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Crowning Afro-descendant
Memory and Visibility in an
Indian/Mestizo Country
Bolivia’s Black King as Tradition, Symbol, Strategy, and Spectacle

Sara Busdiecker, Ph.D.
Bolivia may be better known for its llamas, snow-capped Andean peaks and
indigenous populist President than as a seat of African royalty. Yet Bolivia is
home to the only known African monarch in the Western hemisphere—and as
of last Monday, King Julio Pinedo is the first in his family’s regal Congolese
line to be officially recognized by the Bolivian state.
–Jean Friedman-Rudovsky

Bolivia made a rare appearance in Time Magazine in December 2007
with a brief article entitled, “Postcard from La Paz: Don’t Pinch the
African King.” In a December 3 ceremony presided over by the prefect of the department of La Paz, sixty-five-year-old rural farmer and
shopkeeper Julio Pinedo was crowned hereditary king of the Afro-Bolivian people—el rey afroboliviano (the Afro-Bolivian king). The article,
and the event it and other national and international news outlets
covered, cast a momentary spotlight on a tradition that had otherwise
been relegated to the memory of locals residing in and around the
rural community of Mururata in the country’s Nor Yungas province.
As the opening words of the Time article quoted above convey, this
Andean and Indian nation seems an unexpected place to find such
a figure.
In the years after that 2007 crowning, Julio Pinedo periodically
appeared at other public events and in the occasional news story. The
surprise that characterizes the tone of published accounts about Bolivia’s black king mimics the surprise long associated with the presence
of blacks and blackness generally in the context of Bolivia, a country in
which a majority of citizens identify as indigenous or, in slightly fewer
numbers until recently, as mestizos (i.e., of mixed Spanish and indigenous ancestry). The challenge of invisibility, experienced by so many
segments of the Afro-descendant population in Latin America at one
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point or another, has certainly been part of the Afro-Bolivian reality for
much of the population’s history. That history dates back to their arrival
in the 1500s alongside the Spanish explorers who enslaved them first
in the silver mines of Potosi and subsequently and more extensively, in
terms of numbers and duration, in agricultural labor in the Nor and
Sud Yungas Provinces.
It was only with the emergence of an Afro-Bolivian identity movement in the late 1980s that visibility, before the state and the nation,
192
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was collectively and systematically pursued. Now, thirty years after the
1988 founding of the first Afro-Bolivian organization, Movimiento Cultural Saya Afroboliviano (MOCUSABOL) in La Paz, the population has
established a presence and voice in various spheres of Bolivian cultural,
social, and political life. That achievement can be credited to varied
efforts by now numerous Afro-Bolivian activists, organizations, and
communities, both urban and rural, throughout the country. While
Julio Pinedo is not himself an activist or even a public figure outside
the context of special events he is summoned to attend, his 2007 public
crowning was one step along the road to establishing Afro-Bolivian
presence and voice. In fact, I would suggest that it is evidence of a particular kind of presence and voice that straddles a line between the
performative and the political. The former characterized much of the
first two decades of Afro-Bolivian collective organizing and, consequently, the construction of blackness in the Bolivian popular imagination during that period. The latter was hard fought for and arguably
only fully achieved with certain state
recognitions from about 2007 the black king was
onward and with the formation of
part of a telling of
the first nationally recognized and
representative Afro-Bolivian organi- difference. It was offered
zation, Consejo Nacional Afro-Boli- up as something Afroviano (CONAFRO), in 2010.
MOCUSABOL and most other Bolivians had that other
groups that appeared from the late Bolivians did not have.
1980s onward as part of the Afro-Bolivian identity movement harnessed the unique Afro-Bolivian song and
dance tradition saya to bring attention to black presence and cultural
difference in Bolivia. Through saya, Afro-Bolivians literally performed
themselves into the nation through their participation in Bolivia’s ubiquitous folk parades, patron saint fiestas, festivals, and folk clubs. So
central was saya to the Afro-Bolivian movement that, in many respects,
it hindered a more “political” black voice; that is, messages about blacks
being forgotten or invisible, or about the existence of discrimination
and socio-economic marginality, may have been lost in the face of
saya’s accessibility and appeal to viewers consuming it as strictly cultural
entertainment. Even as the Afro-Bolivian movement was, in its early
years, a cultural movement, its emphasis on saya meant that not only
were other elements of Afro-Bolivian experience overshadowed but so
too were other elements of Afro-Bolivian culture. The black king was
among those overshadowed elements.
