
SOCIAL DIFFERENTIATION,
GENDER, AND ETHNICITY:

Urban Indian Women in Colonial Bolivia, 1640-1725*

Ann Zulawski
Smith College

Recently, a number of scholars have begun to piece together the
economic and social history of Indian women in the Andes during the
colonial period. It has not been an easy task: too often quantitative
materials, such as tributary censuses, mention women only as wives and
mothers and then may not provide even minimal demographic data on
them. Moreover, although court and notarial records can be rich sources
of information about Indian women, they generally deal with those who
lived in cities or who were familiar enough with them to know how to use
the colonial legal system. Consequently, it is no accident that most re
search has concentrated on native women in urban settings, certainly a
small minority of the female indigenous population. 1

Despite, or perhaps because of, these difficulties, what has emerged
from the work published thus far are two divergent views of the groups
social and economic situation. Some authors have concluded that Indian
women occupied a relatively advantageous position in colonial society
when compared with Indian men. Meanwhile, others maintain that indig
enous women (or at least large sectors of the native female population)
were more exploited than their male counterparts. Researchers holding
the first position have tended to minimize class in their discussion,
emphasizing instead the ways in which gender interacted with ethnic
identification and racial discrimination in the colonial context. The second
group has focused more on women who were severely economically
disadvantaged (such as poor peasants and domestic servants) and at
tempted to demonstrate that gender intensified discrimination based on
class and ethnicity.

Elinor Burkett, who has studied Indian women in sixteenth-cen
tury Arequipa, argues that they were better able to manipulate the colo-
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niallegal and social system than men primarily because of the nature of
their employment as retail merchants and domestic servants. These occu
pations actually included a variety of economic and social positions rang
ing from prosperous businesswomen to household laborers trapped for
years by small debts. Essentially ignoring the class differences among
these women, Burkett asserts that these jobs gave them the opportunity to
familiarize themselves with how the city functioned and put them in
contact with other women like themselves with whom they formed busi
ness and personal relationships.2 According to Burkett, because Indian
men were generally relegated to 1/ gang labor in agriculture, construction
and mining, /I they had fewer possibilities for acculturation and were less
adept at coping with urban life and benefiting from Hispanic institutions.3

Frank Salomon examined the wills of Indian women in Quito to
analyze the processes of acculturation, miscegenation, and ethnic redef
inition among Andean people in the late sixteenth century. Although
proceeding somewhat more cautiously than Burkett, he also has sug
gested that Indian women were perhaps more important actors in the city
than indigenous men. Salomon notes that many more women than men
left wills and that the very act of leaving a will demonstrated the testatrixs
ability to use the colonial legal system to protect her family and commu
nity in the face of Spanish domination.4

In contrast, Irene Silverblatts work on rural women in early colo
nial Peru depicts them as suffering not only sexual abuse, which Indian
men were not subject to, but greater political disenfranchisement and
economic discrimination as well. Silverblatt finds this pattern among
Indian women regardless of their class position but maintains that exploi
tation of poor women was the most severe. She also concludes that
peasant women were the group in Andean society most likely to resist
colonial rule through the means at their disposal: the reassertion of
Andean spiritual traditions, which the authorities viewed as a threat to
their control and therefore labeled as witchcraft. 5

A recently published article by Luis Miguel Glave on women
servants in La Paz indicates that it was not only women in the countryside
who suffered extreme exploitation under colonialism. Using a count taken
in 1684 of some twelve hundred domestic workers, Glave describes a
largely female sector of the citys Indian population that appears to have
been experiencing severe deterioration of personal and cultural relations.
Glaves analysis of the census reveals large numbers of female children
separated from their parents, many unmarried mothers living with their
children in the homes of their employers, and a high incidence of female
domestic servants who knew nothing of their parents or communities of
origin. He also concludes that many of the women accounted for in the
padron not only performed domestic tasks but also were probably part of a
coerced work force for various kinds of domestic enterprises. Taken by
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force from their communities by their prospective employers or brought
to the city out of economic necessity by their parents or community
leaders, the female domestic servants of La Paz seem to have been far
removed from the property-owning, will-writing women studied by Salo
mon and Burkett. 6

Is it possible to reconcile these varying images of Andean women
that have emerged in different studies? At the risk of appearing to dodge
the issue, I would first suggest that considerable economic and social
diversity existed within the Indian population, especially in cities, and
that this variation, combined with the types of sources used, can account
for some of the apparently conflicting interpretations. As Salomon has
perceptively commented, "In 1600 there were probably more different
ways to be an urban Indian than there are today."7 More important, I
would argue that it is artificial to study the economic history of Indian
women without reference to Indian men, the family economy, and the
community.8 Futhermore, it is essential to analyze the growing economic
and social differentiation among Indian women (and men) in urban areas
that accounted for much of the variety noted by Salomon.

