproduced in the current decade. However, this time it is targeting a more specific type 

of commercialization: the one destined for tourist markets. In 2006 Fernandez states: 

Traditional textile trade and production patterns in communities changed as 
production and commercialization destined for tourist markets incremented. The 
traditional textile has transformed from a dress garment into a tourist souvenir. 
From a utilitarian object to an economical resource.63 

                                                
60 Graburn, Nelson. 1976. (1). 
61 Textile Museum (Toronto, Ont.). 1978. (1). 
62 Femenias, Blenda, Elvehjem Museum of Art, and Helen Allen Textile Collection. (1987). 
63 Fernandez, José. 2006. (148). (Translated by author). 
 



 23 

Although subtle, this statement favors “tradition” over “commercialization.” By 

making the definite statement that textiles have turned in to “tourist souvenirs,” and 

discrediting the new and different ways in which they are used by not acknowledging 

them, and furthermore, not acknowledging the textile’s use as an economic resource 

throughout history, the scholar falls into the same binary of positioning 

commercialization against tradition.  

Of course not all scholars followed the “modernity” versus “tradition” binary. 

Ann Rowe first criticizes the linking of contemporary Andean textiles to Pre-Columbian 

ones in 1977. Ten years later Brenda Femenias did the same. She stated: “regional 

stylistic continuity over time cannot be proven in the absence of documentary evidence, 

nor can an uninterrupted presence since pre-Hispanic times be supposed.”64 Not finding 

textiles that could prove that regional styles continued over time, and in fact finding 

evidence to the contrary, which will be addressed in the following chapter, breaks the 

assumed link between Pre-Columbian and contemporary Andean textiles. Femenias also 

criticizes previous studies that followed the common notion that associated Andean 

weaving with non-changing traditions: “preoccupation with technology dominated those 

few contemporary textile studies that dealt with objects, perhaps influenced by the notion 

that today’s textiles were static, unchanging copies of antique works.”65  She also 

acknowledges some of the underlying factors that influence indigenous people to wear 

western clothes instead of hand-woven textiles: “since colonial times, adoption of 

European-style clothing has been forced by the government or chosen by native peoples 

for many reasons, including avoiding discrimination.”66 Mentioning that the government 
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has forced indigenous people to adopt western clothes in the past certainly discredits 

arguments that blamed “modernity” for these changes and turns the perspective around to 

asking: how did weaving manage to survive? The following chapter does no address this 

question, but it does address some changes that Andean textiles underwent during the 

most transitional period in its history: the one going from the Inca reign to the colonial 

period. 

This chapter followed the historical trajectory of scholars who dealt with the 

notions of “modernity” and “tradition.” We observed that the first studies stressed a link 

between Pre-Columbian and contemporary Andean textiles, attaching a static notion to 

Andean weaving. We also noticed that “modernity” was pitted against “tradition,” 

creating a binary to explain the changes occurring both in textiles and in the indigenous 

realm. Reflecting the conservative movement of the time, we discussed the efforts by 

some scholars and ASUR to sustain Andean weaving through commercialization. We 

also observed how other scholars dismissed commercialization utilizing the same binary 

argument.  
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Bolivian Andean textiles, a transition from the Inca to the Colonial 
period 

Archaeological evidence suggests that textiles in the Andes have existed before 

the ceramic period, about 4,500 B.C.E..67 Many cultures prior to the Inca rule used 

textiles in their daily lives and rituals and these differed aesthetically and functionally 

from culture to culture. However, textiles after the conquest and into the Colonial period 

drastically change aesthetically and functionally, and reflect a complicated relationship 

with the new population and rule. To break with the notion that Andean textiles remain 

static within tradition, this chapter will expose some of the main changes in the uses and 

aesthetic traits of Andean textiles during the transition between the Inca and Colonial 

periods.   

INCA PERIOD  

During the Inca period, roughly 1438 C.E. until 1532 C.E., Andean textiles played 

crucial roles in Andean life. Murra states that textiles were a “primary source of 

revenues,” a “sacrificial offering,” a means of communicating social status and 

citizenship, a gift for the deceased and married, a war pacifier; and textiles were always 

involved in political, military, social, and religious events.68 Also, some of the finest 

quality textiles were produced during this time period. Phipps points out that only during 

the Inca period were Andean methods of weaving raised “to levels of perfection that were 

never again equaled, even in the post-Conquest world.”69 
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The first documents about the Inca civilization and their textiles garments are 

found in the chronicles written by conquistadors, friars, and Inca elites, such as Felipe 

Guaman Poma de Ayala, and Juan de Santa Cruz Pachacuti Yamqui. Friar Cobo Bernabé 

provides a historical description of Inca looms and a classification of textiles; Inca 

textiles could mainly be separated in two categories: awasqa, a thick dully colored textile 

made for domestic use, and kumpi, a finer colorful textile that was soft “like silk” and 

used by Inca nobles.70 Because kumpi textiles were reserved for Inca elites and royalty, 

and highly valued for their fine quality, most early documentation available is on kumpi 

textiles.71 However, as far as the standard Inca garment, the women’s attire was a dress 

wrapped around the body and pinned together at the chest, a shoulder mantle, and a waist 

belt; and the men’s attire was a tunic, a mantle tied at the shoulders, and a coca leaf bag 

with a shoulder strap.72  

As mentioned earlier by Murra, Andean textiles communicated citizenship. 

Affiliation to the Inca was visually expressed through textiles; however, this doesn’t 

mean that textiles were homogenous among different regions and ayllus (clans) 

throughout the Andes. In 1620, Pachacuti Yamqui gives evidence of the visual 

differences among textiles in different Andean regions when describing how the founder 

of the Inca dynasty, Manco Capac, ordered for the clothing of all the regions under his 

reign to be different, so that the place of origin of each person could be easily identified.73 

Art historian Rebecca Stone explains that Andean regions affiliated with the Inca rule 
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produced textiles that contained patterns that followed a general geometric style that were 

visually recognizable as Incan, but each region had their own aesthetic take on these 

patterns, making it also possible to recognize what region a subject belonged to based on 

their aesthetic criteria.74  

Textile were also involved in the process of granting Inca citizenship. Based on 

early chronicles, Murra explains that textiles were exchanged when incorporating a new 

ayllu or area to the Inca kingdom, and that the local deity was given Inca clothing as well. 

Sometime, at the end of the campaign, the Inca king would dress in the local inhabitants 

attire.75 After an ayllu or new area was incorporated into the Inca kingdom, it was 

subjected to the Inca revenue and redistributive economic system.  

Andean textiles played an important role in the Inca economic system. Murra 

characterizes the Inca system as a redistributive economy, where “the surplus production 

of the peasantry and the retainer craftsmen [were] redistributed […] to various segments 

of the population according to state logic.”76 During this period, a designated amount of 

textiles are collected for state tribute and held in warehouses for their future 

redistribution. He explains that ayllu leaders, korakas, who were usually members of the 

community and who’s “authority and expectations [were] reinforced by so many kinship 

ties and obligations,” were responsible for collecting textiles and organize mita labor for 

tribute through “reciprocity arrangements, which functioned at all levels of village 

economic life.”77 These textiles, along with other tributes were then taken to large 

warehouses. Xerez writes about these two years after the conquest, amazed at the size of 

the warehouses and the quantity of textiles filled in them: “there was so much cloth of 
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wool and cotton that it seemed to me that many ships could have been filled with them.”78 

He explains that it is safe assume, based on early chronicles, that one of the functions of 

these textile warehouses was to provide clothes, blankets, etc. for Inca military 

expeditions. 79  

Aside from being an object of tribute to the Inca state, textiles were also valuable 

objects used in compensation and diplomatic relations and negotiations. Poma reports 

that men who served the state as military messengers would be compensated with a 

“great gift” of thick clothes.80 Also, distinguished Inca soldiers were compensated with 

cloth, and the warehouses at Cajamarca containing new clothing were to be given to 