I first became aware of the black king through conversations with
Afro-Bolivians in a small community near Mururata that I visited for the
first time in 1998. I have returned there on countless occasions since,
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staying anywhere from a few days, to a few months, to living there for
over a year and a half, all in an effort to understand the meanings and
experiences of blackness in that particular corner of Afro-Latin America. During those early visits, I recall the rey negro mentioned as part of
what almost seemed like an “inventory” of Afro-Bolivian differences. In
conversations and interviews, locals had a great deal to say about saya,
but less to say about the black king; nevertheless, the black king was
part of a telling of difference. It was offered up as something Afro-Bolivians
had that other Bolivians did not have. Now, some twenty years later,
the black king continues to be part of the narrative of Afro-Bolivian
difference, but the tradition has moved well beyond the memories
and tellings of Afro-Bolivians in the rural Yungas, to discussions among
urban Afro-Bolivian activists around the country and to public spaces,
including the 2007 coronation, and periodic print and televised news
stories. All of this represents a renegotiation of the original place and
meaning of the rey negro tradition.
A central concern when considering the black king tradition and
the struggle for Afro-Bolivian visibility is that, since the 1990s, the
black king has transformed from a local symbolic figure to a co-opted
performance. As strategy for visibility, it is deployed by Afro-Bolivian
activists seeking to publicly demonstrate tangible ethnic difference, and
as co-opted performance it is orchestrated by non-Afro-Bolivians for
touristic, journalistic, or other ends. Referring to the 2007 coronation,
Afro-Bolivian activist Marfa Inofuentes is quoted in the Time article as
saying, “It’s a glorious day for Afro-Bolivians. Today, Bolivia and the
world have to acknowledge that Bolivia is not just indigenous, it’s black
too.” Indeed, the event, captured in words as well as in photographs
of King Julio in royal attire, brought attention to black presence and
black difference (historical and cultural) in what is otherwise popularly known as an Indian or Indian / mestizo country. However, there
appears to be a disconnect between local narratives about the rey negro
and representations of the rey negro circulated in national and international media.
Black King, Indian Country
When Bolivia’s African descendants were counted as a distinct ethnic
group on the 2012 population census for the first time in over one
hundred years, a mere 22,777 Bolivians self-identified as Afro-Bolivian /
Afro-descendant, making them a fraction of 1% of the citizenry. It is
perhaps no wonder, then, that African descendant bodies have been
invisible in many places and spaces (both physical and discursive) in
this otherwise overwhelmingly indigenous / mestizo nation. The Time
article title “Don’t Pinch the African King” references a longstanding
194
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custom that by some accounts emerges from the rarity of seeing blacks
in Bolivia. The custom, popular among non-black Bolivians, involves
pinching oneself or the person one is near (or, apparently in the past,
pinching a black person) upon seeing a black person on the street. The
pinch is accompanied by the utterance, “suerte negrito” (“good luck little
black” or “little black good luck”). One explanation of the origins of
this custom is that it is so rare (and unexpected) to see a black person in
Busdiecker • Crowning Afro-descendant Memory195

this so very indigenous country that it is good luck if and when it occurs.
Afro-Bolivians complain that the practice turns them into amulets and
some activists seek to ban the utterance, arguing it is racist.
If an amulet is a token or ornament to ward off evil or to bring good
fortune, it is interesting to consider the ways in which Bolivia’s black
king might also serve as a token or ornament of sorts. Here, I have in
mind the way in which King Julio’s presence at public events seems
almost “decorative” rather than natural or essential. This is at least in
part because he seldom speaks and does not participate to the extent
that many Afro-Bolivian activists and community leaders do. While he
does not always appear in the conspicuous royal garb he had on at the
2007 coronation, when he does, there is an element of spectacle to his
presence. Bolivian designer Beatriz Canedo Patiño was asked to create
his outfit for the coronation. Based on “researching many robes of
kings of the Belgian Congo,” (all translations from Spanish to English
from articles and interviews are the author’s) she decided on, “a white
tunic, as used in Africa, but made of Andean textile, which is so ours.