This article will explore the range of Indian womens market par
ticipation and the ways in which gender, class, and ethnicity interacted to
foster considerable diversity in womens activities and at the same time
limit their economic possibilities. Andean conceptions of sexual comple
mentarity and the exigencies of surviving under colonialism combined to
cause Indian women to work in a greater variety of occupations than did
Spanish and creole women. Cultural patterns also guaranteed that most
of these activities were not separate from those of Indian men, contrary to
Burketts suggestion, but rather formed part of economic strategies of
families or larger kin groups. These strategies, however, were shaped by
social class, and evidence suggests that economic divisions in the indige
nous population had become increasingly marked by the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries. But in spite of the importance of ethnicity
and a class system closely tied to race in determining the roles of indige
nous women, the documentation clearly demonstrates that they were
subject to discrimination and abuse that men did not have to confront.

In preparing the present study, I used civil and criminal court cases
. of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries from three impor

tant colonial cities: La Plata, Oruro, and La Paz. La Plata was the seat of
the Audiencia of Charcas, the most important governing body in Upper
Peru (present-day Bolivia), which had judicial as well as political and
administrative functions. Legal cases from the entire Upper Peruvian area
were heard by this audiencias judges. La Paz, now the capital of Bolivia,
was founded in 1548 at an intermediate point on the route used to ship
silver from Upper Peru to Spain. La Paz contained a large resident Indian
population in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and many more
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indigenous people came to the city from surrounding areas to trade,
work, bring cases to court, or make wills. Oruro, a mining town about
one hundred miles south of La Paz on the high plateau, was located in an
area with a relatively dense Indian population and soon became a magnet
for those seeking mine work and for native artisans and traders. I have
concentrated on the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries
because by this period, large numbers of Indians were living in colonial
cities as a result of massive emigration from native communities during
the 1600s. This migratory process, which will be discussed in more detail
below, contributed to many Indian men and women participating exten
sively in the colonial market economy.

Judicial records are useful to social historians because they fre
quently provide material about the financial situation, family structure,
social status, and relative power or powerlessness of the individuals
involved in litigation. Out of the hundreds of cases reviewed in the
archives of the three cities, eighty-one were selected for this study be
cause they contained important information about Indian women work
ing, owning property, and doing business. A number of them also pro
vided material about family and kin group connections. A few of the cases
used dealt with persons who did not live in urban areas but either came to
the cities to conduct legal business or were accused of crimes that were
prosecuted in urban courts. But the majority of the records selected (sixty
two cases) dealt with Indians who lived in one of the three cities, although
the court records sometimes indicate that they also owned property or
had ties of kinship in the country.

As a complement to the legal records, I consulted census material
from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century for Upper Peru.
Counts were taken periodically by the viceregal government, primarily to
determine the size of the tribute-paying population (Indian men between
eighteen and fifty years of age). Although these records include less
information on Indian women than on Indian men (they often fail to list
even womens ages), the padrones still provide important, quantifiable data
about migration, marriage patterns, family size, and mens occupations.9

The large number of indigenous persons registered in these censuses
make them an important corrective to court and notarial records, which
provide only data about the minority of the Indian people who used the
colonial legal system or were accused of crimes.

The organization of the indigenous family economy under colo
nialism can probably be traced in part to concepts of gender parallelism
and sexual complementarity that were important aspects of both religious
life and socioeconomic organization before the conquest. Andean women
and men believed themselves to have separate lines of descent through
ancestors of their own sex, a conception of kinship that was reinforced by
a number of spiritual cults worshiped exclusively by men or women. 10
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The complementarity of the sexes was also evident in the economic divi
sion of labor in which the essential tasks for ayllu survival were consid
ered the responsibility of either male or female family members who
together guaranteed the welfare of the group.11 Although the assignment
of tasks by sex was not so rigid that no one could deviate from it, women
generally wove cloth, herded animals, and prepared fields for cultivation
while men plowed, worked in construction, and bore arms. 12

Recent ethnographic fieldwork in Andean peasant communities
has shown that a similar division of labor according to gender continues
today. Research by Olivia Harris has also indicated, however, that eco
nomic complementarity does not preclude considerable conflict between
men and women because household relations are only one of several
determinants of social status and power. For instance, the fact that politi
cal and religious positions in rural society are almost exclusively con
trolled by men has ramifications that affect the family group and contrib
utes to the subordination of women. 13

It is not entirely clear how much political power women had under
the Inca state. According to Irene Silverblatt, in Inca ideology all authority
came from the Inca, who was seen as the child of the sun, and his queen,
or coya, who was thought to be the daughter of the moon. In this dual
hierarchy, the coya was considered to have power over women, beginning
with the Cuzco noblewomen and continuing down through the female
leaders of local ethnic groups and their peasant subjects, while men were
seen as rulers of a parallel male universe. Although this description of the
Inca system makes it appear as if male and female rulers were of equal
standing, the traditional Andean language of complementarity disguised
the fact that men were the supreme rulers. Women were denied the
military and administrative positions that were awarded to men of the
same rank by the Inca state .14

But even if the authority of women under the Incas did not equal
that of men, they were nonetheless in charge of a female politico-religious
structure and had many of the same prerogatives that male rulers enjoyed
on a local level. This female authority, however, was undermined by
Spanish colonial society, which made no pretense of gender complemen
tarity and was patriarchal at all levels and in all spheres.

