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Film Dialogue
 
We women . . . we're not strong,
 
Yes . . . boy babies are more valuable.
 

A boy is support for us ... security.
 
You are so right.
 

School is necessary for boys.
 

For girls it's not really necessary.
 

We are in different times . . . boys and girls 
both go to school! 

liz my time there wasn't "Going to school." 
There wasn't any school. 

If there had been"Going to school" ... 
Wow! We would know how to read and 
write! 

For girls it's different . . . 
They want to go, too. 

Some families send their girls. I do noi . 
Women in conversation 

........
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Because of the pattern of culture contact and because socio­
economic mobility requires Spanish, Aymara women attach great 
importance to formal schooling for their sons. They often deter­
mine that at least one of their sons shall have a "good" education. 
The women have been at the center of community organizations, 
particularly after the 1952 revolution, formed to build schools. 
These buildings are the pride of the community, and often the best 
in the area. Afterward, the women have petitioned the govern­
ment for teachers. The women then push their sons, with or 
without the approval of their husbands, into attending school. 
(Every Aymara man I have known who has achieved a relatively 
high level of education has been pushed there by his mother­
often herself illiterate and monolingual in Aymara-and some­
times lacking the father's consent.) Because the dominant His­
panic society, which also determines the curricula, opens fewer 
and less attractive doors for girls, obviously there is less perceived 
need for their formal schooling. If a family cannot afford to send all 
its children to school, preference will be given to the boys; the 
choice, however, reflects attitudes in the dominant culture, not 
among the Aymara. 

In the marketplace, women keep accurate commercial accounts 
in their heads, and the girls learn from their mothers to do complex 
arithmetical operations rapidly. They are also able to remember 
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accounts for people whom they have dealt with over long periods. 
One old woman, I know, illiterate, can recount all the debts 
incurred in her village over the last 60 years, the amount of the 
principal, to whom it is owed, and how much interest has accrued. 
She can remember with equal facility how much certain goods 
cost and when. 

Marriage, Kin, and Community 

Marriage is a long, heavily symbolic process among the 
Aymara - not a simple ceremony. Permission for sexual activity is 
a minor or negligible aspect of a rite which has as its focus the 
stabilizing of community life and property. Completion of all the 
ceremonies attendant to marriage may even take several years.* 

Marriages among the Aymara come about in various ways: 

(a) The marriage may be arranged by the parents. This is not 
frequent, and accounts for most of the very young marriages. 

(b) A couple in love may ask their parents to arrange a mar­
riage. This is the expensive, formal way, and quite desirable. It 
may look to an outsider like (a) because of the couple's reticence 
in revealing affection publicly. Afterward this arrangement may be 
claimed to have been the first because of continued reluctance to 
admit what goes on in the fields or pastures. 

(c) The couple may elope, thus forcing parents to make 
arrangements. This is the cheaper way, and may be sanctioned by 
the parents without their necessarily admitting it, if finances are a 
problem. 

Before any marriage takes place, godparents must be selected. 
(In some Aymara villages, two sets of godparents are cbosen.) 
The godparents are responsible for seeing that the prospective 
husband and wife receive good advice and that they get along 
well. In addition, if a marriage goes on the rocks, particularly in the 
early stages, the godparents are held responsible. Because it is 
their reputation that suffers, it is difficult to persuade someone to 
be a godparent unless he or she feels the couple is compatible. 
From the moment the first steps are taken toward the marriage 
ceremony, the importance of cooperation in Aymara culture is 
made clear, not only the cooperation and "living well" between 
the partners of the marriage, but also the ties and obligations of 
the couple now becoming complete people within the community. 
And the reciprocal relationships extend through the generations. 
Couples who do not get along reasonably well have trouble later 
getting godparents for their children, and thus trouble getting 
people for mink's and ayni, and so on. 

In the marriage preparations and ceremonies a strong emphasis 
is also placed on productivity and industry. Both the bride's and 

Film Dialogue 
My girls have asked me, "Why didn't you 

put me in the school? 

"J might have learned one or two words. 

"When you saw me old enough, you sent 
me out with the sheeps, pigs, and llamae 

... when you saw me older, you ordered 
me to work ill the fields." My girls tell me 
this. 

"We wanted to read and write because the 
houses in La Paz have numbers all them. 

"We wanted to learn . . . so we might live 
without problems." That's how my girls 
talk. 

Aymara woman 

"See William E. Carter, "Trial Marriage 
in the Andes?" forthcoming in Andean 
Kinship and Marriage, Ralph Bolton, 
editor. 

~
 
~
 

Film Dialogue 
Did you talk with 1Il17/1Y [joys before lIlarry­

ing 7 

J wasn't 1Il1j husbands friend before mar­
riage. 

Without ever talking, we callle together. 

All of a sudden we were married. 

Jnever talked with [joys in the pastures .. 