The robe [on top] had to be red, of course, and we cut it from 100%
cotton and we put a border of a cloth similar to tiger skin. The crown
is gold and the same tiger skin, and the scepter is embossed in silver.”
The outfit, just like the coronation ceremony itself, is not something
normally seen in Bolivia, so it seems fair to ask, might this not “exoticize” or folklorize Afro-Bolivian-ness? A procession that included the
dancing of saya added to the performative and spectacle nature of the
occasion. When King Julio appears in his regular everyday clothing and
without any of that pomp and circumstance, but his attendance at a
gathering is announced, there still seems an element of performance
in the sense of highlighting the presence—or very existence—of this
uniquely Afro-Bolivian figure, the equivalent of which is absent in the
country’s over thirty officially recognized indigenous ethnic groups.
Bolivia is not, of course, a monarchy; it is a presidential representative democratic republic. In 2005, the country elected its first indigenous president, Evo Morales of the Movement Toward Socialism party.
Clearly, a black king in a socialist leaning indigenous / mestizo republic
is a point of distinction for Afro-Bolivians, and the distinction is all
the more noteworthy considering the perception of blackness prior
to the efforts of the Afro-Bolivian identity movement. If and when an
Afro-Bolivian presence was acknowledged prior, it was often assumed
that any difference was limited to skin color. In other words, there was
an assumption that Afro-Bolivians had culturally assimilated either to
the ways of Aymara Indians, alongside whom they lived and labored in
the Yungas for centuries or, alternatively, to the ways of the Spaniards
and mestizos under whom they labored during slavery and then during
forced servitude. Such circulating notions of assumed assimilation,
196
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when compounded with a general silence around the salience of race
and racism in the country, no doubt contributed to the invisibility of
the Afro-Bolivian population.
While it is true that Afro-Bolivians share much in common historically, culturally, and socioeconomically with Aymaras of the Yungas
region, there are differences in all of these realms as well. A hereditary
black king is one tradition that counters both the notion of complete
commonality and the experience of invisibility. This is not to say that it
has been the most prominent means of countering, as that distinction
goes to saya. In some ways, saya opened the door for a rebirth of the
black king tradition; in particular, a public and performative rebirth,
somewhat akin to what occurred with saya.
Origin Stories
By all accounts, the tradition of crowning a black king arose in Mururata
in the Nor Yungas province of Bolivia. This was the location of an
important slave-holding hacienda until abolition in 1851, and subsequently a hacienda powered by the forced labor and servitude of
blacks and indigenous peoples, until the Agrarian Reform of 1953.
Mururata, and the larger rural Yungas region in which it is located,
have historically been home to the largest concentration of African
descendants in the country. Beyond this agreed upon location, the
origin of the tradition—when and how it started—varies somewhat
depending on whom one asks, with most information emerging from
oral tradition as opposed to any written archival documentation. In the
face of the exclusion, until recently, of Afro-Bolivian history and presence in scholarship, curriculum, and the media—recognized spaces
of recording, remembering, and transmitting—community memory is
all the more important, an act of resistance to forgetting and erasure.
For Afro-Bolivians, it has proven essential to collective organizing as
activists have relied on the recollections of elders, in addition to their
own experiences, to (re)construct and document Afro-Bolivian history
and culture for themselves and for their efforts to achieve visibility.
The black king is just one tradition performed, remembered, told and
retold thanks to community memory.
One version claims that among the enslaved brought to work for
the Spanish land owner Ignacio Pinedo de Mustafar, Marques de Haro,
at hacienda Mururata in the late 1700s, there was a man of Congolese
origins who was the son of an African king. When his fellow enslaved
realized there was a prince among them, they began to treat him differently, most notably taking on extra work so that he would not have
to labor as much as they did. Eventually, a coronation ceremony was
arranged. It took place on the feast day of the black Catholic saint,
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San Benito (canonized in 1807), and because that falls near Easter, all
subsequent ceremonies celebrating the king or crowning a new king
were held on Easter. Regardless of the version, it is unclear whether the
coronation was initiated by blacks themselves or by the hacienda owner
as a means of appeasing them.