The legal position of women in Spanish colonial society had been
established by codes written in the thirteenth century (the Siete Partidas)
and the early sixteenth century (the Leyes de Toro) and was reinforced by a
corporate view of society that equated the authority of the paterfamilias in
the nuclear family with that of the king in the monarchical state .15 In the
public sphere, women could not vote, become lawyers or judges, or hold
public office. 16 Married women needed the permission of their husbands
to engage in many transactions, including buying or disposing of prop
erty, lending or borrowing money, and forming business partnerships.
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Unmarried women were required to obtain their fathers' permission for
these activities unless they were over twenty-five years old and had been
"emancipated" by their fathers in the courts. Ironically, widowhood in
itself freed a woman from the restrictions imposed on married or un
emancipated single women. 17

In terms of inheritance under Spanish law, daughters and sons
inherited equal shares of their parents' property, and a widow generally
received half of the couples community property on the death of her
husband. Any dowry a woman brought to a marriage legally reverted to
her when her husband died or if the marriage was legally dissolved. Until
that time, however, the husband could administer the·dowry and could
keep any interest that it earned. 18

Even in the matter of guardianship of their own children, womens
rights were limited. Only the father could give consent for a child to
marry, and a widow became her own childs legal guardian only if her
husband had not named anyone else in his will. 19

This truly formidable array of restrictions might lead one to sup
pose that Hispanic women were actually limited to the roles of wife,
mother, and housekeeper. Yet recent historical studies indicate that their
market participation was probably more extensive and complex than an
examination of law books would reveal and that the range of pursuits in
which Spanish and creole women (and men) engaged was determined by
class position. It is known that elite women owned and administered
property and ran businesses, particularly in the absence of their husbands
or if widowed. Less-advantaged white women might seek other types of
employment that were considered respectable: working as tutors and
seamstresses and sometimes running retail businesses. 20 But in a colonial
society in which class position and race were closely related, many of the
most menial female jobs were performed by Indian or other nonwhite
women.

Before focusing on these womens activities, it will be useful to
discuss briefly some of the ways in which Indian men entered the labor
force or the market economy. Examining mens work at this point does not
imply that many of the activities described were not actually family or
communal undertakings. They are discussed separately here for two
reasons: so that mens economic pursuits and acculturation can be com
pared with those of women, and because much of the documentation for
this description comes from the previously mentioned colonial fiscal
records, in which the most detailed information deals with adult men.

It must be borne in mind that although attitudes toward land and
labor were changing during the period of Inca domination of the region,
private ownership of land was still incipient and wage labor had not yet
developed at the time of the Spanish invasion. 21 With the exception of a
few zones where market relations were beginning to develop, 22 in most of
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the Inca Empire, goods as well as labor were exchanged through tradi
tional relations of reciprocity without a market mechanism. 23

When confronted with the Spaniards' vastly different expectations
and demands for labor and material tribute, as well as the inexorable
penetration of a market economy, different groups in Andean society
responded in various ways. Throughout the colonial period, much indige
nous labor and production for the market was coerced, and the colonizers
always confronted the difficulty of creating a work force from a resistant
population largely composed of self-sufficient peasants. 24 Nonetheless,
some sectors of Indian society realized relatively soon after the Spanish
invasion that the mercantilization of Andean society might provide op
portunities as well as hardships.

Members of the native elite, particularly the community leaders
known as kurakas, found their communities' resources increasingly taxed
by government demands. These included large tribute assessments, the
mita obligation to send contingents of able-bodied men to perform forced
labor in Potosls silver mines, and sometimes the requirement to escort
contingents of workers to the mining site as capitanes de la mita. All these
responsibilities represented a financial drain for ethnic chieftains, and
kurakas frequently became involved in business activities to defray some
of their new expenses. Moreover, kurakas were often in a position to
attempt to take advantage of the new economic system for personal gain.
For example, community leaders sometimes claimed as private property
lands that previously had been worked for them by members of their kin
groups but had not belonged to the leaders as heritable possessions. In
other instances, kurakas used their power to usurp outright lands that
had traditionally been used by the members of the community. Kurakas
also bought property to use as community resources and as personal
investments. Some engaged in extensive commercial activities, such as
selling salted fish, wine, and coca in mining towns and even in their own
communities. Some kurakas borrowed considerable sums of money in
order to purchase the goods they sold; kurakas also lent money widely, to
Spaniards as well as Indians. 25