Atahualpa’s armies “on his formal accession to the throne.”81 Murra also tells of the time 

when Yawar Wakaq was held captive by an enemy indigenous group, his father sent the 

kidnappers cloth; and when a wunu (a regional administrator) would get land, and 300 

kumpi textiles as a reward for his work.82 

Andean textiles were also present and played important roles in Andean 

ceremonial rituals. Polo de Ondegardo, Spanish official and chronicler, notes that royal 

Incas would dress their dead with fine new kumpi textiles, and bury them along with 

sandals, bags and headdresses.83 Drawing from archaeological evidence, Murra points out 

that this was not only an Incan custom, but also a pan-Andean practice that went back 
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thousands of years. 84 Huacas or idols were also dressed in fine kumpi textiles, a practice 

that carried on into the colonial period, according to Jesuit missionary Arraiga.85 Cobo 

also points out that fine textiles were a common offering in Inca ceremonial rituals and 

some were made just for this purpose:  

“Clothing was made for this purpose with certain ceremonies and in different 
ways… They dressed the idols and dead bodies of the lords in this clothing, and 
put alongside them folded garments… sometimes they burned clothing alone, and 
other times they set fire the statues of men and women made of carved wood, 
dressed in this clothing, and in this way they burned them.”86 

Murra points out that life-size textiles, both male and female garments, were also 

burned in some ceremonial rituals.87  

   As far as Inca kumpi textiles go, only Inca elites and royalty were allowed 

to use and wear these, as Cobo explains: “[kumpi textiles were used by] the kings, the 

great lords, and all the nobility of the kingdom, and the common people could not use 

it.”.88 Guaman Poma de Ayala provides drawings of the female elite dress attire89 (fig. 1). 

Much like the description of the standard Inca dress attire, this drawing depicts a 

woman wearing a headdress, a shoulder mantle pinned together at the chest, and an 

anacu. Cobo describes the anacu and how it is used:  

They wear [the anacu] like a sleeve-less soutane or tunic the same width at the top 
as at the bottom; it covers them from the neck to the feet. No hole is made for 
their head to fit through. They put it on the following way. They wind it around 
the body under the arms, and pulling the edges over the shoulders, they bring 
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88 Cobo, Bernabé. 1943, book 2, chap. 11: (225). 
89 Guaman Poma de Ayala, Felipe. 1615. (122). 
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them together and fasten them with their pins… this dress or soutane is called 
anacu.90  

The drawing also reveals a special feature that indicates social class: the use of 

rectangular and geometric motifs underneath the shoulder mantle. Scholars started 

referring to these designs as “tocapu” in the sixties, although this word originally referred 

 

Figure 1: Guaman Poma de Ayala, Felipe. La Segunda Coia Chimbourma [122], Det 
Kongelige Bibliotek, Denmark. From: Det Kongelige Bibliotek, 
http://www.kb.dk/permalink/2006/poma/info/en/frontpage.htm/. 

to the actual “garment or clothing of the Inca made with a thousand marvels,”91 in this 

study we will refer to these rectangular geometric motifs as “tocapu.” Only Inca royalty 

                                                
90 Cobo, Bernabé. 1943, book 14, chap. 2: (160).   
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and elite class were allowed to wear textiles with tocapu,92 which consisted of various 

geometric shapes inside square frames that were combined either as chumpi, forming a 

band or strip, or consistently repeated through the tunic to form a field design.93 Many 

scholars have tried to decipher the meanings within these designs and it is believed that 

only a few Inca officials, such as the cumbicamayos, held such knowledge.94  

As far as Inca elite men’s garments, scholars have singled out several format 

designs woven into the uncus (tunics). Phipps points out the primary formats:  

The primary formats include the ‘checkerboard’ tunic, featuring alternating black 

and white squares with a red neck yoke; the ‘Inca key’ tunic, which has a repeating 

geometric pattern of diagonal bars and squares in the upper section and horizontal bands 

along the low section; waistband tunics, including those with stepped diamonds; and 

tunics with small square geometric patterns called tocapu. 95  

In Guaman Poma’s depiction of an Inca king, we observe the royal male 

wardrobe, and an uncu filled with tocapu motifs. Kumpi textiles were the product of a 

systematized and specialized process. Phipps explains that that this process involved the 

“selective breeding of animals as sources of luxury fibers, the concentrated processing of 

particular dyes, and the meticulous refinement of weaving and needlework techniques.” 96 

Specialized weavers called cumbicamayos were in charge of overseeing many weavers in 

special weaving houses, and producing the special kumpi textile. According to Cobo, 

cumbicamayos were “not ordinary craftsmen,” and worked “only in the service of the 

                                                                                                                                            
91 Bertonio, Ludovico. Vocabulario de la Lengua Aymara [1612]. Juli, Chucuyto: Francisco del Canto, 
1984. (357).  
92 Stone, Rebecca. (1995). 
93 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (8). 
94 See for example: Jara, Victoria de la (1964); Barthel, Tomas (1971); Rowe, Ann P. and Rowe, Paul H. 
(1996); Silverman, Gail (2008). 
95 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.) 2004. (20). 
96 Ibid. (23-4). 
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Inca and the grand Lords.”97 Based on the translations of Fran Salomon and George 

Urioste, Phipps suggests that the word cumbicamayo means master weaver who can 

 

 

Figure 2: Guaman Poma de Ayala, Felipe. El Octabo Inca Miracochainca [106], Det 
Kongelige Bibliotek, Denmark. From: Det Kongelige Bibliotek, 
http://www.kb.dk/permalink/2006/poma/info/en/frontpage.htm/. 

“vivify the cumbi textile or imbue it with animated properties.”98 Figure 3 is an example 

of a kumpi textile filled with tocapu motifs. Because a similar tunic is depicted in Poma’s 

portraits of Inca kings, this uncu is believed to have belonged to an Inca king.  
                                                
97 Cobo, Bernabé. 1943, book 14, chap. 15: (239-40).  
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Figure 3: Man’s tunic (uncu), Inca, early to mid 16th century, Tapestry weave, cotton 
warp and camelid weft 30 x 36 in. Dumbarton Oaks, Washington D.C. 
From: Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 
2004. (154).  

                                                                                                                                            
98 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (24). 
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As we observed, Andean textiles played many important roles in the everyday 

lives of Incas as well as roles in the political, military, and diplomatic relations of the 

Inca state. Although not homogenous in visual appearance among ayllus and regions, 

Inca textiles carried a recognizable style, which helped communicate citizenship. After 

the Spanish conquest and into the colonial period, Andean textiles undergo many changes 

and reflect a complicated relationship of resistance and coexistence with the new 

population and under the Spanish crown.   

COLONIAL PERIOD 

In 1532, after the calamitous reduction of the Andean populations due to the 

importation of foreign diseases and the destabilization of the Inca civilization due to 

internal wars and the Spanish kidnapping and beheading of the Inca ruler Atahualpa, the 

Andean world suffered a series of drastic transformations. Andean textiles also changed 

drastically during this period, and despite several factors that went against their use and 

production, textiles maintained their important social role in the new and complex society 

undergoing some modifications, such as using new imported materials, incorporating new 

motifs influenced by Spanish, Chinese, Persian, and other cultures. These modifications 

visually narrate some of the Andean cultural transformations that occurred during the first 

three centuries after conquest. This section will not only illustrate how Andean textiles 

drastically changed from the Inca to the colonial period, but also show how weavers 

resisted the invading culture and, in a way, visually expressed interest in regaining 

indigenous hegemony within the changing Andean culture. Because there is scarce 

documentation and studies on non-elite native colonial Andean textiles, and because most 

textiles collected and preserved in museums from this period belonged to the native elite 

class only, this analysis mostly reflects the changes occurring in the native elite sector of 
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society during this period. It is known that non-elite textiles produced in rural areas went 

through different changing processes do to the semi to complete isolation between this 

sector and the urban area.  

