
Indian Trade and Ethnic Economies in the 
Andes, 1780-1880 

ERICK D. LANGER 
Georgetown University 

The image of indigenous populations of Latin America is one of 
marginalization and poverty. This image is largely accurate from the early 
twentieth century onward. 1 Historians and other social scientists have assumed 
that, at least since independence, Indians were politically and economically 
disadvantaged. The political side of this equation has enjoyed in recent years a 
burgeoning literature, as historians of the Andes have been inspired by Benedict 
Anderson's work on nation-building and have tried to show how the state failed 
to integrate indigenous peoples into the nation-state.2 While much literature 
exists on the economic behavior of Andean peoples (most of whom were 
peasants), there has been no systematic overview.3 This study attempts to provide 
this overview for Peru and Bolivia,4 based on the insights gained from economic 
geography. In particular, I will use the tools of central place theory in modified 
form.5 

To understand the role of the Andean Indians, it is necessary to go back to 
the late colonial period and see how their economic roles changed from 
approximately 1780 to 1880. Then we can revise our understanding of how 
indigenous economic activity and trade in particular helped shape the region, 
moving away from the assumptions of eternal indigenous marginalization and 
poverty. New research of the past quarter century provides us with a very different 
vision of the Indians' role in the Andean economy, though it has until now not 
been pieced together. 

As part of the "core" of the Spanish empire, the Andean Indian populations 
had been integrated into the colonial system as peasant producers. In this sense, 
the Andeans were a vital part of the colonial economy, for they provided essential 
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goods and services. The integration of the Andean peasantry into the colonial 
economy has been especially well documented for the case of the silver mines 
and the labor prestations of the infamous mita. 6 Although the mi ta was abolished 
soon after independence and other reforms were attempted, in virtually all other 
aspects the colonial system and its economic structure in the Andes continued 
into the second half of the nineteenth century. 

The triumph of liberal policies in the late nineteenth century and the 
penetration of railroads into the Andean massif represent the real breaking point 
of the colonial economy. In fact, one can argue that the early nineteenth century 
represents a period of the dominance of the Andean ethnic economies not 
witnessed since the middle of the sixteenth century. I will argue that both the 
internal and export economies of Bolivia and highland Peru in the first half of 
the nineteenth century were highly dependent upon what might be termed the 
"ethnic economies" of the Indian communities.7 Thus, it is vital to explore the 
interconnections between the largely noncommercial trade of the Andeans with 
the monetary and export economies. 

The Temporal Context: The Early Nineteenth Century as Part of the "Long 
Eighteenth Century" 

As a number of authors have asserted, the social and economic structures of 
the Andean countries did not in fact undergo much change as a result of 
independence. In an influential essay, Heraclio Bonilla and Karen Spalding 
argued that the lack of change made it possible for the English to dominate the 
Peruvian economy so quickly. 8 Authors realized that there was much continuity 
with the colonial system after Bolivia's independence as well. Humberto 
V azquez-Machicado in the 1950s recognized the lack of social and economic 
change. In tum, Alipio Valencia Vega, referring to the lack of change for the 
indigenous population of Bolivia, termed the independence wars "a revolution 
without agrarian content. "9 

For the Andean Indian population, in most ways the first half of the nineteenth 
century was virtually indistinguishable from the late colonial period. Particularly 
in the Andes, the site of the Tupac Amaro rebellions in the 1780s and subsequently 
the center of reaction against the liberal patriots, the social and economic 
structures of the late colonial period remained in place. Indians continued to 
pay tribute to the central government, the Indian communities remained largely 
intact, and the reliance on the same exports, primarily silver, continued to the 
middle of the nineteenth century. Even the new national boundaries, dividing 
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the Andean region into Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, northern Chile and northern 
Argentina, had little impact on trans-Andean trade patterns. 

The only major change was the abolition of the mita. Although in 1829 the 
administration of Andres de Santa Cruz attempted to reinstitute a "voluntary" 
labor draft, the mita voluntaria, this effort failed. However, in all other ways the 
situation for the Indians remained the same. The liberal reform projects launched 
under the aegis of the Colombian army under Simon Bolf var and Antonio Jose 
de Sucre, which envisioned the abolition of tribute and the division of the 
communities, never got off the ground either in Peru or Bolivia. Fiscal necessities 
required the reinstitution of these taxes almost immediately after the organization 
of national states. 10 With the continuation of tribute, the new nations also acquired 
an interest in maintaining the territorial integrity of the Indian communities. As 
during the colonial period, the state had to protect the resource base of the 
communities so that the comunarios could pay the head tax because it remained 
such an important part of the national budgets. 