Certainly, the elite group that could take advantage of the new
economic situation was tiny. The overwhelming majority of Indians found
themselves confronting increased labor and tribute demands that their
community resources could not sustain for long. Yet recent research has
indicated that native society under colonial rule did not consist simply of a
tiny elite whose upper ranks shaded into Hispanic society and a great
mass of Indian commoners who worked the land, paid tribute, and
endured conscription into forced labor of various kinds. In urban centers
particularly (but not exclusively), acculturated Indians referred to as
yanaconas engaged in a variety of crafts and skilled occupations. Their
strategies for negotiating the colonial system differed from those of the
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kuraka elite who used their community connections for personal benefit.
Unlike the native leaders, yanaconas characteristically denied all connec
tions with any Andean community, or ayllu, and thus avoided the obliga
tions imposed on the kin groups by the colonial state (the mita and
sometimes tribute as well).26

Although the acculturated yanaconas spoke Spanish and wore
European clothes, a number of scholars have suggested that in many
instances, they maintained connections with rural communities where
they had rights to land and enjoyed other prerogatives of ayllu mem
bership, despite their protestations to the contrary. It is even possible that
by acculturating and entering the market economy, yanaconas were actu
ally adapting to a new context an older Andean pattern of migration in
which lands in different ecological niches supplied basic subsistence
needs. Thierry Saignes and Nicolas Sanchez-Albornoz have both indi
cated the possibility that the yanaconas of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries may have been fulfilling the same functions as the agricultural
colonists, the mitimaes and llactarunas, of the pre-Hispanic period and
might have represented a communal response to the demands of the
colonial economy. 27

Yanaconas multiplied in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries but remained a small proportion of the indigenous population.
They were joined in urban areas and on rural estates by another group of
Indian migrants known as forasteros. Like yanaconas, they were escaping
the burdens of community life (mita and tribute) and were attempting to
take advantage of the opportunities for employment in cities, haciendas,
and mining camps. Unlike yanaconas, however, forasteros generally still
claimed to have contacts with their homes and could frequently specify
their original villages and ayllus. They were often less acculturated than
the yanaconas and not concentrated as heavily in skilled crafts, more often
working as mine laborers or as "travelers" who brought food and other
supplies to cities.28 In 1645 in Upper Peru, out of a total male Indian
population of almost seventy-one thousand, 14 percent were yanaconas
and 22 percent were forasteros. 29 By 1683 yanaconas and forasteros
together accounted for 46 percent of the male indigenous population. 3D

Clearly, many male as well as female Indians were living and working in
cities, and although as Indians they were viewed as an underclass by the
Spaniards, they too seemed to have learned how to negotiate the colonial
system to some extent.

How did Indian womens participation in the economy interact
with and complement that of Indian men? It is important to emphasize
that in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, most Indians
migrated in family groups or in couples. This pattern applied to both
voluntary migrants (yanaconas and forasteros) and those who were forced
by the colonial state to leave their homes and serve in the Potosi mita for a
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year or more at a time. Records of contingents of mitayos preparing to
leave their villages indicate that the men who were married were almost
always accompanied by their wives and that unmarried men were some
times joined by their mothers or other female relatives.31 The reason was
that wages in Potosi were insufficient to support a worker and thus the
labor of more than one person was required for the mitayo to complete his
term of work and return home. 32 Women in Potosi helped their husbands
by hauling metal out of the mines and sorting it according to mineral
content, by hiring themselves out as domestic servants in private homes,
and by brewing and selling .chicha, an alcoholic beverage made from
fermented corn.33

An interesting finding from the mita dispatch lists studied is that in
most instances, couples took only very young children with them to
Potosi, usually those who were still nursing. One interpretation of this
pattern is that older sons and daughters might have stayed behind to care
for the family's land, and younger children who could be separated from
their mothers were left with older siblings or other relatives. Presumably,
the mitayo and his wife had a better chance of making ends meet in PotosI
if they were unencumbered by children.