Kumpi textiles persisted during the colonial period despite several factors that 

went against their production and use. The news of the defeat 1533 in Cuzco was sent out 

to all Inca weaving houses in all regions, where weavers were told, such as in Milliraya, 

to stop weaving and go home because the Inca times were over.99 According to Phipps, 

based on colonial censuses weaving houses were gradually disbanded over many years as 

Inca weaving houses still produced kumpi textiles until roughly 1549 in Huánuco, and 

until 1553 in Milliraya, and kumpi continued being produced in Juli (southern shore of 

Lake Titicaca) in 1567. 100 Also, soon after the conquest, Spanish textile workshops, or 

obrajes, were set up in the colonies to meet the Spanish settlers’ demands.101 Silva 

Santisteban explains that the Spanish crown at first protected these obrajes, providing 

them with the same benefits that the Spanish peninsula textile industry enjoyed.102 He 

also gives an account of one of the first obrajes set up in Peru around 1545 by Antonio de 

Rivera and his wife Inés de Muñoz that introduced sheep to the area.103 In his description, 

he mentions that commercialization and wool labor were given “some privileges” in 1559 

by the crown, and Spanish weaving masters were recruited to teach natives how to weave 

with reeds, treadles, and looms, and this new industry spread rapidly in the colonies.104 

                                                
99 This account of the disbanding of Milliraya comes from the testimony of don Pedro Condor about 
governor Cari of Lupaca and the weaving houses. See Spurling, Geoffrey Eugene. “The organization of 
craft production in the Inka state: the potters and weavers of Milliraya.” PhD diss., Cornell University, 
1991. (197). 
100 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (25). 
101 Ibid. (26-27). 
102 Silva Santisteban, Fernando. Los Obrajes En El Virreinato Del Perú. Lima: Museo Nacional de 
Historia, 1964. (21-2). 
103 Ibid. (18-9). 
104 Ibid. (19-20). 
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Although the Spanish textile industry flourished and surpassed the Spanish market 

demands in the colonies,105 Andean textiles and kumpi continued being produced and 

used by native elites.  

In 1575, after the execution of Tupac Amaru known as the last Inca ruler, 

Viceroyal Toledo feared that the memory of the Inca past could spark a revolt so he 

banned items that could bring back such memories. His ordinance banned the possession 

of Inca king portraits, the use of the Inca warrior pututu trumpets, and the donning of Inca 

garments, among other things.106 Natives and native descents were then encouraged to use 

Spanish-style clothing, as described in Poma de Ayala’s account of the new proper dress 

for a koraka: “He should wear clothes in the Spanish style. He should wear vest, collar 

band, shirt, cape and hat… Be booted and wear sword or halberd.”107 Natives adopted 

part of the Spanish style by using pants, however, despite the ordinance; they rejected the 

camiseta and continued wearing the Andean elite uncu instead. 108 Poma’s depiction of a 

“Mandoncillos de cien Indios” illustrates such combination of styles, where the 

individual is depicted wearing a Spanish style hat, cape, pants, and shoes, as well as an 

Inca-style uncu (see figure 4). The native resistance to giving up the uncu was such that, 

the Colegio de Caciques de San Borja later had to allow for the sons of elite Inca to 

attend school wearing uncus and pants.109 Figure four is an example of a leader donning 

Spanish style garments: hat, cape, pants, and shoes, along with his native uncu.  

                                                
105 Silva Santisteban, Fernando. 1964. (20). 
106 Zavala, Silvio Arturo. El Servicio Personal De Los Indios En El Perú: Extractosdel Siglo Xvi. Mexico: 
El Colegio de México, 1978. (199). 
107 Guaman Poma de Ayala, Felipe. 1615. (744 [758]). (translated by author). 
108 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (27). 
109 Cummins, Thomas B. F. Toasts With the Inca: Andean Abstraction and Colonial Images on Kuero 
Vessels. Ann Arbor, Mich: University of Michigan Press, 2002. (278). 
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Despite these factors that went against textile production and use, textiles 

maintained their social importance among natives elites, however, with the absence of 

strict Inca laws, elite Andean textiles aesthetically changed as weavers were allowed 

more flexibility.110 Phipps mentions that, although many weavers apparently did return to 

their home regions after the disbanding of Inca weaving houses, others “became itinerant 

craftsmen” and worked for wealthy elites producing modified kumpi textiles.111 As 

weavers were no longer overseen by the Inca kumpicamayos and strict weaving methods 

were no longer enforced, they now worked with more flexibility, using new imported 

materials and creating new motifs in their textiles.112 Many weavers still used camelid 

fibers to make llicllas and uncus, however, they also incorporated non-Andean imported 

items, such as silk threads and silver-leaf threads (silver sheet wound around silk or linen 

cores), which offered a new degree of luxury in their textiles.113 Aside from being highly 

desirable to natives because of its pliable chemical structure that allowed for the brightly 

colored native dyes to be easily absorbed,114 silk was also desired because it was a symbol 

of social status in the Spanish elite world and kumpi weavers quickly picked up on this 

and used it in kumpi textiles to communicate indigenous wealth and social status. This 

expression of indigenous wealth can be seen as an indigenous attempt to regain 

hegemony, as this practice threatened the Spanish social hierarchical system, and in 1571 

the viceroyalty felt the need to ban native women and native descent people from wearing 

silk,115 in order to re-enforce racial and class hierarchies established by the Spanish. In the 

                                                
110 Young-Sánchez, Margaret, and Fronia W. Simpson. Andean Textile Traditions: Papers from the 2001 
Mayer Center Symposium. Denver, Colo: Denver Art Museum, 2006. (125). 
111 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (25). 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid. (26-27). 
114 Ibid. 
115 Spain, and Consejo de Indias (Spain). Recopilación De Leyes De Los Reynos De Las Indias. Madrid: 
Consejo de la Hispanidad, 1943. (369). 
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same manner, silver-leaf threads --used in fine European Renaissance tapestries-- were 

also used in kumpi textiles to communicate indigenous wealth and social status. 

 

Figure 4: Guaman Poma de Ayala, Felipe. Mandoncillo de Cien In[di]os, Pachac 
Camachicoc Cacyamarca [751], Det Kongelige Bibliotek, Denmark. From: 
Det Kongelige Bibliotek, 
http://www.kb.dk/permalink/2006/poma/info/en/frontpage.htm/.  

An example of such textile is the “Woman’s wedding mantle (lliclla) with tocapu,” (fig. 

5) woven in the 17th century with cotton, silk and silver threads, which is held at the 
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Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum, of the Smithsonian Institute at New York. This 

example displays tocapu motifs in the center bands (pallai) and in the two outer bands 

(cantu). It also has depictions of animal, mermaids, flowers, and flower vases in the two 

wide bands (pampa).  

 

Figure 5: Woman’s Wedding Mantle (lliclla) with tocapu, Southern Andes, 17th century, 
Tapestry weave, cotton warp and silk and metallic on linen weft 36 x 50 in. 
Smithsonian Institution, New York. From: Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (190). 