Both the Bolivian and Peruvian states followed generally protectionist policies 
during the first half of the nineteenth century. Whereas the Peruvian elites were 
on the whole in favor of protectionist measures until the 1840s, the Bolivian 
economy suffered from a poor geographic position and severely deficient 
transportation infrastructure that, despite the best efforts of virtually all early 
nineteenth-century governments, imposed a commercial isolation upon the 
country. The powerful Lima merchants tried to reimpose some form of their 
colonial commercial monopoly; in Bolivia, until the 1850s a debate raged 
amongst the elites whether to develop an export-oriented economy or one based 
on internal trade. 11 

During the eighteenth century, despite a brief revival at the very end of that 
century, silver mining, the industry that provided the main Andean export of the 
colonial period, had shrunk considerably. The Peruvian mines of the Central 
Highlands became relatively more important, as Bolivian production declined 
from its peak in the early seventeenth century. However, during the first half of 
the nineteenth century silver continued as the major export from both Peru and 
Bolivia. 12 Peru's export orientation changed only in the 1840s, with the guano 
boom in the islands off the coast. However, as a number of authors have shown, 
the guano boom affected very little the economy of the sierra (as the Andean 
highlands are called) where the Indian population resided, and was essentially 
ignored by the Peruvian state. During the same period, the export of sheep and 
alpaca wool from the southern highlands of Peru began to make inroads into the 
sierra economy. 13 In tum, silver in the forms of coinage and bars remained the 
primary export of Bolivia even in the second half of the nineteenth century. 14 
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In indirect ways, the guano boom did affect the indigenous economy, for 
with the windfalls in government revenue coming from guano, the government 
lost its reliance on Indian tribute. President Ramon Castilla abolished this tax in 
1845, but tribute was still collected in the highlands, on the departmental rather 
than national level. In Bolivia, this same process began somewhat later, in the 
1880s, when a boom in silver also decreased the state's reliance on income from 
the head tax. As in Peru, tribute was not abolished but became a source of income 
for the local units, the departments. By this time, however, the first assaults on 
the integrity of Bolivian Indian community lands had taken place in the 1860s, 
during the Melgarejo administration. 

Thus we can see some breaks in the colonial model, at least for the Andean 
Indian population, around the middle of the nineteenth century. As in the rest of 
Latin America, this period saw the first successful attempts at liberal reforms 
and the increasing integration of the Andean countries into the European­
dominated world economy. While the indigenous economies certainly remained 
quite strong during this period, they came under increasing attack. The nature 
of the relationship between the national state and the Indian communities also 
began to change. As we will see, this had important repercussions on Indian 
trade patterns. Thus, I will restrict my analysis primarily to the first half of the 
nineteenth century, when colonial patterns inherited from the eighteenth century 
were strongest. 

Market Systems and the Andean Indigenous Economy 

For over the past decade and a half, the impact of the silver mining economy 
centered in the Potosi mines on the Andean economy has received increasing 
attention. Carlos Sempat Assadourian, working in colonial notarial archives, 
pioneered a reconceptualization of the colonial Andean economy. He posited 
that Potosi and Lima during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were the 
principal "growth poles" of what he called the "Peruvian economic space" 
[espacio peruano]. This region included a vast area extending from Ecuador to 
the north to Paraguay, Argentina, and Chile in the south. This economic space 
encompassed many different subregions that specialized in different products 
to supply the two growth poles with all necessary goods. Thus, the pampas of 
Argentina supplied beef and other cattle products such as leather and tallow, 
while Ecuador furnished rough cloth. In tum, much of the silver mined from the 
vast Potosi mineral deposits circulated throughout this economic space to pay 
for the goods taken to these poles. Potosi was clearly the main growth pole, 
since the high altitude made it impossible to farm in the area around the city, 
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and at its height in the early seventeenth century probably contained over 150,000 
inhabitants, by far the largest city in the Western hemisphere and rival to many 
a principal city in the Old World. 15 

The pattern described by Assadourian in many ways resembles the "solar 
central place" paradigm developed by Carol Smith. 16 That is, Potosf and Lima 
were the only large urban centers and markets within the system and, through a 
variety of means, including the high prices products fetched in the mining center 
and the policies of the Spanish colonial state, assured that few intermediate­
sized towns or market centers near the primate cities developed. Those 
intermediate-sized towns that did exist within the Peruvian economic space, 
such as La Paz, Cuzco, Quito and Tucuman, were located far from the primate 
centers and served as entrepots for commerce to Potosf or Lima. The only 
exception was the city of Sucre (in the colonial period called La Plata), in close 
proximity to Potosf. However, since Sucre was the political and administrative 
center to the mining town and many Potosf mine owners lived in Sucre, they 
can be seen as complementary parts where the political center happened to be 
divorced from the economic center. 17 

In many respects, the Peruvian economic space was a dendritic system in 
which goods were collected in places of political authority to be exported outside 
of the region. In fact, as part of the Spanish colonies, the region's main economic 
function after the discovery of the fabulously wealthy Potosf mines in 1545 was 
to export silver to Spain. Assadourian 's contribution is his recognition that the 
silver mining economy was far from being an economic enclave set high in the 
Andes, and his rigorous analysis of the ways in which the colonial system fostered 
the development of a complex economy to supply the mines with necessary 
goods. Assadourian himself saw this as a rebuttal of dependency theory crudely 
applied to Spanish South America during the colonial period. 18 In this case, the 
export economy brought about significant development of domestic markets as 
well. 