While this version suggests a succession of kings in Bolivia, and a real
genealogical connection to an African king, there is seldom specific
(i.e., named) reference to any before Bonifacio Pinedo (Bonifacio II or
198
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Rey Bonifaz), who was reportedly crowned in the 1930s. I say seldom,
because I found three written accounts of the tradition (one from a
folklorist, one from a historian, and one from a genealogist) that make
mention of an individual by the name of Uchicho who is described
as an ancestor of Bonifacio. Depending on the source, Uchicho was
either an enslaved prince who came directly from Africa in the 1600s,
or an enslaved black living in the early 1800s. As Afro-Bolivian activists
become acquainted with these written accounts, the name Uchicho is
entering into their own spoken version of the tradition.
Among the numerous Afro-Bolivians I have interacted with and
interviewed in and around Mururata over the years, many recounted
this version of the tradition’s origins. Representative of that recounting
are the words of twenty-five-year-old Daniel (this and all other interviewee names are pseudonyms), who explained in 2002:
They captured [slaves in Africa] without distinction,
all types, including princes. In this capture without distinction . . . just two princes arrived [to South America] . . . one to Bolivia. Kings didn’t arrive, but the sons
of kings . . . So the people here, the blacks, they realized
when the son of a king arrived amongst them . . . For
the blacks, this symbol was never lost because they kept
respecting the king, they continued to recognize him
even here far from their land . . .
Upon asking Daniel who came before the well-known king Bonifacio
Pinedo, crowned in the 1930s, in this royal lineage, he offered that:
Since the story began to be written, it simply speaks of
Bonifacio and onward. From there back there is not a
single book, not a single document, there is nothing
that confirms who his predecessors were. The elders
say that the king has always been among them, that they
always knew he was among them, or if not everyone
recognized him at least one or two did.
An additional element of this version is that it tells of the acquisition
of the original enslaved prince’s royal accoutrements—a long red rob,
a bejeweled golden crown, and a scepter—sometime in the 1700s. As
the story goes, upon the death of the enslaved prince’s father back in
Busdiecker • Crowning Afro-descendant Memory199

Africa, these items were sent to the king’s son in Bolivia. This same
version offers a confusing message about just where in Africa that king
was, as it often refers to him erroneously as a kikongo from Senegal or
alternates between reference to Senegalese and Congolese origins, as if
the two were one and the same. Regardless, it communicates an understanding of the black king tradition as one with unquestionable origins
in distant Africa. Referencing specific locations in Africa—Congo and
Senegal—and describing the arrival of material items directly from
Africa (the crown and other trappings) being just part of the narrative affirmation of indisputable African-ness (even while the trappings
sound very much like those associated with European royalty).
It is this version that, despite its historical inconsistencies and unlikelihood’s (such as a robe and scepter arriving from Africa), is repeated
and reproduced—performed through its telling—without question
or critique, in newspaper articles and folklore collections dating back
to the 1970s. In addition to being the preferred version of journalists,
folklorists, and their readerships, it is also the one that has been harnessed by urban Afro-Bolivian activists to not only draw attention to
the Afro-Bolivian population, but also to solidify the ethnic status of
the population. This narrative serves to counter that once prevailing
assumption that Bolivia’s blacks were different in skin color alone,
with no socio-cultural characteristics of their own. This version of the
origins of the black king tradition clearly emphasizes a direct connection to Africa and African heritage—to something ethnic, in other
words, if “ethnic” is understood as emerging from ancestry and cultural difference. Historian Narciso Binayán Carmona, who conducted
genealogical research to trace the tradition back several generations,
expressed caution regarding the popularly circulating folklorized versions, stating, “It is a great shame that American authors so love to mix
the picturesque . . . and a tiring sentimentalism to stories dealing with
blacks. This takes away clarity from the concrete narrations about the
history of this small monarchy of the Yungas.”
While receiving virtually no publicity, an alternative version of the
black king tradition does exist. I heard it from individuals living in and
around Mururata and read it in oral history transcripts. This version
suggests that the first king was simply a man, by some accounts a capataz (overseer), whom other blacks respected and admired and, most
notably, a man who managed to accumulate a large amount of money.
This distinguished him from Mururata’s black pongos (forced laborers and servants of the pre-agrarian reform period) and also caused
tension with the hacienda’s owner, who would normally have been
the only individual with any wealth of which to speak. The hacienda
owner expelled this individual from Mururata and he lived alone in a
peripheral neighboring area instead called Soledad. At some point,
200
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this individual purchased kingly accoutrements for himself, like a robe,
crown, and scepter, and was crowned king of the blacks.