Also, as seen in this example, Inca tocapu motifs persisted during the colonial 

period gaining new meanings and uses. Initially tocapu motifs maintained their meaning 

as symbols of Inca royalty and authority. After all, korakas needed to prove nobleness to 

the crown in order to maintain legitimate authority over their communities, while serving 
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the new rulers under new alliances. Royal Inca textiles with tocapu motifs were symbols 

of such nobleness and served as proof in order to claim certain privileges from the 

Spanish. However, as tocapu motifs were “no longer governed by strictly enforced Inca 

statues,” later on, many weavers started incorporating them into non-royal textiles and 

using them as a strategy to move upwards in the strict hierarchical colonial society and 

obtain privileges.116 

This new profusion of tocapu motifs in textiles, which was unseen during the Inca 

period, lead to the invention of embroidered tocapu in the seventeenth century. These 

recreated tocapu motifs were stitched to the edges of llicllas, uncus, etc. Rows of 

interspersed tocapu motifs in combination with non-Incan motifs, such as soldiers and 

biblical scenes, are also found in tunics and mantles made in the 17th century.117 This 

combination of Incan and non-Incan motifs in Andean textiles can be read as a native 

interest in coexistence in the new colonial complex society, as both motifs are displayed 

together in the same platform, and are presented side by side as equals. Also, the 

profusion of tocapu motifs can be seen as an expression of pride in Inca heritage pride.  

 Weavers created other textile designs to communicate indigenous prestige 

and wealth. As massive amounts of silver was extracted and exported to Spain from the 

Potosino mines of Cerro Rico, Potosí became the wealthiest city in the world; and as 

such, it imported luxury items from overseas, such as Chinese silks, Persian and Turkish 

carpets, roman paintings, lace from Brussels, etc. Spanish, criollo, and native elite used 

these items as symbols of wealth.118 Native weavers, inspired by these items, created new 

textile designs, such as the lace design to express indigenous wealth and prestige. Lace 

                                                
116 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (29). 
117 Ibid. (30). 
118 Ibid. (12). 
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became very popular in Lima and was a symbol of wealth both used by the Spanish and 

native elite. Ulloua describes the use of lace in the wardrobes of Limeñas in the 

eighteenth century:  

In the choice of laces, women carry their taste to a prodigious excess; nor is this 
an emulation confined to persons of quality, but has spread through all ranks, 
except the lowest class of negroes. The laces are sewed to their linen, which is of 
the finest sort, though very little of it is seen, the greatest part of it, especially in 
some dresses, being always covered with lace…these laces too must be all of 
Flanders manufacture.119  

As read in his description, both wealthy Spanish and native women incorporated 

large amounts of lace in their dress attire. Also, colonial paintings depict native and 

Spanish men wearing lace in their dress attire. Colonial paintings of korakas during the 

rule of viceroyalty Mollinedo native men wearing uncus with enlarged arm sleeves filled 

with lace in the Cuzco Corpus Christi processions.120 The use of lace, however, just as in 

the case of wearing silks, was banned under Spanish sumptuary laws in order to re-

enforce the Spanish established racial and class hierarchies.  

Perhaps as a consequence, lace designs in textiles became popular in the 16th and 

early 17th century, especially in fine wedding mantles, llicllas, and wall tapestries, which 

were used in wealthy Inca and Spanish homes.121 Figure 6 is an example of a lliclla that 

incorporates lace designs framing the pampa sections of the mantle. This example is 

woven with camelid fibers as well as silk and silver threads and is believed to be made by  

the famous kumpicamayo weavers of the sun temple on Koati, lake Titicaca.122 The lace 

motifs on textiles can be read as native resistance to the ordinance against the use of lace 

and an expression of native wealth.  

                                                
119 Ulloa, Antonio de. A Voyage to South America. New York City, NY: Knopf, 1964. (196). 
120 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (12). 
121 Ibid.  
122 Ibid. (193). 
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Figure 6: Woman’s wedding mantle (lliclla) with mermaids and Spanish figures, Lake 
Titicaca, 16th or 17th century, Tapestry weave, cotton warp and camelid 
metallic and possibly viscacha hair weft 43 x 46 in. Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C.. From: Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art 
(New York, N.Y.). 2004. (192). 

An example of a change in the use of some Andean textile in the colonial period 

is in the ritualistic realm. As seen in the previous section, some textiles were made 

specifically to dress small huacas or deities. This tradition transformed into a colonial 
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innovation: dressing Christian statues. 123 In a letter to Bishop Juan Manuel, Areche 

describes and laments this new phenomenon: 

What pains my heart most is having seen, in my visit last year, the way they 

introduced these vain observances into the Sanctuary, clothing the image of the Christ 

Child in an uncu and the other insignia I have mentioned. I have noted similar images in 

certain paintings, [made] to persuade us that they adore none but the true God when they 

see him in the garments of their Yncas, whom they regarded as Gods, as when they mix 

the most religious of ceremonies with outside superstitions.124 

As Areche describes, weavers made special uncus to dress Christian statues, such 

as the infant Jesus. This phenomenon can still be witnessed today in the Andean 

highlands, 125 and was witnessed during my field research, which will be discussed in 

more depth in chapter four. An example of some of the paintings Areche mentions is the 

18th century “Niño Jesus de Huanca,” which depicts the statue wearing an Inca headdress, 

mascaypacha, feline sandals, knee and shoulder guards, and an uncu with Spanish motifs. 

Although Phipps mentions that dressing the Christ Child with the uncu and other Inca 

objects was a way of expressing of royalty, and authority; 126 this phenomenon can also be 

seen as a way of expressing resistance to the religion forced upon natives and interest in 

coexistence as equals in the new and complex colonial society, since symbols of authority 

and royalty of both the Inca and Spanish worlds are presented at equal levels by 

displaying them on the same platform.   

 

                                                
123 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (35). 
124 Areche, Antonio de. Letter to Bishop Juan Manuel, April 17, 1781, Letter. Cuzco, Peru: Archivo de las 
Indias, Seville Legajo 1085, 1781. 
125 Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (35). 
126 Ibid. (13). 
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Figure 7: Niño Jesus de Huanca, 18th century. Oil on canvas. Formerly in Argentina, 
present whereabouts unknown. From: Phipps, Elena, and Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.). 2004. (35). 

This section not only shows the aesthetical changes that Andean textile went 

through from the Inca to the Colonial period, but argues how textiles from this period 

possibly expressed native resistance to the oppressive Spanish culture and an interest in 

coexistence of different peoples as equals.   
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Textiles in Jalq’a and Tarabuco, commercialization, and decline  

In this chapter, based on fieldwork I conducted in the Jalq’a and Tarabuco regions 

during December 2012 and January 2013, I analyze the current changes taking place in 

the production of Bolivian Andean textiles. This chapter challenges earlier studies and 

notions that believe textiles transform into tourist souvenirs through commercialization. 

This chapter demonstrates that commercialization does not prevent the community from 

using textiles, but there are instead other factors that cause the decline their its use. The 

chapter sheds light on the workings of internal colonialism and other factors causing the 

decline, as well resistance on behalf of the weavers against the decline. The chapter will 

first provide a brief historical context of the regions of Tarabuco and Jal’qa, followed by 

an analysis and summary of the observations and interviews gathered during fieldwork.  

TARABUCO: HISTORY AND CONTEXT 

 The communities of Yamparáes, Tarabuco, Vila Vila, Cororo, Presto, 

Paredón, San Jacinto, and Zudáñez of the South Eastern valleys of Bolivia are locally 

known as the “Tarabuco” region. This region is located approximately at 2,500 to 3,500 

meters above sea level. The communities mainly survive on agriculture, and the limited 

amount of rainfall of this area makes it a difficult place to live on.127 During Colonial 

times, this region consisted of several ethnic groups, the largest being the Yamparaes 

located in the Oropreza province. This group later yielded a portion of their land to the 

Spanish crown, where the city of Sucre was later established. After the first century of 

colonization, these groups lost most of their independence to Spanish hacenderos who 

seized their lands. It is still unclear what other changes occurred during the centuries 

                                                
127 Cereceda, Verónica, and ASUR. Una Diferencia, Un Sentido: Los Diseños De Los Textiles Tarabuco Y 
Jalq’a. Sucre, Bolivia: ASUR, Antropólogos del Surandino, 1993. 
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afterwards. However, it is known that by the nineteenth century many displaced 

mitamaes (Indians that were separated from their communities and forced to work in the 

mines of Potosi) settled in the region of Tarabuco. By the twentieth century a 

distinguishable identity formed, consisting of similar dress attire, a specific type of 

music, dance, religious beliefs, and rituals celebrated.128 The majority of the population in 

the region, which reaches approximately 25,500 according to the 2012 census, speaks 