From evidence gathered particularly for the sixteenth century, the Andean 
Indians were very much involved in the trade revolving around the Potosf market. 
As Peter Bakewell has shown, the Indians initially controlled production of 
silver in Potosf. 19 Even afterwards, the kurakas, or Indian headmen, controlled 
much of the commerce to Potosf and many became rather wealthy by utilizing 
the communities' resources for their own ends. Miguel Glave showed that the 
Indians created their own "Indian space" to accommodate themselves to this 
commerce.20 

As silver production declined in the second half of the seventeenth century, 
the Peruvian economic space became dependent on Indian trade. Increasingly, 
Indians paid money rather than go to the mines and work and effectively 
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subsidized Potosi mine owners. To get this money, they presumably had to engage 
in the monetary economy, either as laborers or sellers of goods. Other Indians 
migrated in large numbers from their original communities so as to avoid the 
mita obligations altogether, thus creating a new group of Andeans without land 
rights (called forasteros) who either joined other communities, became hacienda 
laborers, or went to urban centers or the eastern frontiers. In addition, the 
infamous repartimiento de mercancias, in which Spanish officials forced the 
Indians to buy both needed and useless goods, such as donkeys and luxury cloth 
respectively, made it necessary for the Andeans to gain access to money. The 
profits made through this forced trade made it possible for the Spanish Crown 
to sell its offices for large sums and help pay for administrative expenses.21 

The increasing reliance on the extraction of surplus from Andeans rather 
than silver production for the maintenance of the colonial system brought about 
an increasing ruralization of the Peruvian economic space. Even the brief revival 
of the silver mining industry at the very end of the eighteenth and the first decade 
of the nineteenth did not reverse this process. With a large sector of the indigenous 
population, the forasteros, outside the mita and with lower tribute obligations, 
brought about an expansion of the subsistence sector. Cities also tended to 
decrease in population. This drop was most dramatic in the mining towns, which, 
as all boom towns, faded as their sources of income dried up. Thus, Potosi 
dropped from over 150,000 inhabitants in the early seventeenth century to about 
half that a hundred years later. By 1780 only 24,000 inhabitants remained in the 
city, and in 1827 the population had been reduced to 9,000. After this low point, 
the city began to grow again very slowly. By 1846 Potosi contained about 17,000 
inhabitants. Similar patterns of population decline from the eighteenth century 
to independence, and a slight recuperation in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, occur in other Peruvian and Bolivian cities as well.22 

Unlike northern Mexico in the seventeenth century, no large-scale hacienda 
expansion appears to have occurred as a result of the economic crisis of the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.23 Instead, the Spanish state continued 
to support the Indian community, especially as the Andean population began to 
recover from its nadir in the 1720s. Thus, in the early nineteenth century, 
communities and, with them, Andean economic organization, still prevailed over 
haciendas in the highlands of Peru and Bolivia. This does not mean that significant 
breakdown of Andean communities had not occurred. Rather than think of the 
communities as either vestiges of pre-Columbian forms or legacies of the colonial 
period, it is more fruitful to consider the communities as adapting and changing 
over the centuries when economic and political exigencies changed. What is 
clear is that the great ethnic groups still extant in the sixteenth century had 
broken down into their smaller components by the late eighteenth and early 
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nineteenth centuries. Thus, the Quillaka confederation of central Bolivia by the 
early nineteenth century was split into the various great ayllus of which it was 
composed.24 Similarly, evidence from the Tarabuco parish registers in southern 
Bolivia suggests this breakdown as well. Composed primarily of members of 
the pre-Columbian Aymara kingdoms around Lake Titicaca, by the middle of 
the eighteenth century the priest stopped noting in the baptismal records the 
Titicaca-area ethnic affiliations of the Tarabuco community Indians and began 
referring only to local community names.25 While important in terms of numbers 
of inhabitants and the amount of land they held, the Indian communities of the 
"long eighteenth century" were in no sense merely a reflection of the pre-colonial 
period, but ever-changing entities whose comparative strength waxed and waned 
over the period under discussion. 

Ethnic Economy and National Economy: Indian Trade in the Early 
Nineteenth Century 

Most economic historians who have focused on the Andean republics in the 
nineteenth century and beyond have virtually ignored the aspect of Indian trade, 
despite its importance. There are many reasons for this; they include a 
concentration on national-level sources, the lack of much quantitative data on 
internal trade and the concomitant wealth of information on exports and imports, 
as well as the very recent application of ethno-historical concerns and methods 
to the nineteenth century. 

Likewise, economic geography has given short shrift to Indian forms of 
economic organization. Curiously, Carol Smith, Gordon Appleby, and Raymond 
Bromley, three of the most important exponents of this type of analysis, worked 
in heavily indigenous areas of Latin America (in fact, the latter two in the Andean 
region) but have little to say about Indian markets. At best, they see the presence 
of periodic markets in urban centers as Spanish means of control of trade. The 
emphasis on urban centers and their reliance on the "ethnographic present," at a 
time when Indian and peasant markets have become marginal, partially explains 
this shortcoming.26 

However, in the Andes Indian trade in the early nineteenth century was 
ubiquitous, though it was in a sense disguised as well, for there exist few figures 
for internal trade and because the Indians were able to avoid customs duties in 
most cases, its full extent never measured. Even in the foreigners' travel accounts, 
the Indians who plied their trade on the same trails as the European travelers 
appear sporadically, but their function and products they carried were only dimly 
understood. For example, L. Hugh de Bonelli described in the middle of the 
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nineteenth century the "numerous herds of laden llamas ... and the various parties 
of Indians ... driving their donkeys loaded with vegetables, fruits, or wares, to 
the market of La Paz. "27 While picturesque, the scant information offered in this 
type of description tells us little about where this produce came from, whether 
from communities or haciendas, for what prices it sold, and why it was sold on 
the La Paz market. 