With this version, there is again no reference to a specific king
before Bonifacio Pinedo—the one previously mentioned as having
been crowned in the 1930s—and by some accounts, the described story
refers, in fact, to him. Bonifacio Pinedo is still remembered by elders
in the Nor Yungas. They remember him as an individual and they
remember his Easter Sunday coronation. On the occasion, Bonifacio
wore a robe and crown, held a scepter, and sat in a special chair. There
was a procession in which he led the way followed by a priest, adults,
and saya groups from the communities of Mururata, Chijschipa, and
Tocaña. He threw coins that the children present ran to gather up. He
danced the Afro-Bolivian dance semba before the gathered crowd and
sang a saya he had written:
Al cielo me he de quejar, ay mi sentimiento
El que vive en Mururata es su desgracia
La fuerza del labrador, ya se acabó, ay
Causa de tanta tirania de los patrones.
To the heavens I have to lament, oh my sorrow,
He who lives in Mururata, it is his misfortune
The strength of the laborer is spent
Because of so much tyranny from the bosses.
Just one source of this version and these memories is Abuelo Carolos who, until his death in 2012, was a living archive of local history
and traditions. In a 2001 interview with him, when he was in his 80s,
he explained the following:
The grandfather Bonifacio Pinedo was king of Mururata, king of the blacks . . . He became king with his
work . . . because of that, they said he was king. That
one, he had money, I dare say more than a president,
that’s why he was king, because of his money. He had a
lot of work, he had a lot of luck. He worked with people, with one and all well, until the patrón of Mururata
threw him out of Mururata . . . So he went to live down
in Soledad . . . he made his house there. He made his
house, the only man who had calamina [aluminum
for his roof as opposed to thatch]—you could see
[his aluminum roof] from everywhere! That’s why the
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patrón threw him out, he said, ‘Since you have more
money than the patrón and everything, go down [to
Soledad]’ and he went down . . . Gathering, gathering, gathering his money, lending to one and another,
and one and another. Finally, he didn’t know what
to do with all this money and so he bought clothing
for a king. So he bought clothing for a king, with his
money, clothing for a king that not even a president
could buy because it cost a lot of money, a lot. A gold cane,
a gold cape, even gold shoes, a gold crown. You have
to see this king’s crown! So then they crowned him
like a saint, on Easter Day, the feast day of San Benito.
They put him on some sort of altar, they had him sit
there, they crowned him and from then on Bonifacio
Pinedo was king of Mururata.
This account breaks from the notion of a royal lineage, of a hereditary kingship traced back to Africa. Instead, it highlights exceptional
personal characteristics that led to one man being crowned—namely,
his ability to amass money and to garner respect. This was happening at a time, prior to the 1953 Agrarian Reform, when blacks were
in subservient positions relative to mestizos and whites, with little if
any possibility of holding positions of power or influence. This individual’s attaining the title “king,” in a local environment where he
was expected to be just another black laborer among many, was thus
noteworthy irrespective of whether or not there was any royal African
blood running through his veins. It also suggests that the high opinion
of the black pongos themselves mattered as it determined the fate and
status of one among them.
Regardless of version, according to locals, the king was never recognized outside of the Afro-Bolivian population of Nor Yungas, nor did he
hold any official or definitive power within that population. As elders
recount it, King Bonifacio’s role was more one of offering counsel or
giving advice, with his opinion held in high regard. He was present at
all community gatherings in and around Mururata, and a celebration
would not begin until he had arrived. With Bonifacio’s death in 1954,
the tradition of recognizing a king appeared to have died as well. His
sons, Manuel and Carmelo from his first marriage to Juliana Zabala,
and Juan from his second marriage to Cecelia Barra, would have been
his rightful successors, but all died before he did. The man who would
next be crowned, Julio Pinedo, was actually the son of Aurora, Bonifacio’s daughter with Cecelia Barra.
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Resurfacing and Renegotiation
It was only in April 1992 that the tradition of the black king resurfaced.