Quechua.129 And, in the 2001 census, over 90% of the population lived in poverty, and 

more than half of the population lived under extreme poverty.130  

JALQ’A: HISTORY AND CONTEXT 

Also in the Southeastern valleys of Bolivia and located at roughly 3,500 meters, 

and northeast of the Tarabuco region, a group of communities make up the region of 

Jalq’a: Potolo, Maragua, Quila Quila, Qhara Qhara, and others. Some of these 

communities are products of peasant labor unions that formed after the dismembering of 

the large Spanish haciendas during the land reforms in 1950s. Other communities were 

established as a result of the dismembering of native ayllu groups, which were old ethnic 

groups that remained relatively unaffected and free from the large hacienda settlers 

during the colonial period. This region is considered one of the poorest areas in Bolivia, 

and the lands these communities live off of are considered high-risk areas due to scarce 

rainfalls.131 The Jalq’a share an overarching identity, which encompasses small 

                                                
128 Cereceda, Verónica, and ASUR, 1993. (7). 
129 Bolpress. “BoliviaPress.” Accessed April 8, 2013 http://www.bolpress.com/art.php?Cod=2013012304/. 
130 Instituto Nacional de Estadística. “Resultados de censo 2001: población del Municipio de Tarabuco” 
Accessed April 8, 2013 www.ine.gob.bo/pdf/AtlasMunicipal/010601.pdf.  
131 Cereceda, Verónica, 1993. 
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autonomous communities as well as larger older native ayllus.132 The population in 2003 

was of approximately 26,000 people.133  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, scholars in the field noticed a rapid decline 

in the production and quality of textiles in the seventies in Bolivia. The Jalq’a region in 

particular ceased producing textiles in many towns, which alarmed anthropologists and 

motivated them to create revival projects for these areas. These projects were later 

reproduced in other regions, Tarabuco being the one to follow. To understand the current 

status of Andean textiles in both regions, it is important to understand ASUR’s work and 

impact in these. The following is brief history of ASUR and its influence.   

ASUR 

Antropólogos del Sur Andino (Anthropologists of the Southern Andes), which 

ASUR stands for, was formally founded in 1992. However, its work initiated around 

1985 by anthropologists Veronica Cereceda and Gabriel Martinez. Their mission, stated 

on their website, it to create sustainable ethno-development projects, such as the 

production and marketing of high quality textiles and to improve indigenous 

communities’ economic conditions through the development of their own cultural 

resources.134 The organization also carried out anthropological studies of the communities 

it works with, mainly documenting cultural activities. ASUR started its first project in the 

Jalq’a region, as weaving in the area had rapidly declined and textile quality and 

production decreased.135 The program created workshops, where master weavers taught 

                                                
132 Barragán, Rossana R. Indios De Arco y Flecha?: Entre La Historia y La Arqueología De Las 
Poblaciones Del Norte De Chuquisaca. Sucre, Bolivia: Antropólogos del Surandino : Inter-American 
Foundation, 1994. 
133 Pimentel, Nelson D. Alcaldes: Comunidades De Iru Pampa, Maragua, Thunturqa y Majada (Área 
Jalq’a). Sucre: Fundación Asur, 2003. 
134 ASUR. 
135 See “History” section of the “ASUR” website.  
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young girls to weave. Materials for weaving, such as yarn and looms were provided in 

workspaces built on community owned lands. These projects were later reproduced in 

some communities of the Tarabuco region, such as Candelaria, Pampa Luparia, Paredón, 

and others. By 2000, ASUR’s project not only revitalized weaving bringing extra income 

into the region, it also stimulated independent institutional initiatives. In the year 2002, 

with ASUR’s initiative and support, and after several internal disputes, a number of 

weavers broke away from the program to create their own independent organization, Inca 

Pallay.136 Currently, most weavers in the Jalq’a and Tarabuco region have mixed feeling 

regarding ASUR, as observed in my interviews. Some will state they work for ASUR, 

while others will emphatically say that they left the program.  

TOURISM IN TARABUCO TOWN  

The city of Sucre has many tourism agencies that offer Sunday rides in charter 

buses to Tarabuco. The rides are roughly an hour and a half long each way and generally 

only stay in the town itself for three hours in the late morning, and return to Sucre after 

lunch. Agencies advertise for the Sunday textile market during all months of the year, and 

for the Pujllay dance during carnival in March. The Pujllay dance is a performance in the 

carnival festival celebrated each year during March that attracts many tourists and is 

sponsored by the town of Tarabuco. The dance itself comes from the Tarabuco region 

and can only be performed in festive Tarabuco style textile garments. Aside from tourist 

charter buses, there are also local vans that leave from Sucre every day at about every 

hour and arrive at the plaza in Tarabuco. The town provides some tourist commodities, 

such as hostels, which fill up during the carnival, a few restaurants, and a new Internet 

station that runs on dial speed. The rest of the Tarabuco region is generally not visited 

                                                
136 Fernandez, José. (2006). 
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and does not provide commodities, with the exception of Candelaria, which runs a textile 

association and provides a place to stay for the night. According to locals, few families in 

some communities open their houses for tourists to stay the night and give weaving 

lessons, and this is becoming more common. Although studies show that international 

tourism has increased in Bolivia overall from 2002 to 2011 (from approximately 334,000 

to 687,000 tourists), the rate of increase compared to previous years diminished to 

approximately 16 percent during the years 2009 through 2011 (increase approximately by 

only 16,000 tourists, and previous years, 2007 to 2009, increased by approximately 99, 

000 tourists).137 According to several interviews with weavers, tourism in Tarabuco has 

declined in the last three years. One weaver that sells textiles at the Recoleta in Sucre 

during weekdays, and at the Sunday textile market in Tarabuco, said that it is becoming 

harder to sell her textiles, as there are less foreign tourists around. And, a hostel keeper in 

Tarabuco explains that her business has not been doing as well as previous years. My 

observation of the Sunday textile market also witnesses this decrease.  

During my first visit to Tarabuco, I traveled as a tourist and observed the textile 

market setting and experience. I rode in a charter bus along with several other tourists, 

most from foreign countries. The bus departed from the main plaza in Sucre and arrived 

at the restaurant and cultural center “Samay Wasi” in Tarabuco. The Sunday textile 

market is held at the main plaza, and upon my arrival, my first impression of the market 

was that there were far more weavers and merchants at the market than tourists. In fact, 

the bus I arrived in was the only tourist bus around during the entire morning. The police 

strike and protests happening days before in Sucre might have been the main reason for 

the apparent low number of tourists that Sunday.  
                                                
137 Estadísticas Andinas. “Comunidad Andina Informe Estadístico de Turismo 2012.” Accessed April 8, 
2013, http://estadisticas.comunidadandina.org/eportal/contenidos/2111_8.pdf. 
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TOURISM IN THE JALQ’A REGION 

 According to a few tourism agencies in Sucre, the Jalq’a region is not a popular 

destination among tourists. Few agencies, 8 of about 30 agencies according to my 

observations, offer travel packages to Jalq’a. Packages usually include three-day 

expeditions in jeeps that travel through the region to visit the natural landscapes during 

the dry season, as the trip requires crossing the Ravelo River. These packages mostly 

advertise hiking the Inka trails and exploring the Maragua crater by foot, observing the 

rock paintings in Incamachay and Pumamachay, and rock climbing in the surrounding 

areas. None of the packages I studied advertised for the Jalq’a style textiles. Agencies say 

that those interested in textiles purchase them in stores in Sucre, however, interviews 

with weavers in Jalq’a state otherwise. The price for these packages are relatively high, 

and according to agencies, only foreign tourists purchase them, and travelers must find 

others that are interested in the same package to split the costs. According to agencies, 

the costs are high due to the type of vehicle required for traveling the area. Roads are 

steep and rocky, and vehicles need to have four by four traction and be elevated enough 

to cross the river. There are however large local buses that travel to the region once every 

other day. Tourist packages also include food and other provisions, as the region has little 

to no services for travelers.  