To understand the basis of Indian trade, it is necessary first to understand the 
unique economic organization that underlay Andean communities. Unlike 
Mesoamerica, the pre-Columbian Andean economy contained few markets as 
we understand them. Instead, each social unit strove for economic self-sufficiency 
within an extremely rugged and mountainous terrain. Rather than see the 
mountains as difficulties for human survival, Andean civilization turned the 
region's geography to its advantage. The great diversity of altitudes in the tropical 
latitudes also presented a variety of ecological zones, which the Andeans 
exploited fully to provide a wide range of agricultural products. Thus, the high 
plains, the altiplano, was utilized for the raising of livestock such as llamas and 
alpacas, the salty lakebeds for quinoa, somewhat lower elevations for potato 
production, warmer, protected valleys for frost-sensitive com, and the hot 
subtropical steep hills for coca production. These patterns of utilization of 
different altitudes for the growing of different crops, the most sensible use of 
the mountainous terrain, continued after the Spanish conquest and remains 
important even today. 

Each household attempted, as an ideal, to remain as self-sufficient as possible 
in agricultural production. It is possible through tribute records to trace household 
land tenure patterns into the middle· of the nineteenth century. These show, as in 
the case of southern Bolivia, that many households maintained control over 
pastures, potato and barley-producing fields, as well as com fields at lower 
altitudes. 28 Indian communities, unlike those in many regions of central and 
southern Mexico, were still organized into ethnic groups and also maintained 
access to the different resources available to them in the various climate zones 
on a larger scale. This has perhaps been most intensively studied in the northern 
Potosi area for the early nineteenth century, where ethnic groups controlled strips 
of land running west to east, from the high mountains to the warm valley lands, 
as well as some discontinuous portions at lower altitudes. 29 

Although many highland communities were able to hold on to valley lands, 
others were not as fortunate and had to tum to trade to get access to the goods 
needed for survival. This was the case both where the altiplano extended over 
vast distances, making the control of valley lands problematic, and where the 
process of hacienda expansion had taken away valley bottom lands coveted by 
non-Indians. 30 Andean trade between highlands and valleys bore certain 
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characteristics not found to the same extent elsewhere in Latin America, such as 
Mexico. Indian trade usually occurred between highland traders going to the 
lowlands to complement their subsistence needs, remained highly personalized, 
and was primarily based on barter relations. 

It is important to consider each of these aspects of trade, for they created 
certain constraints on the Andean economies as a whole. First of all, the Indians 
who actually traveled from one ecological level to another tended to be those 
living in the highlands. In the ethnic economy, the communities in the highest 
reaches owned the llamas, the aboriginal pack animals of the Andes that thrived 
only in the high altitudes. The community members in the lower levels tended 
to be agriculturists, where the climate was more propitious for this type of activity. 
The Indians with pack animals also lived close to the mining centers, which 
tended to be high up in the mountains. 

While some ethnic groups engaged in barter within their own ethnic group, 
by the early nineteenth century many of the ethnic groups had lost their ecological 
"islands" in the valleys. Nevertheless, even those groups that had lost their valley 
lands attempted to establish personal ties, such as fictive kinship relationships, 
with the inhabitants of the valleys. This assured that they would have reliable 
access to valley goods (and vice versa, the valley inhabitants to upland goods) 
year in and year out, even over generations, in what can be characterized as 
"itinerant trade."31 

The establishment of personal relations not only assured a trading partner 
year in and out, but also a constant exchange rate between the various products. 
For example, com was traded for pottery in the amount that it took to fill the 
pottery with com. Olivia Harris has shown that since money is not very useful 
far away from markets, it is only accepted among the Laymis of northern Potosi 
as a favor to close relatives. Outsiders have to pay in goods needed by the Indians. 
Presumably this dynamic also functioned in the early nineteenth century, although 
it is possible that the ethnic economies were more monetarized than today. 32 

Thus, barter relations minimized the risk for both trading partners; money and 
the entrance into the monetary economy was often avoided because of the risks 
involved and the irrelevance of money in the ethnic economy. 

In fact, there is some evidence that suggests that barter relations increased 
during the early nineteenth century and that this implied liberation from earlier 
restrictions, rather than a diminution of commercial ties. Guillermo Madrazo 
makes this point most forcefully for the Indians of Jujuy province in the high 
plains of northern Argentina. Finally loosened from the forced sales of the colonial 
period and from direct encomendero restrictions after independence, the 
community members began to barter their salt, sheep, and textiles for com in 
the valleys of Tarija, now on the other side of the border in Bolivia. This trade 
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presumably led to an improvement in the living standards of the Jujuy puiienos, 
as they achieved access to other ecological levels.33 

Trade with other members of society was in general engaged in only after 
subsistence needs had been met or to get cash to pay tribute or goods available 
exclusively with money. Trade occurred only at certain times of the year, after 
the com harvest, when the highlanders could exchange their products for this 
important valley crop. The nature of trade relations had serious repercussions 
on other portions of the Andean economy, for the Indians supplied urban and 
mining markets with essential goods. 