My father was my husband's best friend. 
He [Jrought him to our house many times. 
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the groom's wedding finery is designed to display their industry. 
The concern is less with beauty than in demonstrating how pro­
ductive each one is. In this way, the couple provides evidence of 
prior achievements, having already worked to acquire or make 
their finery. Thus they are assumed to be off to a good start. 
Gifts-in money and goods-are gratefully received by the god­
parents on behalf of the couple. These tokens are, in fact, ayni. 
Collectively, the gifts are viewed as a type of loaned capital which 
gives the young couple something to work with and simultane­
ously expresses the faith of the community in the future produc­
tiveness of the couple. The ayni debts symbolized by the gifts will 
be paid off over a period of many years, and represent the strong 
ties to the community the couple assumes at marriage. In one of 
the marriage ceremonies, all the money the couple has received is 
wrapped in a bundle and placed on the woman's back. Hers to 
dispense and control, it is symbolic of her role in family finances. 
Other ceremonies are similarly concerned with property, almost 
always in land. Usually, the young couple's parents will give them 
a portion of the family's land, either as an outright gift in lieu of 
rights on inheritance or in usufruct until disposition by the parents. 

By the time all the ceremonies have been completed, the couple 
has shown the community some evidence of their seriousness and 
productivity, has received some land to work, and is indebted to 
most of the people around them. Equally important, the couple 
has some capital and the support of the community, which has an 
interest - an investment, in fact- in the success of the enterprise. 
The newly married couple, moreover, will help to launch other 
new couples, and thus will have people indebted to them, again 
strengthening community ties. 

The Aymara marriage is the coming together of two kin groups 
and the establishing of new kin ties, particularly ceremonial ties. It 
establishes for them a position of responsibility within the commu­
nity. The two individuals remain two individuals. No names are 
changed at marriage, and all property remains individually held, 
although jointly cultivated, and will be disposed of individually, 
usually through equal inheritance to each child from each parent. 
In none of the Aymara ceremonies is the role of the woman shown 
or felt to be less than that of the man-different, but not less. If 
anything, the woman's role is more valued because of her edge in 
productivity. Only in those cases where a Catholic or Protestant 
ceremony is held as one of the many ceremonies does the woman 
assume inferior status because of her sex. In Latin or Spanish, 
such ceremonies may be largely or entirely unintelligible to the 
participants, although some are now held in Aymara. Aymara 
itself has had to be distorted in the attempt to express the lower 
status accorded woman within the Christian marriage. Even so, 
the Christian ceremony is but one of 10 or 15 ceremonies Aymara 
perform over a period of many months. 

Marriage is not romanticized among the Aymara, and there are 
numerous folk sayings to the effect that singles have it made and 
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that marriage is hard work and expensive. The women in the film 
comment favorably, at one point, on some elderly single women 
living quite well. At the same time, the verb "to marry," jaqicha­
sine, literally means to cause oneself to become a person, and full 
status in the community is reserved for those who are married. 
Despite these ambivalent attitudes, virtually everyone eventually 
marries-some very late indeed. There are few young marriages; 
the average age is between 25 and 35, although late thirties or 
early forties marriages are not unusual. 

No Aymara woman goes into marriage expecting anything but 
hard work- nor does any Aymara man for that matter. Life is very 
hard for the Aymara woman. It is not the structure of her society 
but the harshness of her physical environment. Hers are the prob­
lems of the human condition. Poor health, crop losses, high mor­
tality rates- all take their toll. Realistic and reliable methods for 
controlling childbearing are not available, although some native 
herbs and remedies may indeed be effective for some purposes. 
The Aymara woman is subject to the difficulties that all women 
everywhere have always faced: too many children, not enough 
children, children too late, children too early, and all the risks 
inherent in bringing forth the much valued new generation. 

To wail and bemoan one's fate and the hardness of life-and 
thus to instruct the young not to expect too much - is a frequent 

Aymara girls. 

Film Dialogue 
This old mother of mine had many children [ 

She complied by delivering 12 apostles. 

Three of us are living . . . 2 women . . . 1 
man, There were 12. 

They say one must comply with 12 apos­
tles. I complied with 12, too. 

I have 8 sons . . . 4 daughters . . . 8 boys 
and 4 girls. 

My husband hated my last 2 boy babies. 

He said, "Why have you had alt these chil­
dren? [ You breed like all animal [" 

What can the mothers do? We have to mise 
them [ 

Women in conversation 
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"It is quite difficult to translate Aymara 
into English. First, every Aymara 
sentence carries with it a suffix to mark 
the data source: Did the speaker witness 
the event? Was knowledge by hearsay? 
By inference? Or not witnessed by any­
one? Or outside the involvement of the 
speaker? We do not do this in English, 
and in fact, if we wish to indicate any­
thing about data source we must usually 
add another clause. (Our legal profes­
sion attempts to deal with this difficulty 
all the time-with only moderate suc­
cess, as anyone attempting to read 
legalese will attest.) Therefore, the an­
swer to any question in Aymara in­
cludes one of these suffixes, which is 
then ignored when translating (correct­
ly) into English. Over the course of the 
movie, however, the effect is quite dif­
ferent from that obtained by reading the 
full Aymara text. For example, in the 
translation as it appears in the subtitle, 
the speaker, as a woman, says that 
women are weak. But her actual state­
ment uses a suffix to indicate that the 
speaker is not involved. The more accu­
rate rendering is "they say we're weak, 
but I wouldn't know about that." 