The first community I visited in the Jalq’a region was Maragua. This community 

has few roads and the main road that allows access to Maragua itself was just finished 

recently. According to locals, the community was only accessible by foot a few months 

ago. The first phone center in the community was also recently installed. I also observed 

that the community had two lodge cabins with water and electricity provisions. These 

were occupied by backpacking travelers. There was also a textile organization, closed at 

the time, but locals informed me that it could be open upon request. I observed about 
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fifteen backpacker travelers in the entire valley, and many of them had tents propped in 

fields or next to houses. Many arrived to Maragua by foot, hiking the Andean trail. 

TEXTILE USE IN THE REGIONS OF JALQ’A AND TARABUCO 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, many scholars witnessed the decrease in 

donning textile garments in many Bolivian communities during the seventies. The 

Tarabuco and Jalq’a regions are no exception to this phenomenon and, this decrease is 

evident in my observations of both regions during my fieldwork. 

The following section is a brief description of the male and female dress attire in 

the Tarabuco and Jalq’a style, documented by Veronica Cereceda in 1993. My 

observations and survey interview follow after this description. It is important to note that 

it is very rare to see individuals wearing the full attire as described below, unless there is 

a special celebration. However, I observed variations of the attire on casual days, such as 

western pants or jeans along with the almilla and poncho for males, and pollera skirts 

worn with a lliclla on top. 

TARABUCO AND JALQ’A MALE ATTIRE 

The Tarabuco male attire consists of a white “calzón,” which look like knee 

length shorts, and a dark color “almilla,” similar to elbow length sleeve shirt. A “kunka 

unku,” which is a short poncho of dark burgundy, red, yellow, and green stripes, is placed 

over the almilla. And a “sik’i unku,” which is similar in color and size to the poncho but 

without an open slit for the head, is secured diagonally over the buttocks. A large and 

brightly colored striped poncho, matching the colors of the unkus, is placed over these 

garments and used as the main piece to keep warm. Finally, a “chuspa,” which is a small 

bag to carry coca leafs in, hangs from one of the shoulders. The Jalq’a male attire consists 

of a white almilla and calzón with embroidery on both the hems and sleeves, as well as a  
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Figure 8: Jalq’a garments, Potolo, 1993. From: Cereceda, Verónica. 1993. (11).  

dark stripe on the upper part of the sleeves. The calzón is different from that of the 

Tarabuco as it only reaches the upper thighs instead of the hips, and doesn’t cover the 

buttocks. A cord that is tied at the height of the groin area supports the calzón. The 

almilla is longer in length and covers the buttocks and groin areas. And a dark colored 

lliclla, or small cloak, is tied at the height of the waist.138     

                                                
138 Cereceda, Verónica. (1993). 
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Figure 9: Tarabuco garments, Tarabuco, 1993. From Cereceda, Verónica. 1993. 
(illustration 6). 

DRESS ATTIRE OBSERVATIONS IN TARABUCO 

During a period of one hour, I registered the number of men and women that 

walked by the main plaza donning Andean textile garments, western clothing, and 

women wearing the urban indigenous “polleras” (a distinguishable skirt pertaining to the 

urban indigenous/mestizo identity locally known as “chola”139). A little over 10% of 

people passing by wore Andean textile garments. Fifty women passed by and out of 
                                                
139 Barrragán, Rossana. Ser Mujer Indígena, Chola o Birlocha En La Bolivia Postcolonial De Los Años 90. 
La Paz, Bolivia: Ministerio de Desarrollo Humano, 1996. 
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these, 4 were donning textile garments, 16 were wearing western clothes, and 30 women 

were dressed in polleras. In the same time period, 55 men walked by: 10 donned the 

 

Figure 10: Jalq’a female garment detail, Potolo, 1993. From Cereceda, Verónica, 1993. 
(illustration 11). 

poncho textile garment, and the rest wore western clothing. Similar numbers were 

registered in subsequent observations. Additional observation notes were taken in the 

community of Candelaria. However, both visits were brief (two hours each), as 

transportation to this town is scarce. During the visits, only five people of 30 were 

registered donning textiles. All five individuals appeared to be above 50 years old.  
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Overall, the observations conclude that only a small percentage of people in the 

town of Tarabuco and Candelaria wear textile garments on an everyday basis, while 

western clothing and polleras are worn by the majority.  

DRESS ATTIRE OBSERVATIONS IN JALQ’A 

The community of Maragua seemed desolate in comparison to the towns of 

Tarabuco and Candelaria in the Tarabuco region. I only observed five people in the 

length of an hour during my visit, and only one elder woman donned textiles; the rest of 

the people I observed wore western clothing.  

The community of Potolo was the second community I visited and it seemed 

slightly more populated. I observed 21 people from the plaza and the main road during 

one hour. However, only one person wore textiles and the rest wore machine made 

clothes. Survey interviews in this region resulted more informative regarding this matter. 

SURVEY INTERVIEWS IN TARABUCO REGION 

To better understand the extent to which donning textiles has declined in the town 

of Tarabuco, and to understand how textiles and commercialization are currently used 

within the community, this section provides information collected from weavers during 

the survey interviews. I performed a total of 39 interviews in the Tarabuco region, 18 in 

the town of Tarabuco and 9 in the town of Candelaria (both towns frequented by tourists), 

and 12 interviews in the communities of Tomoroco and Presto (rarely frequented by 

tourists).  

Regarding the number of weavers and family members that don textiles on an 

everyday basis, in both Tarabuco and Candelaria I found that 18% of weavers and family 

members still donned textile garments. Weavers that did not wear textiles stated that they 

simply did not like wearing them, or nowadays they are no longer worn, or only 
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grandparents wear them. At a superficial level, these responses seem to illustrate a simple 

change in taste and generational style. However, when I asked one weaver to further 

explain the reasons why her family members and her children no longer wear textiles, she 

explained that her grandmother wore textiles, but she stopped wearing them when she 

went to school. In the school, kids would make fun of her, they would say ‘where do you 

come from, are you not an Indian?’ She explains that her grandmother suffered in school 

and for this reason, she did not make her mother wear textiles. She then reaffirmed that 

she would never wear textiles, as her mother doesn’t wear them, and she does not like 

them and she only wears the “pollera.” This weaver, however, makes textiles to sell at the 

market and for her husband to perform in the Pujllay dance. Her account is a testimony to 

the prevalent discrimination against indigenous peoples. These experiences repeated 

through generations are the underlying reasons why textiles are no longer worn in this 

weaver’s family. Although she makes textiles for her husband, as he is a dancer in the 

Pujllay event, she nor her husband wear textiles on a daily basis. This account shed light 

on the workings of internal colonialism. Looking back historically at schools in Bolivia 

and in the rest of the Americas, the context in which they were historically established, 

and the dynamics within which they continue to operate today have helped reproduce and 

maintain social hierarchies that stem from colonization. In Bolivia’s case, during the 

liberalist reforms in the 1950’s, schools played the role of “civilizing” institutions, which 

aimed to mold indigenous individuals into worthy “citizens of the state.”140 Children were 

then forced to adopt western culture, including clothing, and leave their “backward” 

indigenous culture behind.141 This violence was repeated throughout generations and the 

                                                
140 Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia. Violencias Encubiertas En Bolivia. La Paz, Bolivia: CIPCA: Aruwiyiri, 
1993. 
141 See for example: Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia. Ch’ixinakax Utxiwa: Una Reflexión Sobre Prácticas y 
Discursos Descolonizadores (2010), Esquit Choy, Edgar (2010). 
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aftermath is evident in the decline of textile use today. I also asked weavers about 

teaching the craft. A few weavers stated that they gave weaving lessons. One master 

weaver in Tarabuco, said that she teaches young girls how to weave so they may sell their 

textiles at the market. Another Master weaver in Candelaria said that she used to teach 

how to weave through the ASUR organization. However, she now works independently 

and gives private weaving lessons. Another two masters in Candelaria currently teach 

girls how to weave through ASUR’s program. Veronica Cereceda, founder of ASUR, 

explained in an interview that teaching the craft to young girls that are non-kin is 

something that the program initiated in its efforts to revive weaving in the areas. 