The idea to crown Julio Pinedo in 1992 was that of Martin Cariaga, an
urban white professional whose family then owned the former hacienda house in Mururata. He consulted some of the town’s elders who
remembered the coronation of Bonifacio II in 1932 and tried to recreate something close to that ceremony based on their memories. The
owners of the hacienda house donated a robe, crown, and scepter
for the occasion and the Afro-Bolivian song and dances zemba, baile
de tierra, and saya were performed. Unlike earlier coronations, this
ceremony was not for the sole benefit of the local Afro-Bolivian population but for an audience of outsiders. Newspaper articles that year
announced, “A King Crowned in Bolivia: Return of the Monarchy” and
“And Now Appears a Black King in Bolivia.” Camera crews from both
a European and a national television station were invited to attend. If
a performative or staged aspect of the event was not already apparent,
it was surely exposed by the fact that the ceremony was re-enacted on
another date for a TV crew that arrived from somewhere in Asia.
In an interview I did with Martin Cariaga in 2001, he expressed that
his motivation for seeing the tradition revitalized was a desire to promote tourism (possibly cultural tourism) in Mururata and through that
boost the local economy. He saw the presence and publicity around
an Afro-Bolivian monarchy as helpful to that end and was the one
who invited journalists to witness the coronation. So, rather than the
coronation emerging “organically” from the residents of the community themselves, there appear to have been elements of persuasion
involved—of locals to participate, of journalists to witness, of potential
tourists to arrive, and even of Julio Pinedo himself. Pinedo, who was
fifty at the time, was surprised when he was approached with the idea
of recovering the tradition. He vaguely recalled that his grandfather
had held the title of king during his childhood, but apparently it was
not something he had thought much about since.
The tradition appears to have lapsed back into collective memory
and oral tradition after the 1992 ceremony, which was subsequently
added to the telling of the tradition. An Afro-Bolivian from the nearby
community of Tocaña offered the following assessment, in 2002, of
that coronation:
Maybe that [coronation] was politicized . . . because in
reality, the coronation of the king had not been a desire
of blacks. It had been the desire of someone who had
too much money and he made his house there and
204
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arranged this coronation. But blacks didn’t suggest it,
no, because for blacks now the king is symbolism, nothing more . . . It doesn’t interest them to have a king there
[in Mururata]. So I don’t understand why they did that
ceremony . . .
Of course, news coverage of the event did not include perspectives of
that sort. That 1992 coronation appears to mark the start of a renegotiation of the king tradition, but one propelled by forces beyond
the community of Mururata and its residents. This is a point at which
the king tradition started a “life” outside of the community, through
periodic news stories from the 1990s through to the present, as well
as through periodic online and social media posts by travelers, and
rare public appearances of Julio Pinedo at events outside of Mururata. None of this, it is important to note, has been initiated by Julio
Pinedo himself. Nevertheless, stories about him and the tradition
circulated under titles suggesting his importance: “Julio Pinedo, the
Last King of the Blacks”; “His Majesty, the Black King” followed by
text stating, “In Mururata, Yungas there is a sovereign who rules the
destiny of the people of color;” and “A King Unites and Guides the
Afro-Bolivians.”
The next public event involving the king was the coronation in 2007.
Aligning with the preferred nomenclature of the time, the rey negro or
rey de los negros became known as the rey afroboliviano (the Afro-Bolivian
king), thereby asserting an ancestral and ethnic identity as opposed to
a strictly and apparently rootless color / racial identity. On that occasion, Julio Pinedo was again crowned but the ceremony was considered
official recognition because not only did it take place in the country’s
capital city, under the auspices of the departmental government, but
it was marked with a written resolution. Prefectural Resolution 2033,
approved on November 15 of that year, states that Julio Pinedo is “the
descendant of the First Slave King . . . who arrived to the Yungas . . . from
a tribe of the African Congo” and is recognized as Rey Afroboliviano, a
position deserving of “recognition, respect, and consideration” by the
Bolivian population as a whole.
This event was propelled by the actions of urban Afro-Bolivian activists and it appears, in part, to be an attempt to publicly and officially
demonstrate that the Afro-Bolivian population has its own “natural
indigenous authorities.” The legal recognition of such authorities is
included in the Bolivian constitution but is assumed to refer to the
country’s many indigenous ethnic groups (e.g, the mallku as leader).