and almost ritualistic act for Aymara women, and it is 
accompanied by a characteristic intonation pattern, a specific 
style of speech and language forms, and frequently tears, which 
are dried away immediately upon completion of the lament. Such 
lamentation rituals tend toward extreme and absolute statements, 
tempered by Aymara syntactic construction too complex for 
translation in film subtitles.* "I'm not needed anymore, nobody 
loves me. My children have forgotten me, I'll go away forever." It 
is as if talking about the joys of life might tempt ill fortune, always 
lurking in so harsh an environment; therefore, exaggerate the bad 
so it won't get worse-and let the young know that nothing 
comes easily. 

Directions of Change 

The lot of the Aymara woman is made more difficult by the 
sexism of the dominant society, and it becomes progressively 
more difficult as Aymara men are influenced by Hispanic custom. 
She is not allowed to be heard, her accomplishments are either 
credited to her men or discounted, and, although she controls the 
marketplace, even in cities like La Paz, her status outside her own 
people is unrecognized. Yet many of the truck fleets, for example, 
carrying produce into La Paz are owned by Aymara women, who 
may have men driving for them. Some Aymara women drive 
themselves. The 1966 Bolivian l\Jational Auto Racing competition 
was won by an Aymara woman. 

Because the dominant society projects itself onto the Aymara, 
and ignorantly presumes Aymara men run everything, efforts to 
help the Aymara "develop" regularly turn into "failures." Two 
recent examples suffice to illustrate the patterns. International 
development agencies chose a number of Aymara men to be 
instructed in rabbit-breeding and sheep-shearing. The Aymara 
women in both cases thought it was all very funny, but never told 
the outsiders. The outsiders did not ask and never approached the 
women. The outsiders took the whole affair very seriously, of 
course, with diplomas, ceremonies, and all the appropriate 
trappings. The Aymara men politely played just the role the out­
siders wanted while they were there. Because Aymara women 
control the livestock, whatever good suggestions the instructors 
might have made were wasted. They were simply talking to the 
wrong people. In a similar case, an attempt to improve agricultural 
production through seed selection and/or introduction bypassed 
the women who in practice control the potato and other crop 
seed. 

The sexism of the dominant culture is felt increasingly among 
the Aymara. Two channels of influence are particularly important 
and sometimes overlap; the experience of education in Protestant 
schools and the process of adjustment in an urban, and therefore 
more Hispanic, environment. In some cases the lot of the rural 
Aymara woman may deteriorate. Men who are gentle, cooperative 
farmers in the country may become brutal wife-beaters in the city 
as they become less pagan (more Christian by missionary 
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standards) and more urbane (more civilized by dominant culture 
standards). Where conversion to Protestantism has occurred, 
Aymara women may be urged by the missionaries to be subser­
vient to their husbands when Aymara culture would demand no 
such thing. In such cases women may learn to denigrate them­
selves verbally, often without understanding what that should 
mean culturally-and therefore without implementation. With the 
spread of public schooling, both Aymara men and women have 
become more adept at mouthing sex role concepts from the 
Western world. Understanding them is something else." 

Married couples do, of course, quarrel; the frequency of "per­
fect marriages" among the Aymara is probably not much greater 
than anywhere in human society. The fights are not necessarily 
one-sided, however; note that in the fight described in the film, it 
was the daughter and the daughter-in-law who took care of the 
man-stopped him and put him in his place. Women regularly 
break up the men's fights, and if the men are drunk, the women 
take them home and put them to bed. 

" " " " 

The Aymara community of Vitocota is close knit. Social pres­
sures favor marriage, and divorce or separation is not common. 
However, no Aymara woman is obliged economically to remain 
with a man: she owns her own land, and she controls the finances. 
She often has a place in the market where she can buy and sell 
(and shrewd bargainers they are) and is generally considered 
capable of doing "anything." 

In the film's last scene, when the young girl and boy are asked 
to move aside so that an older man may take water from the well, 
we see clearly that it is age and not sex that determines the man's 
brusque tone. As the children mature in a world ever more con­
scious of woman's role, it is to be hoped that their own traditional 
values may come to be appreciated by the larger society and that 
they themselves may be exemplars of their industrious and co­
operative society. 

[Photographs by Neil Reichline] 

"Upon hearing some of these platitudes, 
I have occasionally responded by ex­
plaining their meaning for Anglo-Saxon 
or Spanish law or custom; the reaction is 
almost always one of shock and/or disbe­
lief and the cultural repercussions of the 
introduction of male dominance and the 
consequent devaluing of women are not 
yet known. 
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