However, despite there being Masters that teach the craft for those young girls interested, 

many weavers state that they will not teach the craft to their daughters. In the Tarabuco 

region, 18 weavers stated that their daughters are not interested in weaving and do not 

want to learn the craft. The reasons mothers give for this varies, but most point towards 

two main reasons: some say that they do not want to weave because it involved hard 

work, and others explain that their daughters loose interest in weaving after attending 

school. At an initial analysis, the loss in interest to weaving after attending schools could 

be explained through the persistent dynamics that reproduce social hierarchies through 

discrimination in these institutions. However, when looking further into the work 

involved in weaving, another issue is brought to light.   

When I asked weavers about the work involved in weaving, more than half of 

them stated that they had back pain and vision problems due to weaving. One of the 

master weavers in Candelaria explained that she worked on her textiles starting at early 

mornings and ending at late night hours for at least a decade. She explained that by 

weaving and selling her textiles, she was able to pay for her three sons’ upper level 

education. She also established a strong relationship with an American volunteer that 
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worked for the Peace Corps in the community in 2006. Together they founded a 

community-run textile organization in Candelaria, which, among other places, sells 

textiles at a yearly indigenous textile fair in Albuquerque, New Mexico. The master states 

that her hard work in weaving over the years has put her children through college, but the 

work, as any other job involving long hours of physical work, has caused her back pain 

and vision problems; she also said that if she were given the option, she would work in 

other things to make a living and not only weaving. Another weaver gave a similar 

statement when asked about her work. She explained that she learned to weave 

specifically to be able to sell textiles in the market. She worked early morning and late 

nights for over five years. She worked hard until her business, along with her husband’s, 

allowed for them to purchase a house. She now weaves only on commission and sells 

other textiles that her husband collects from other regions. She also weaves for her 

husband to dance in the Pujllay event. She explained that she weaves less than before as 

she started experiencing sharp shoulder pain.  

Both accounts show that producing textiles and selling them has helped weavers 

achieve economic assets in the capitalist realm, however, weavers had to submit to long 

hours of hard physical work to be able to attain such assets. These statements resonate 

with Lynn Stephen’s work in Teotitlán that witnessed changed relationships between 

weavers and textile production as the rates of indigenous art craft commercialization 

increased.142 At a first glance, these statements may seem to suggest that 

commercialization is causing weavers to work excess hours.  

Nevertheless, when considering that commercialization has been used and 

dominated by the indigenous realm for centuries, underlying issues are brought to light 

                                                
142 Stephen, Lynn (1993). 
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that are linked to the workings of internal colonialism. When asking weavers about their 

business and recent sells, many state that sales have not gone as well as in previous years. 

They explain that tourism has decreased, and that they have had to reduce the price of 

their textiles in order to sell them. Others explain that it is difficult to purchase a plot of 

land and a house as prices have increased. These issues point towards a larger global 

phenomenon in the capitalist world that will not be addressed in this short study. 

However, it is important to recognize that the difficulties that involve acquiring land stem 

from a history of continual reproduction of colonial oppressive structures that have 

allowed for native communal lands to be seized.143 It is important to recognize these 

underlying issues stemming from internal colonialism, as well as larger global issues 

within the capitalist system, to understand why weavers ultimately turn to long hours of 

hard physical work to produce and sell textiles. It is not commercialization itself, the act 

of purchasing and selling items within and outside of the community, that demands long 

hours of work, but these deeper underlying issues. Under this light, young girls attending 

school have another reason for loosing interest in weaving. Most likely, aside from the 

generational disconnect to its previous practical use as an everyday garment, they witness 

the hard physical labor weavers submit to in order to gain a living, and turn to an interest 

for a less physically demanding job, which schools promise to provide for through their 

participation in the education system.   

To understand how commercialization works within the Tarbuco community, I 

asked weavers if they made textiles for their families or to be sold at the tourist market. 

Few weavers stated that they only made textiles for their families, or only made textiles 

to be sold. Most weavers, 80%, stated that they made textiles for both their families and 

                                                
143 Rivera Cusicanqui, Silvia (1993). 
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to be sold. Weavers explained to me that although they and their family members do not 

wear the textiles, they make them so the children and family may have and keep with 

them stored away, and they are only taken out and worn during special events, such as the 

fiesta patronal and the carnival Pujllay dance. Weavers also explain that they make 

additional textiles to be sold in the tourist market or to be sold for the Pujllay dance. 

These statements show that most weavers that make textiles for their families also make 

textiles to sell in the market and that commercialization and local use of textiles happen 

simultaneously. These statements also shed light on two important points: first, although 

donning textiles has decreased in comparison to previous decades, textiles are still used 

and produced for the community itself; and second, instead of being used on a daily 

basis, they are now used on special occasions.  

When I spoke with a weaver about making textiles for her children, even though 

they do not wear them, she explained that her children even asked her not to make 

textiles for them as they knew how much work it involved, and they did not want to see 

her go through such trouble since they were not going to use them. She stated that, 

despite her children’s wishes, she made the textiles anyways, as she wanted them to have 

them, even if it was to just keep with them. This account summarizes the statements of 

the majority of weavers who said that they made textiles for their family members. It also 

sheds light on a form of resistance that weavers take against the decline in wearing 

textiles. Because textiles are no longer used on a daily basis, and are used instead for 

special occasions, such as the Pujllay dance and town anniversary, it could be argued that 

the community has resisted these changes by maintaining the cultural value of textiles 

and safely preserving them to be used only on special occasions, as opposed to regular 

day use, which is left for machine made clothes. Nonetheless, further investigation of 

how textiles are used during these special occasions is needed to make this argument.   
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When I further inquired about textiles used and sold at the Pujllay dance, 6 

weavers stated that they were weaving a piece either for their husband or sons to perform. 

One weaver, considered by locals as a master weaver in the community of Candelaria, 

said that she weaves textiles on commission by community members so they may use 

them to dance and on special occasions. Furthermore, 4 weavers stated that other dancers, 

whose wives did not know how to weave, commissioned them to make textiles to be able 

to perform in Pujllay. One interviewee explains, that she weaves for her husband to dance 

in Pujllay and she also sells her textiles. She says that dancers commission her to make 

garments for the dance because their wives have not learned how to weave, and she also 

sells her textiles in the Tarabuco Sunday market. As far as the community’s own use of 

textiles, the data shows that textiles are not only made for family members to dance in the 

Pujllay performance, but also to be sold to other community members so they may also 

dance as well. Therefore, textiles are not commercialized only for tourist consumption, 

but also for community members themselves. These results are not testifying to anything 

new, and should not be considered a new phenomenon. As mentioned before, 

commercialization has been practiced in indigenous communities for years and is not 

something newly introduced with tourism, as previous Bolivian Andean textile studies 

implied. As addressed in the first chapter with the example of the proliferous qhatera 

merchants in the colonial period, commercialization was practiced and mastered by the 

indigenous realm centuries ago. 