Tristan Platt has characterized Indian commercial activity as closely tied to 
the payment of tribute. Using the paradigm developed by Witold Kula for feudal 
Poland, he asserted that Indian commerce was in fact "forced commercialization," 
in which Indian market participation occurred because the Spanish elites forced 
the communities to get cash to pay their tribute. Among other things, the seasonal 
transhumance patterns of the highlanders, according to Platt, followed the six­
month tributary cycle as a way of gaining sufficient cash to pay their imposts. 34 

While much Indian interaction with the cash nexus was related to the acquisition 
of monies for tribute payments, Platt overstates his case, as the above example 
from Jujuy demonstrates. The Indians did not pay tribute in Jujuy, but nevertheless 
engaged more intensively in trade once they had been freed from their 
encomenderos' exactions. Also, the actual value of tribute assessments in those 
areas where Andeans paid tribute varied over time as inflation and the amounts 
required changed. Although we have no studies that deal systematically with 
rural prices for the nineteenth-century Andes, the weight of tribute in terms of 
the quantity of goods or services sold to make up this amount diminished in the 
long run.35 An analysis of the relative weight of tribute exactions is beyond the 
scope of this study, but it is not clear at all whether Indian trade changed 
significantly as a result of these changes. 

Despite the overemphasis on the concept of forced commercialization for 
explaining Indian participation in the cash nexus, the information gathered by 
Tristan Platt on the activities of the ethnic groups in northern Potosi and in 
Lipez province, both in Bolivia, are illuminating. According to Platt, the Indians 
of northern Potosi supplied the Aullagas mines during the silver boomlet between 
1838 and 1843 with three basic necessities: llamas for the transport of minerals 
down the mountain, fuel, as well as salt for the processing of the minerals. In 
tum, the Indians of Lipez also provided the vital salt for the mines in their 
district. 

There were, of course, a number of shortcomings that came with the miners' 
heavy reliance on Indian-supplied goods. As was to be expected, the llameros 
always gave priority to their own interests. For example, in certain years of the 
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1840s and 1850s, the mine administrators complained of the lack of Indians 
bringing salt, for they had gone farther east, towards Tarija to trade salt for com 
and wheat flour. 36 Much of what the mine administrators perceived as unreliability 
lay in the Indians' different perceptions of trade and their lack of responsiveness 
to money incentives. Foremost in these perceptions lay the paramount importance 
of personal relations in the itinerant seasonal trade between uplands and valleys. 
To make up the lack of pack animals at certain times of the year, the mine 
owners promised to provide the Indians with the same goods that they bartered 
for in the lowland valleys plus higher recompense for utilizing their animals. 
However, the Lf pez Indians refused to change their regular routes, for they did 
not want to abandon the people with whom they bartered in the lowlands. They 
also knew that the relationships they had established with the Indians below 
provided a much greater assurance of access to these goods over generations, 
and at relatively constant exchange rates that would not vary to the same degree 
as in the mines, tied much more closely to the vagaries of the monetary economy. 37 

Also, the personalized ties took precedence over even apparently more lucrative 
but more risky monetary relations. The "safety first" principle, common among 
peasants throughout the world, found one of its manifestations in the Andean 
world through the maintenance of these personalized ties.38 

Another important aspect of Indian trade in the early nineteenth century 
concerns the annual fairs. Very little work has been done on this subject, although 
Viviana Conti and I have argued that fairs, rather than the great Andean mining 
markets of the colonial period, most particularly Potosi, represented an important 
evolution of trading patterns in the Andes.39 Nevertheless, Conti has asserted 
elsewhere, based on the trade in livestock, that fairs became important only by 
the middle of the nineteenth century. However, the information about the puiienos 
of Jujuy, who initiated intra-ethnic trade to the valleys immediately after 
independence, belies this assertion. 40 Perhaps the annual fairs reappeared once 
the region's economies began to revive, perhaps by the late 1830s in southern 
Bolivia and slightly later elsewhere. 

In any case, they often served as important articulators between the ethnic 
economies and the reviving export trade. The Vilque fair on the altiplano outside 
of Puno, in southern Peru, by the 1840s was thriving, essentially because of the 
large participation of Indians who sold their wool there. According to Alberto 
Flores Galindo, the participation of traders from as far away as Bolivia and 
Argentina represented a reconstitution of the eighteenth-century commercial 
circuits.41 The mules and donkeys traded in these fairs generally came all the 
way from central and northern Argentina; while many of these pack animals 
were purchased by non-Indians, during the nineteenth century wealthier Indians 
continued to purchase them as well. Likewise, evidence on the Colcha fair in 
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southwestern Bolivia at mid-century, when the Bolivian silver mines had begun 
their revival, shows the important participation of community members in the 
fair. This event also involved pan-Andean trade, for Peruvians as well as Lipefios 
participated.42 

In addition to providing the connecting points between the ethnic and nascent 
export economies, annual Andean fairs provided the local peasant populations, 
largely Indian community members, an opportunity to barter goods there as 
well. Other than La Tablada of Jujuy, at the extreme southern end of the Andean 
sphere, we know very little about the relative importance of barter versus 
monetarized commerce, although based on its prevalence even today in many 
regions, it appears to have been important earlier as well. Andean fairs were 
held at certain times of the year when the Indians of the surrounding communities 
had acquired sufficient resources to participate in this trade. In other words, the 
fairs followed the agricultural calendars of the Andeans and complemented their 
efforts to gain access to goods from all ecological levels. For example, the 
Achoma fair, held in August or September, occurred at a time when the indigenous 
population had returned from their travels to other regions.43 Likewise, the Vilque 
fair, held during Pentecost, coincided with an agricultural slack time, during 
which the peasants from the communities could travel to the fair and trade their 
wool for other goods.44 