It is important to bear in mind that it was not only the wife or the
nuclear family that contributed to the mitayos successful completion of
his turn of work. In fact, the mitayo, and through him the silver industry,
was subsidized by the indigenous community, which tended the worker's
fields while he was away, supplied him with provisions for the journey,
and paid his tribute in his absence. 34

In the case of voluntary immigrants (yanaconas and forasteros), it
is more difficult to establish the exact role played by the community in
migration.35 But it is clear that forasteros and yanaconas generally lived in
families, and census data indicate that most first-generation immigrants
married before leaving their communities of origin.36 Young men and
boys were sometimes recorded in censuses as having emigrated alone,
but most counts of the indigenous population list few single women
among forasteros and yanaconas not living with their parents. The broken
families found in the census of La Paz domestic servants analyzed by
Clave are intriguing precisely because they were relatively rare in seven
teenth-century Upper Peru. 3? In a study based on the returns for eleven
provinces and three cities in Upper Peru counted in the 1684 Numeraci6n
general of the Indian population, Brian Evans concluded that "marriage
after age twenty was well nigh universal."38

The possibility that women may have sometimes stayed home to
tend crops and animals while their husbands or male relatives migrated is
a logical one, but little supporting evidence for it has been found thus far.
Karen Powers mentioned an instance of this arrangement in the seven
teenth century in one community in the jurisdiction of the Audiencia of
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Quito.39 A 1714 court case from Upper Peru refers to a woman staying at
home in the highland community of Chapaca north of the city of La Paz
while her husband worked in the yungas (steep tropical valleys near La
Paz) in the coca fields. But this occurrence may have been a relatively brief
trip to another ecological zone where the ayllu had lands rather than an
example of more permanent migration. 40

Thus it appears reasonable to assume that many women working
in cities were relatives of male migrants and that most market activity by
men as well as women was part of a family plan. Burkett has maintained
that Indian men and women in urban areas "lived in two separate worlds
that, while touching each other in many areas, were nevertheless remark
ably isolated from one another."41 But court documents provide examples
of the intertwining activities of urban women, who often worked as retail
merchants, and Indian men who were artisans or involved in commercial
activities themselves. Many of these records reveal not only the comple
mentary activities of husband and wife but also the connections among
other relatives and those working as artisans (sometimes even in the same
crafts), who were often yanaconas.

For instance, in 1702 Maria Fajardo, an Indian widow who ran a
pulperia (a small general store) in Potosi, went to court to prevent a
Spanish family from taking possession of the store, which she said she
had inherited from her husband. Although the records do not specify
whether her husband had another occupation in addition to being a
pulpero, the witnesses on her behalf were two yanaconas, a silversmith
and a tilemaker. The property next to the pulperia was reported to be
owned by a yanacona chairmaker.42

Lucia Ursula, an Indian merchant from La Plata, left a substantial
number of possessions in her 1698 will, including two houses in the city,
furniture, and a collection of religious paintings. She was the widow of
Roque de la Cruz, a chairmaker, with whom she had had two children,
neither of whom was alive at the time she made her will. She also had a
natural daughter with another chairmaker who was married to someone
else. To that daughter she left all of her possessions beyond those to be
sold to pay for her funeral or for "masses for [her] soul and that of [her]
husband."43 Ursulas will lists a number of people, men and women, who
owed her small sums of money. She did not specify the occupations of the
women in her debt, but one of the men was a potter and another a
carpenter. Ursula undoubtedly went to the trouble of making the will in
order to guarantee her natural daughters inheritance because under
Spanish law, women who had legitimate children were not forced to leave
anything to illegitimate ones.44

Ana Sissa was the widow of Hernando Uscamayta, a yanacona in
the service of the Convento de San Francisco of La Paz. She owned several
pieces of land in the city. One piece that she had inherited from her father
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was adjacent to a parcel held by her brother. She also held another
homesite, which had been left to her by her husband and adjoined a site
held by her husbands brother. In 1698 she and her brother-in-law together
recorded selling portions of their urban real estate to another Indian,
Joseph Becerra.45

The court cases demonstrate the tendency for families to coordi
nate their economic activities and also show distinct class differences
among Indian women living in urban areas. The three women just de
scribed represent a relatively privileged sector of the Indian population
that participated in the market economy and used kinship and ties with
others of similar status and occupation (yanaconas) to reinforce their
positions. Perhaps in a comparable position were the women mentioned
in nine other cases who were involved in litigation over property, usually
houses in cities. Two of these nine cases show clearly the continued
connections between women who owned private property and their
ayllus. In one case, the IIcaciques principales" of the 1/ aillo chinchaisuyo"
claimed the land and houses of Dona Juana Sissa, saying that they should
belong to the ayllu as a whole because the caciques had paid Dona Juanas
funeral expenses. Interestingly, the two caciques involved represent the
Indians of Chinchaisuyo, who lived in the parish of San Sebastian in La
Paz, an ayllu of immigrants living in the city. Once they had established
their right to Dona Juanas property, the caciques intended to sell it to
another Indian of the ayllu, Christ6bal Carita, with the proceeds going to
the community rather than to themselves as individuals.46