My research in the Tarabuco region also included another set of interviews done 

in two communities that very rarely receive tourism, Tomoroco and Presto. I did a total 

of 12 survey interviews in these communities. Of these, only 4 weavers stated that at least 

one family member still wore textiles. The rest stated that their family members no longer 

wore them, and furthermore, only the elder members of the community continued to wear 
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them. Only two weavers stated that they sometimes made textiles to sell to the Pujllay 

event in the town of Tarabuco. When further inquiring about the reasons as to why 

textiles are no longer worn, an elder weaver from the Tomoro community explained that 

her grandchild doesn’t wear textiles, and doesn’t like them, because she would be made 

fun of at school. Again, as mentioned previously, this speaks to the working of internal 

colonialism manifested in the persistent discrimination against indigenous textile 

garments in schools. Also similar to the results in the previously studied communities, 

most weavers stated that their daughters were not interested in learning how to weave. 

Some explained that they don’t want anything to do with weaving and they only want to 

dress as señoritas (semi-formal western female attire) nowadays; they leave the 

community to work and when they return they do not want anything to do with weaving. 

These statements again shed light on the workings of internal colonialism. As generations 

of indigenous people are forced to work in the cities do to poverty ultimately stemming 

from the loss of communal land, they are also forced to adopt western clothing in order to 

gain access to jobs, such as in domestic services.144   

Despite the small number of family members that donned textiles, all weavers 

stated that their families owned textiles and they were safely stored. Just as in the 

Tarabuco and Candelaria towns, they explained that they did not don textiles, unless used 

for a special occasion, such as the community’s anniversary festival. When I spoke to the 

weaver about the decline in donning textiles, she expressed her concerns, ‘how will we 

then show ourselves once textiles are gone?’ after stating that she too makes textiles for 

her family even though they are not worn. Her statement reflects an overall change in 

                                                
144 Mamani Bernabé, Vicenta. Mujer Aymara Migrante: Hermana: Ponte Derecha y Anda. Cochabamba, 
Bolivia: Editorial Verbo Divino, 2007. 
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textiles. By linking textiles to a way of presenting oneself, she is expressing the cultural 

value of these in the way that they are linked to the community’s identity. Her resistance 

to textiles losing their cultural value is manifested in her weaving for her family, despite 

the almost complete loss of its previous practical value (as daily dress attire).  

SURVEY INTERVIEWS IN JALQ’A  

In the Jalq’a region, I performed 9 interviews in the community of Potolo, and 7 

interviews in the valley of Maragua. In contrast to the interviews I did in Tarabuco, 

ASUR is noticeably more present in this region as all weavers mentioned this 

organization in some form during the interviews. The interviews shed light on some of 

the consequences of ASUR’s projects. In the region, 13 out of 16 weavers stated that they 

learned how to weave at an early age by their mothers. This shows a strengthening in the 

weaving practice compared to its state 30 years ago, where the craft had almost 

completely disappeared.145 The other three weavers said they learned from their mothers 

and through ASUR’s assistance. Also, weavers mentioned more than once, ‘everyone 

knows how to weave here,’ again showing the strengthening of the practice in the region. 

There were also three weavers that assured me that her daughters would learn to weave, 

and four weavers that stated that they at least had one daughter that weaves. One weaver 

told me with pride that her daughter is the best weaver, and that ASUR had taken her to 

travel around Bolivia. She then explained that she no longer works with ASUR as she is 

working in the city as a secretary, but she is still the best weaver. Overall the stronger 

presence of the weaving craft reflects the impact of ASUR’s work and the community’s 

reaction in the region. However, despite the many weavers that claimed their daughters 

do or will weave in the future, four interviewees said that their daughters do not want to 

                                                
145 ASUR. 
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learn the craft. One weaver, who teaches the craft to children through ASUR’s 

workshops, states that the children do not want weave as it hard work and it causes ‘mal 

del ojo, y mal de pulmón’ (sight problems and back pain). This account echoes those in 

Tarabuco, where children see their mothers suffer with back pain and vision problems 

after working for hard long hours everyday to produce textiles and make a living. For the 

children, looking at weaving as a wage-earning job is not appealing, and should not be.  

 The interviews also exposed some of the same finding that Fernandez 

encountered, regarding the weavers’ relationship to ASUR and other textile organizations 

in 2006. Just as Fernandez found in his study in Tarabuco, my interviews also saw that 

majority of the weavers sell their textiles to ASUR, as well as other organizations, and 

also directly to tourists in the Jalq’a region.146 Five interviewees specifically pointed out 

that they worked for ASUR in the past, but that they now work independently, or for 

another textile organization. The breaking away from ASUR and the launching of the 

community operated textile organization Inca Pallay not only depicts the agency within 

the town and weavers to create an organization geared towards better addressing their 

interests. The creation of Inca Pallay, as Fernandez mentioned, also provides weavers 

more options for commercializing their textiles.147 However, despite these benefits, many 

weavers complain about internal problems within the organizations, ‘hay much envidia,’ 

and state that the best way to sell textiles and gain the most profit from them is selling 

them directly to the tourists.  

 Regarding using textiles within the community, all weavers stated that 

textiles are only used in special events, such as the town’s anniversary festival and other 

the Pujllay performance. Other than these events, weavers explained that family members 

                                                
146 Fernandez, José (2006). 
147 Ibid. 
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and themselves keep textiles safely stored away, and they only use western clothing on a 

daily basis. These results also coincide with those in the Tarabuco region, where weavers 

resist the changes within textiles by trying to preserve their cultural value while their 

previous practical value disappears.  
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Conclusion 

 By acknowledging that commercialization is practiced and has been 

practiced within communities for centuries, this chapter uncovered deeper underlying 

issues causing the decline in the use and practice of Andean textile weaving in the 

regions of Jalq’a and Tarabuco. By examining this phenomenon through ‘internal 

colonialism,’ this chapter shed light on two main factors causing the decline in the use of 

textiles: generations of discrimination against indigenous people, and prevailing poverty 

linked to a continual loss of communal lands. Centuries of discrimination against 

indigenous people stemming from the continual reproduction of colonial oppressive 

social structures force indigenous people to exchange their textile attire for western 

clothing to avoid discrimination. In the cases studied, generations of indigenous children 

encounter their first experiences of discrimination in schools, where they were taunted for 

using textiles. Generations of these experiences cause indigenous children to reject 

textiles today. Also, children that witness the long hours of hard physical work that their 

mothers go through to produce textiles for sale and economically support the family and 

resist poverty make weaving a less appealing job to earn a living.  

Although donning Andean textiles on an everyday basis in the regions of 

Tarabuco and Jalq’a continues to decline, textiles are still valued by community members 

as they are safely stored and are only used on special occasions, such as the town 

anniversary festivals and the Pujllay carnival events.  

 Through a literary analysis of the content in Bolivian Andean textile 

studies, this study demonstrated why using the “modernity” and “commercialization” 

versus “tradition” argument to explain changes within Andean textile is problematic. 

Also, through a historical journey of textiles from the Inca to the Colonial period, this 
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study problematized the “static” and “non-changing” common notion associated with 

Andean textiles. Finally, through field research performed in December 2012 and January 

2013 in the regions of Jalq’a and Tarabuco, this research shed light on some of the 

workings of internal colonialism and the efforts that weavers take in resisting the decline 

in weaving. Through the lens of internal colonialism and by acknowledging the existence 

of commercialization within the indigenous realm, this study was able to analyze deeper 

underlying issues causing the decline in textile weaving.  

 To preserve the weaving practice, this study shows that larger and deeper 

changes within the Bolivian society will need to take place in order to allow for the 

practice to continue. Despite the efforts of textile organizations that aim to sustain 

Andean weaving through commercialization, deeper changes involving a decolonizing 

process in the Bolivian society need to take place. On the other hand, as a decolonizing 

process involves truly taking into account and listening to what weavers and communities 

are really interested in and want, the continuation of the practice is also entirely 

dependent on the community’s interest in continuing the weaving practice, and these 

interests must be respected entirely.  
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