Significant ethnological work has been carried out particularly for the fairs 
in the puna of northern Argentina and is very useful in suggesting how these 
events worked over the rest of the Andes and in earlier centuries. Rabey, Merlino 
and Gonzalez show that there are essentially two seasons during which most of 
these annual fairs took place: one occurred between March and April, when the 
sheep can be sheared and when the crops are brought in; in these fairs wool and 
meat were exchanged for fresh produce. During the second cycle, in October, 
peasants exchanged preserved goods; thus jerky is traded for chuno (freeze­
dried potatoes) and dried corn.45 In fact, the same two cycles can be discerned in 
the rest of the Andes for the early nineteenth century. Again, this trade, mostly 
done on a barter basis (though money may intervene with certain goods), occurred 
primarily between ecological levels and was a means to achieve access to goods 
from different ecological levels. 

Particularly relevant is the moral dimension, which is apparent in the 
insistence of maintaining personal ties between those engaging in trade. Each 
fair had an established price for the exchange of certain goods, which only varied 
somewhat if there was a severe shortage of one good, but the exchange rates 
returned to customary levels once the crisis passed. While exchange rates tended 
to fluctuate to a greater extent in fairs than in itinerant exchange, the Indians 
also tried to establish personal relationships to create a certain price equilibrium.46 
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Thus, the trade relationships at the fairs resembled to a great extent the types of 
exchanges that occurred with the itinerant trade discussed above. 

It is important to note that interethnic trade, between the Indians and local 
merchants, also maintained fragments of this moral quality, at least as an ideal. 
Local merchants participated heavily in the Indians' ritual cycle. They went to 
carnival and other festivals, and often took on the role of sponsors at certain 
ritual occasions, when they provided the community with food, drink and other 
necessities for the celebration. Presumably, the merchants engaged in this activity 
as a way of maintaining good relationships with the communities and with 
individual trading partners as well.47 

Although this system was designed to provide consistency and security, 
exploitation was rampant, especially in trade between merchants and Indians. 
Haggling in intra-ethnic trade frequently took place, but only under a mask of 
joviality and politeness. In turn, town merchants often took advantage of their 
position in local society by intercepting Indians on their way to market and 
forcing them to sell their goods at lower prices before reaching the marketplace.48 

The reciprocal bonds between petty traders and Indians also did not always 
redound to the benefit of the latter, since merchants at times employed their 
positions of social and political superiority to enforce an asymmetrical 
relationship.49 

Thus, Indian trade was crucial to the economies of the Andean region. Mining 
activities depended heavily on goods and pack animals the Indians provided. 
Fairs thrived only where the Indian hinterland provided sufficient producers 
and consumers. Barter remained important, and in fact cannot be separated neatly 
from monetary transactions. To a large extent, the rhythms of agricultural and 
transhumance cycles during the early nineteenth century determined how and 
when trade with non-Indians took place because of the highly developed Andean 
strategies of providing for subsistence goods. Urban markets during this period 
were very small, even compared to the colonial period, and trade outside the 
urban centers, dominated by Indian community members, provided the 
underpinning of the Andean economies. 

Theoretical Implications of Andean Trade 

Clearly, the Indian communities in the Andes during much of the nineteenth 
century were far from constituting what Eric Wolf called "closed corporate 
communities." 50 Although the community members engaged in intra-ethnic 
trade if at all possible, trade with outsiders, through the Indians' insistence on 
personal ties, tried to reproduce in the interethnic exchange the moral dimensions 
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of trade between community members. Nevertheless, the high mobility of the 
indigenous population and their pack animals, particularly of the uplanders, 
inevitably brought them into commercial relations beyond the communities. 
Indeed, the export industries, such as they existed in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, depended in large measure on the participation of the Indian population 
and had to follow their agricultural calendars, refined to assure the subsistence 
of the community members. This was the case both with the silver mines and, 
somewhat later, the wool traders. 

How does one then integrate the insights gained from economic geography 
and how are they modified in light of the Andean experience of the nineteenth 
century? First of all, the emphasis on urban economies must be largely 
abandoned, for they proved, if not irrelevant, not as significant as rural trade. 
Unlike China, for example, where rural trade rested upon the development of an 
interlocking network of market towns in a central place hierarchy, Indian trade 
in the Andes was only partially integrated into the urban economy.51 Rather than 
focus on urban markets, in the Andes it is useful instead to visualize different 
types of trade occurring in three different directions, each type dependent on 
each other. 

First of all, and most importantly, was the intra-ethnic trade that occurred 
generally in an east-west direction. This trade, run almost exclusively by Indians 
living in the livestock-breeding uplands, involved the exchange of highland for 
valley goods in an effort to achieve subsistence by access to goods from the 
different ecological levels. Although this type of trade undoubtedly increased 
during the colonial period as Indian communities were unable to hold on to 
parcels distant from their main settlements in the uplands, the trade reproduced 
the interchange that existed since pre-Columbian times in the Andes. 
Traditionally, the movement between highlands and valleys permitted the full 
exploitation of agriculture in the many climate zones that the mountainous terrain 
afforded. Such was the case when the llama herders exchanged salt and animal 
products for com and fruit. 