The second case concerned houses in the city of Oruro owned by
Maria Orcoma, a single woman from the town of Jesus de Machaca in the
province of Pacajes. When Orcoma died without heirs, several individuals
from her community, including the family of the towns kuraka, claimed
her property in Oruro. A striking feature of this case is that Orcoma did
not live in Oruro, which is about one hundred miles from Jesus de
Machaca, but kept the houses for the rents they brought her. This situation
seems to be the reverse of that of the migrant in a city who still maintains
ties with his or her rural community. Orcoma instead maintained her
residence in the countryside and used her urban real estate as an in
vestment. 47

In addition to the somewhat prosperous women just discussed, the
court proceedings also include a much smaller number of wealthy Indian
women whose families held hereditary leadership positions as well as a
large number of extremely disadvantaged women who worked as ser
vants and petty merchants. Elite Indian women appear to have had
business dealings similar to the men in their families. For instance, Dona
Lucrecia Fernandez Guarache, daughter of Don Gabriel Fernandez Gua
rache, an extremely wealthy kuraka from the province of Pacajes near La
Paz, owned houses in Oruro that brought her rental income and made
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loans totaling thirty-two hundred pesos to the Spaniard Don Baltazar de
Llano y Astorga.48 Dona Lucrecia signed her name and probably could
read, a rare achievement for any woman in this period and an important
skill for a person with extensive business dealings.

Ana Pichu, the wife of Pedro Chipana, a somewhat less fortunate
kuraka from Sicasica, was her husbands partner in two large loans that he
acquired in 1691. As collateral for the total of forty-two hundred pesos, the
couple used their various agricultural holdings, which included houses,
fruit orchards, cattle ranches with twenty-six hundred head of cattle, and
coca fields. In the end, however, the couple was unable to repay the large
debt, and Ana Pichu had to carry it alone when her husband died approx
imately two years after the loan was made. 49

The Guaraches and even the less wealthy Chipana-Pichu family
were part of a tiny native elite, however. Most women's economic activity
resulted from dire economic necessity or even coercion. Despite official
decrees prohibiting the practice, some women were held illegally in the
homes of Spaniards and forced to weave or perform domestic work, often
without pay.50 Of the cases I reviewed, thirteen dealt with women not
being paid for their services or being held against their will by their
employers. Although some instances were found of husband and wife
serving in the same household, domestic service may have been (as
Glave's article indicates) a major exception to the pattern of women
working together with their families.

In some cases, a small debt was used as a pretext for keeping
women in virtually perpetual servitude. This was the case of Maria San
tos, who testified in 1706 that she had been serving Juan de Robles in
order to repay the seven pesos he loaned her. Lazaro Gutierrez, who
apparently was looking for a servant, paid the debt for Santos and made
her work for him. After she had served him for four years, Gutierrez
claimed she still owed him the seven pesos plus the value of a used ak'su
(Andean wrap skirt) that he had given her. When Santos asked to be paid
for her work, Gutierrez had her tied up, whipped, and burned with a
heated metal coin. Maria Santos's husband, Andres Gualpa, had also
been working for Gutierrez for ten months and in that time had received
nothing for his efforts but an al1nilla (woolen shirt) and a calzan (a pair of
mid-calf-length pants). Gutierrez took back these clothes but still refused
to pay Gualpa any salary.51

A similar case was brought by Maria Sisa in 1689, who said that she
had been serving a Spanish woman named Dona Polonia Maldonado and
her mother for two years. During the period of her service, she had never
been paid for her labor, although she had been given three meters of bayeta
(woolen cloth) and a chicken, which together were worth about three
pesos. When Sisa found herself ill and wanted to leave Dona Polonias
house, Dona Polonia claimed that Sisa owed her for the goods she had
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been given and held Sisas son prisoner to make sure that she did not
leave. Although the alcalde ordinaria ruled that Sisa should be set free, he
did not order Maldonado to pay her for her two years of service.52

Other court proceedings involved masters who claimed women as
slaves, saying they were of African descent, and women who said they
were Indians and therefore could not be legally enslaved.53 Whoever may
have been technically correct in these cases, there is ample evidence that
those who had servants would go to great lengths to hold them against
their will and avoid paying them for their labor. Burkett has found six
teenth-century contracts in notarial records in the city of Arequipa be
tween employers and domestic servants that stipulated the wages to be
paid. She nevertheless estimates that probably no more than 5 to 10
percent of the Indian women working in personal service actually had
contractual arrangements with their employers.54 I would agree with that
estimate. It appears that employers often provided only room and board
and an occasional small gift for their household workers, and certainly no
legal agreements guaranteed the servants' rights.