Here begins, then, a new interpretation of the tradition whereby it
becomes legal and couched in language suggesting the king rules and
Busdiecker • Crowning Afro-descendant Memory205
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represents all Afro-Bolivians—his “subjects.” Muted in this public representation is the understanding that the rey is a symbolic figure without
real authority. Additionally, lost entirely in this public representation is
the fact that the tradition was tied to Mururata and nearby communities
in the Nor Yungas Province only and that Afro-Bolivians from elsewhere
were entirely unfamiliar with the tradition until the publicity around it
arose. Afro-Bolivians in the Sud Yungas Province, which has had a longstanding and significant black presence for centuries, often describe
being unaware as do residents of cities elsewhere in Bolivia. Twenty-fiveyear-old Yesica from Cochabamba, a city in Bolivia’s central valley
region, recalled, “When I was a teenager, maybe fifteen or sixteen, that’s
when I found out about it, from publications and such . . . It seemed so
impressive. It’s incredible to have an Afro-Bolivian king!” She went on
to say that it would be wonderful if his existence were more widely
known, “because there are many people who don’t know. In La Paz
there are a lot of people who know, because there’ve been publications
and the coronation and other activities, but in other parts of the country there’s not that familiarity with the tradition.” Such unfamiliarity is
not part of the public narrative though and, in portraying the rey as an
“Afro-Bolivian tradition” and the king as the “king of all Afro-Bolivians,”
a shared culture is assumed, imagined, and adopted. Renegotiation of
the tradition has meant adoption of the tradition by many; there is a
sense that it “belongs” to all Afro-Bolivians despite there being no indication that that was its intent or reality in previous generations.
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The public and official promotion of the king’s position was reinforced in July 2013 with a ceremony of recognition before the Bolivian
senate. On the occasion, after a procession around the Plaza Murillo
(site of the Presidential palace and other governmental buildings) that
included the king and a group of Afro-Bolivians dancing saya, Senator
Eugenio Rojas stated, “The Bolivian community and our Constitución
Política del Estado recognize the Pueblo Afroboliviano, therefore, we
must recognize its structure, organization, and authorities.” These
words pointed to the view that the king is an authority figure fundamental to the social structure of this population. A young Afro-Bolivian
woman in her twenties appeared on the evening news, after that event,
earnestly telling a reporter that “Julio Pinedo is our leader, whatever
he says, we do because he is our king.” When the news media is not
filming, and no dignitaries are in earshot, a different narrative emerges.
Locals in the Yungas will dismiss and even laugh at the notion that they
are in any way subjects of the king.
Some further elaborate that Pinedo
does not, himself, really do all that he has become part of
much on behalf of the Afro-Bolivian a public performance
people. This is not intended as a criti- of difference intended
cism but rather as an observation that
Pinedo is a reserved and soft-spoken to politicize Afroman not inclined to take center stage Bolivian-ness
or bring up his title himself. As twentyeight-year-old Katy explained, “He’s happy out there in the countryside.
He’s not interested [in being a representative]. Our king is laid back,
he’s not very political.” As more than one individual pointed out, if he
had a different sort of personality and agenda, he could be taking
advantage of his title for his own personal benefit. This is a criticism
directed at some urban activists by rural Afro-Bolivians, but not one
directed at King Julio.
Aside from his title, Julio Pinedo is like any other resident of his
rural community. He is a farmer of traditional use coca, like most
rural residents throughout the Yungas region. He is also a shop owner
of modest means. He has never initiated any of the events or public
appearances at which he has been present, nor has he called for any
special treatment. On the occasion of the 1992 coronation, he and
others recall that he had to be “talked into” being crowned. As those
who know him say, “he is a common ordinary person like anyone else.”
Nevertheless, he has become part of a public performance of difference
and one intended to politicize Afro-Bolivian-ness, thereby moving it
beyond skin color and beyond the music and dance related expressive
culture that was the focus of the early years of the Afro-Bolivian identity
movement.