The second type involved long-distance trade, essentially between north and 
south, and was often articulated through the systems of fairs that sprung up in 
the first decades of the nineteenth century. This type represented to a certain 
extent the reconstitution of what Carlos Sempat Assadourian called the "Peruvian 
economic space" and which has begun to be analyzed for the nineteenth century.52 

The fairs provided for the distribution of goods both to complement the 
distribution of local goods from different ecological niches as well as goods 
produced at the margins of the Andean region, such as mules from Argentina. 
Long-distance merchants were mainly non-Indians (although it is not clear 
whether for example the coca trade from the Bolivian Yungas was dominated 
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by the Indian communities). The north-south trade, articulated through annual 
fairs, provided a mixture of goods from throughout the old "Peruvian economic 
space" as well as materials imported from Europe. Nevertheless, the location 
and timing of the fairs also depended upon the participation of the communities, 
for they provided the most important customers for many goods and producers 
of other essential materials, such as alpaca wool. 

Most of the wool brought to these fairs, such as in Vilque, was of course 
exported out of the region. Export to the Pacific coast and its trans-shipment to 
the North Atlantic economies, the third type of trade, also depended very heavily 
on Indian participation. This was not only the case for llama and alpaca wool, 
where virtually all production came from the communities, but also for silver, 
the other great Peruvian export until the guano boom. As Tristan Platt has shown, 
the Indians were essential to the functioning of the silver mines. Not only did 
they provide llama trains for transport of the mineral, but also salt, a vital 
ingredient in the processing of the ore. Despite their importance to the mining 
economy, the Indians were able to dictate their terms because of their preference 
to maintain Andean forms of reciprocal trade between puna and valley rather 
than engage exclusively in servicing the mining sector.53 

Thus, in many ways, the models used in economic geography largely miss 
the point in the case of the Andes. While we would conclude that cities in the 
Andes conformed a solar-system hierarchy during the first half of the nineteenth 
century, this does not reveal the complexities of the situation. In fact, this is one 
of the inherent weaknesses of the models elaborated by Carol Smith, for in her 
fieldwork of twentieth-century Guatemala, rural and Indian markets were by 
that time marginal in relationship to monetarized urban markets. This was not 
the case in the nineteenth-century Andes, where rural trade by Andeans 
predominated in a pattern that stretches back far before the Spanish Conquest. 

Although far from enclave economies, given the lack of inexpensive modes 
of transport, the exporting activities in silver mining and wool look very much 
like dendritic trade, in which products are funneled out of a region through 
exploitative relationships that provide little economic return for the producer. 
However, this was hardly the case. While there was much exploitation of Andeans 
in this trade, one gets the sense that the Indians controlled the rhythm of trade. 
Significant in this regard, the llameros from Lf pez cited above were not willing 
to change their seasonal migrations in return for what amounted to higher wages 
for transporting the silver ore. Likewise, the insistence on personal relationships 
with the wool traders and the holding of fairs at times when it was convenient 
for the Indian peasants point to a general lack of coercion necessary for what 
Carol Smith has posited as one of the essential characteristics of dendritic trade. 54 
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One can also not dismiss out of hand Indian trade as "primitive" or 
"traditional," although in many ways this is implicit in much of the theoretical 
work done on economic geography. Urban (and non-Indian) is seen as more 
complex and monetarization assumes a greater and "freer" circulation of goods. 
There is some merit to these assumptions, but by categorizing the geographic 
manifestations of trade into different levels of central place theory or its 
permutations, the importance of rural economies is unjustly minimized and the 
ethnic dimensions as well as the interactions between urban and rural, export 
and domestic economies are largely glossed over. Thus, Gordon Appleby's 
attempts to analyze the economy of Puno department in southern Peru, although 
placed in the "ethnographic present," completely ignore the vertical ethnic 
economies that still play a role in the survival of the large peasant, primarily 
Indian, population of the region today. Of course, this might have meant that the 
unit of analysis, that of the Puno region, should have been redefined, based on 
these patterns of intra- and inter-ethnic trade. In many ways, Indian trade is 
simply ignored because it does not fit into the preconceived notions of what is 
important in a regional economy. An otherwise very interesting attempt to apply 
central-place theory to late nineteenth-century Peru, by Clifford T. Smith, also 
tends to overemphasize the urban over the rural, especially since diversification 
of professions (and thus, presumably, increased economic complexity) favors 
urban over rural economies. 55 Smith also ignores the ethnic dimensions. If applied 
to the first half of the nineteenth century, the methods used by economic 
geographers might miss the clear dependence of the export economies and annual 
fairs upon the rural Indian population and thus miss most of the story. 