Indeed, despite occasional references to domestic servants who
somehow managed to prosper,55 it is hard to avoid concluding that house
hold workers were among the poorest and most oppressed in colonial
cities and that their condition led to a /I feminization" of poverty. If the
hypotheses of Glave and Silverblatt are correct, some Indian men may
have been implicated (willfully or through coercion) in the womens
exploitation. Silverblatt quotes Guaman Poma de Ayala to prove that
Indian men, desirous of the new local political and religious positions
created by the colonial government, were willing to give their wives and
other female relatives as servants to priests and colonial officials.56 Glave
argues less specifically that the domestic servants of La Paz listed in the
1684 census may have been taken from their communities by prospective
employers who had "ties of dependency" with the womens ayllus. 57 This
conclusion might mean that the leaders or other individuals in the com
munities hoped to gain personally by sending their women out to work,
but it is also conceivable that tribute and labor burdens imposed by
colonial officials left Indian leaders no recourse but to force their women
into servitude, just as they sent their men to PotosI.

Scarcely better-off than household servants were the large number
of Indian women who engaged in petty trading activities, some of whom
may have been domestic workers who were trying to supplement their
meager earnings. In half of the cases studied (forty records) women were
described as retail merchants of one kind or another. While a small group
of these women clearly had the resources to make their business activities
fairly profitable, most seem to have been involved in pathetically small
operations and were often in serious financial trouble. Examples are
numerous. Ursula Guampa of La Paz sold others' used articles of clothing
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and kept a small percentage of the sale price as a commission. Esperanza
Choque was in debt for the loans she had received to make the bread she
sold in the plaza in La Paz. Josepha Arze, separated from her husband and
said to be very poor, was "maintaining herself through her intelligence in
buying and selling produce." Antonia Sisa, a widow in La Plata who made
chicha for a living, left two children and many debts when she died.
Pascuala Carillo rented a pulperia in La Plata. While her husband was out
of town, her daughter became ill, and Carillo could not pay the rent on the
pulperia. The landlord evicted them, saying he "wasn't running a hospi
tal," and her daughter subsequently died.58 An interesting aspect of all of
these situations is that from what can be determined from the documents,
the women mentioned seem to have been relatively isolated, lacking the
family and community connections evident in the cases of women in
volved in litigation over houses or selling or bequeathing property.

If there was a hierarchy of occupations into which most Indian
womens economic participation fell, other women were involved in activ
ities that did not fit into the usual structure. Two fascinating cases recount
the difficulties of women working in fields generally reserved for men.
They show clearly that beyond the constraints of class and the racism of
colonial society, Andean women were discriminated against just because
they were women.

In 1644 an Indian woman named Bartola Sisa asked the Audiencia
of Charcas to protect her rights to a silver mine in the hill of Espiritu Santo
in the province of Carangas, which she said a Spaniard named Cristobal
de Cotes was trying to claim as his own. Sisa stated that she had been
born in the city of Oruro but had been in Carangas for the last three years
looking for mines and exploring. She eventually discovered a vein with
the help of an Indian named Juan Choque, who worked for her and to
whom she owed three hundred pesos for his efforts. Sisa then hired an
Indian named Pedro Achatta from the province of Carangas as a barretero
(excavator) and two other Indians to begin mining silver. According to
Achatta, "Bartola Sisa, india, hired this witness and paid him and the
others as their boss [patrona] who had discovered and prospected for the
mine."59

Sisa claimed that when their first load of ore looked promising,
Cristobal de Cotes presented himself and "seeing her alone and poor"
told Sisa that she could not legally register the mine herself since she was a
woman, nor could she register it in the name of her son, who was a minor.
Believing him but determined to legally claim the mine somehow, Sisa
went to the corregidor of the mining site and made a verbal declaration of
her discovery and received a document specifying that no one should
disturb her activities in the vein. Nonetheless, Cotes registered the mine
in his own name and returned to the site to take over its operation. In the
end, the Audiencia ordered the corregidor to return the mine to Sisa and
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to remove Cristobal de Cotes or anyone else who was not supposed to be
there. The issue of whether she could actually formally register the mine
as a woman was not addressed. Indians' rights (without gender specifica
tion) to register mines for themselves were protected by a special six
teenth-century royal decree, and indications suggest that some fairly
prosperous native miners existed in the early days at PotosL60 By the
seventeenth century, however, they were increasingly rare, which made
Bartola Sisa unusual in two respects. 61

Another case brought before the audiencia tells the story of a
woman who was involved in long-distance trade, which was generally
considered work for men only.62 According to Maria Esperanza, an india
of the pueblo of Hayu-Hayu, she set out in 1705 with her brother for
Moquegua (in the south of present-day Peru) to sell her mules. In the
course of the trip, her brother was struck by lightning and killed. He was
buried in Pomata, in the province of Chucuito, where the village priest
charged Esperanza one hundred pesos for the funeral. Because this fee
required all the money she had with her for her trip to Moquegua, she
changed plans and returned as far as the pueblo of Hachacache in Oma
suyo with a man named Pablo Gutierrez. When Esperanza reached
Hachacache, town kuraka Don Bartolome de Ramos, apparently trying to
take advantage of a woman alone, attempted to force her to have an "illicit
friendship" with him. She refused to do so and retired to the nearby town
of Guarina. There she was taken prisoner and her goods were embar
goed, according to her testimony, because of a complaint the spurned
Ramos made to the provincial corregidor. After six months, she was
finally released, but her property was not returned to her. Esperanza
appealed to the Audiencia to get it back saying, "I am single and have
never been married and the goods referred to are my own acquired
through my personal work."63

The cases of Bartola Sisa and Maria Esperanza are intriguing be
cause they suggest considerable diversity in Indian womens occupations
even in the face of harassment. Whether these two women were unique or
there were others like them is a subject that may be clarified by further
research. These two events were separated by more than sixty years, and
it would be valuable to know whether native women's involvement in
activities like these increased or diminished over time. Were they more
likely to be miners or long-distance traders in the early years of colonial
rule, when the Spaniards were first imposing their gender and class
hierarchies? Or were women like Sisa and Esperanza forced to do the
kinds of work they did because of the decline in the Indian population and
the deterioration of community life in the later colonial period?64

What conclusions can be drawn, then, about the economic situa
tion of Andean women in Upper Peru in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries? First of all, my research did not find evidence that Indian
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women were more active in the economies of colonial cities than Indian
men. Although men were generally conscripted for gang labor, it is clear
that by the mid-seventeenth century, their activities-especially in the
cities-were by no means confined to this type of work. In contrast to the
situation that Burkett has described in Arequipa in the sixteenth century,
considerable numbers of men in mid-seventeenth-century urban areas
were now employed as artisans, miners, and traveling merchants, and
some of them owned houses or other property. They frequently spoke
Spanish, wore European clothes, and may have been as adept at handling
the colonial bureaucracy as Indian women were.

Furthermore, if when compared with mitayos or other manual
laborers, women more often had occupations that allowed them some
autonomy and the opportunity to familiarize themselves with the eco
nomic and legal system, this was certainly not always the case. The
domestic servants studied by Luis Glave and the women who brought
cases to court because they were not being paid might have disputed such
a generalization. It is also questionable how often these employees had
the opportunity to make contacts with other Indian women, if domestic
service in the colonial period bore any resemblance to the present-day
situation in which women are given little time off and are often on call day
and night.65 Glaves study found that almost a quarter of the households
had only one domestic worker, which may have precluded the possibility
of relating to another servant.66

If a discussion of the relative advantages of Indian women as
compared with Indian men does not really shed much light on the larger
situation, it is because Andean womens social and economic positions
and possibilities for employment were not determined by gender and
ethnicity only. The introduction of a market economy affected different
groups in Andean society differently, but by the late seventeenth century,
large sectors of the Indian population were participating in it, and mer
cantilization brought increased class differentiation. Although native peo
ple were generally relegated to the undercaste of "indios" by Spaniards,
in practice, class definition now overlaid and combined with native social
structure. In the new system, however, traditional resources could still be
useful for survival. Urban residents with numerous kin on whom they
could rely and access to land through ayllu membership may have been
able to fashion successful economic strategies.

The position of Indian women in colonial cities was directly af
fected by this process of class formation. It is misleading to lump native
women together and attempt to discuss them as a group precisely because
of the diversity of their circumstances. Yet neither can the situation of
women in seventeenth-century Upper Peru (like that of women in other
places and historical periods) be adequately understood by referring only
to class and race. It must be placed within the culture's ideology of gender.
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Andean and Hispanic conceptions of gender roles coexisted in colonial
Bolivia even though they conflicted in many instances, and the ideas
imposed by the colonial power tended to dominate. Spanish patriarchal
ism and the Spanish legal system destroyed much of womens political
and even personal authority and undermined the economic prerogatives
they had held before the conquest. The demand for women to fill the most
menial positions in households forced many of them into degrading
personal service. It is certainly possible that in some instances, Indian
men sought to improve their own positions by disinheriting women or
sending them to work for colonists. Furthermore, women suffered from
sexual abuse, could be deprived of the guardianship of their own chil
dren, and apparently risked being harassed if they attempted to work in
occupations generally dominated by men.

Yet despite the conflict and inequality that must have existed in
relations between men and women even before the conquest, the tradi
tion of gender complementarity still prevailed among native peoples in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In fact, the economic part
nership of men and women was always desirable and in many cases
became indispensable for negotiating the colonial system. Whether strug
gling through a year of forced labor in Potosi or running a pulperia in La
Paz, families working together had the best chance of survival. The fact
that in the Andean family, the wife and other female relatives were
important parts of the household economy may have to some extent
mitigated womens oppression.
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