James Vance's model, which he used to analyze North American trade, also 
does not work for the Andean area. Vance posits that the pattern of mercantile 
centers in North America can be explained not from the consumer's behavior, 
but from the exigencies of wholesale merchants and long distance trade. 56 As 
with Christaller's and Smith's models, Vance attempted to explain the placement 
of urban centers, which, as we have seen, is largely irrelevant to Andean Indian 
trade patterns. Moreover, Vance's mercantile model assumes that urban centers 
were located at strategic positions based on the needs of wholesale import and 
export trade flows. In the Andes or in many other regions of the Spanish empire 
where a dense indigenous population existed since before the Conquest, 
wholesale trade does not account for the location of urban centers. Rather, as 
many scholars have shown for Spanish America, urban centers were primarily 
administrative centers, placed in strategic locations to rule over the Indian 
population, not centers of trade. This was even more the case in the Andes, 
where the ethnic economies did not favor the growth of large urban centers. The 
Spaniards tried to integrate the indigenous population into the colonial structure 
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and based their economy on the exploitation of the Indians' labor and agricultural 
surplus.57 This contrasts with the history of North America, where the colonial 
powers largely excluded the Indians because they did not consider the indigenous 
population a promising source of labor or tribute. European settlements in North 
America relied more on trade with the mother country, not the exploitation of 
Indian labor and tribute. In tum, the Andean cities, located in the middle of 
densely populated indigenous areas for administrative purposes, were in the 
"long eighteenth century" not terribly relevant for Indian trade. This was 
especially the case during this period when, as we have seen, urban centers 
experienced a marked population decline and thus represented relatively small 
markets. In fact, urban centers were largely dependent on Indian trade, for they 
received some of the cash generated by this trade through the tribute payments. 

Of course, dependence upon Indian trade varied over time and began to 
diminish in the latter decades of the nineteenth century. As railroads penetrated 
the Andean highlands in the 1870s, the great fairs shrunk or disappeared 
completely. This was the fate of the Vilque fair, which by the early twentieth 

century had been abandoned. Instead, the railhead at Juliaca became the principal 
place of commercial exchange. Similarly, the fairs in northern Argentina and 
Bolivia also changed their character as the railroads were built to the mining 
centers. Most importantly, the railroads, as inexpensive means of transport, served 
as conduits for the import of foodstuffs and other goods that previously the 
indigenous population had provided. At first, there was some complementarity 
between railroads and muleteers, though in the end rails destroyed the "pack 
animal transportation complex. "58 The most spectacular case of displacement 
was that of wheat flour imports beginning in the 1870s, when _Chilean wheat 
flour almost completely displaced its domestic competitor in most Bolivian cities, 
thus destroying the prolific wheat production of the northern Potosi Indian 
communities. Nevertheless, this displacement was as much a problem for 
southern Bolivian haciendas as it was for the Indian communities.59 

The diminution of Indian trade in the late nineteenth century was also brought 
about by the vigorous expansion of the hacienda at the expense of the Indian 
communities throughout the Andean region. While the timing, the causes, and 
the exact extent of this expansion are a matter of some scholarly debate, it is 
clear that it affected Indian communities greatly.60 In southern Bolivia, for 
example, outsiders targeted especially valley lands and so undermined the basis 
of the ethnic economy, dependent on access to a variety of ecological levels. 
Because of the increasing dependence on markets on unfavorable terms and 
increasing indebtedness, many Indians were forced to sell off the rest of their 
lands bit by bit, until they finally saw themselves without recourse but to become 
an hacienda peon.61 In other regions, such as northern Potosi, where the process 
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of hacienda expansion was less ferocious, Indian communities were able to 
maintain their intra-ethnic trade (principally barter), but decreased their 
involvement significantly in trade with outsiders. 62 

The information on the marginalization of the Andean Indians from the 
national economies by the late nineteenth century complements the political 
trajectory of the nation-state in the Andes as well. By the late nineteenth century, 
indigenous peoples had been effectively repressed in both Bolivia and Peru and 
were not integrated into the body politic. 63 Earlier in the nineteenth century, 
highland Indian peasants had played a large role in the politics of their respective 
countries and regions, though often they had to make their voices heard through 
rebellions. By the late nineteenth century, new versions of racism and social 
Darwinism restricted the political influence of indigenous communities.64 It was 
no accident that Andean Indians were rejected as full citizens in Peru and Bolivia 
at the same time they were marginalized economically. The lack of full citizen 
rights made it possible for the elites to attack the economic bases of indigenous 
livelihood and so destroy the economic vigor of the Indian communities. 

By the twentieth century, the model of vigorous ethnic economies, an 
extension of the late eighteenth century, had faded into a virtually forgotten 
past. Only at this point did the Andean Indian village economies begin to resemble 
Wolf's closed corporate communities. Interestingly, the community studies of 
anthropologists and research conducted by economic geographers in Latin 
America began only around the middle of the twentieth century, when indigenous 
economies had become marginalized. Their marginalization was often confused 
with a "traditional" peasant economy. Indeed, the models developed first for 
Mesoamerica were applied to the Andean region, where a similar development 
apparently had occurred.65 While there might have been a similar case of 
marginalization, I would argue that the Andean economy, with its important 
trade component, was more vital to the region than we suspected. Might it not 
be that the models developed by economic geographers working in Latin America 
and the Andes, which privilege the urban market and in which ethnic economies 
are marginal, only work for the twentieth century? In many respects, and 
especially on the level of Indian trade, these models do help us analyze the 
complex realities of the Andean economies during the "long eighteenth century," 
though as this study has shown, rural markets have their own dynamics. In fact, 
as the continual state of crisis in the twentieth-century Andean economies has 
shown us, we are finding out that the reliance on "modem" urban economies 
and the neglect of Andean ethnic economies, which developed over millennia 
to best take advantage of the rugged mountain terrain, are not always the most 
effective means to sustain the region's population. 
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