Busdiecker • Crowning Afro-descendant Memory207

Another element of the tradition’s life outside of Mururata is a
website created in 2012 that pronounces itself “the official website
of the Casa Real Afroboliviana.” On close inspection and after actually speaking to Afro-Bolivian activists in La Paz and Afro-Bolivian
residents in and around Mururata (including King Julio himself) in
2013, it is apparent that this site had little if any input from members
of the Afro-Bolivian population itself. In fact, only King Julio seemed
aware of its existence and then just vaguely and after being shown
portions of it. It appears to be the brainchild of foreigners associated
with various embassies, in particular a Spaniard who appears to have
named himself “chancellor of the Afro-Bolivian monarchy.” In that
capacity (until his death in 2013), he met with dignitaries in various
locations in Africa, purportedly communicating royal news and honors on behalf of Julio Pinedo. Photos of those meetings are viewable
on the website. The names of both the self-appointed chancellor
and his successor, Señor Don Francisco Manuel de las Heras y Borrero and His Excellence Señor Don Miguel Dongil y Sanchez, were
entirely unfamiliar to all the Afro-Bolivians with whom I have communicated since the website first appeared. Yet, on that website they are
presented as official representatives of the Afro-Bolivian monarchy,
holding between them the titles of Chancellor of the Royal House,
Representative of His Majesty for Foreign Relations, Communication
Advisor, Great Chancellor of Africa of the Royal Order of Merit of
Prince Uchicho, Great Chancellor of America, Great Chancellor of
Europe, and Chronicler King of Arms. Such titles clearly have nothing
to do with the original rey negro and the activities of these supposedly
official representatives never feature in the telling of the tradition’s
present by Afro-Bolivians themselves.
As with the identity and titles of the official representatives, the text
and images that make up the website are quite a departure from the
reality of the tradition on the ground in Bolivia. For instance, it displays
and explains a royal flag and coat of arms, neither of which have ever
been a part of the rey negro tradition; they are pure inventions by the
site’s creators and totally unfamiliar to locals. Additionally, on hearing
the site’s use of “Casa de Pinedo” or “Casa Real” (House of Pinedo or
Royal House), many Afro-Bolivians in La Paz and the Yungas (to whom
I described the website) thought this wording meant the literal house
in which Julio Pinedo lives as opposed to its intended meaning of the
monarch and monarch’s descendants (i.e., the royal dynasty). While
that sort of language might be familiar to those acquainted with European monarchies, it is not the sort of language used by Afro-Bolivians
in relation to their king.
The Casa Real Afroboliviana website and the activities surrounding
it seem like a striking case of co-optation. As such, it compels questions
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regarding representation. Afro-Bolivians have fought for visibility,
but what happens when elements of that visibility are based on re-
inscription of a tradition outside of its original context or, as in the
case of the website, an invention by individuals with no real connection
to the population itself? On hearing a description of the website from
me, Juan, a nationally recognized Afro-Bolivian activist in his thirties,
remarked, “I don’t agree with use of the term ‘Afro-Bolivian community’ [by the people behind this website] and the raising of funds [in
the name of the community] that go we-don’t-know-where . . . All these
initiatives of coronations and the website have come from third parties, not the Afro community. Cariaga in his moment, the government
of La Paz in another moment . . . Many have made this their political
project.” Tomás, another prominent activist said, “Everyone wants to
get something out of or make money in the name of this [rey negro]
situation.”
The Casa Real Afroboliviana website seems symbolic of the separate
life the rey negro tradition has taken on in the twenty-first century. It is
a life lived apart from not only Mururata, the town where it originated
and is remembered, but also from the king himself. The foreigner who
designated himself chancellor of the Afro-Bolivian monarchy “took the
story” and told it in distant African countries, “performing” as a dignitary engaging in diplomacy of sorts through written communications
and honors (in the form of plaques and ribbons) he presents supposedly on behalf of Julio Pinedo. When combined with the black king
tradition’s written, photographed, and circulated existence through
journalists, travelers (for whom Mururata and Julio Pinedo are stops
on a rough and removed route through a rural region not necessarily
outfitted to receive such visitors), and others, its separate life is all the
more apparent.
The new and separate life need not be read only in terms of
co-optation or misrepresentation. The rey negro is, after all, helping
Afro-Bolivians defy or transcend the centuries-long real and imagined spatialization of blackness to the rural Yungas region. Defiance
of that spatialization actually began with the physical migration of
young Afro-Bolivians out of the Yungas and into urban centers like
La Paz, Cochabamba, and Santa Cruz beginning in the 1980s as
they sought to complete their education and find employment. The
rey negro tradition’s journey out of Mururata, Nor Yungas, through
publications, ceremonies, photographs, etc., parallels that migration
journey. It was that migration that birthed the Afro-Bolivian identity
movement, which is now participating in the renegotiation of the
rey negro.
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Public Pomp and Circumstance or Private Remembering
and Recounting
The rey negro tradition was born during a period in which blacks were
marginalized and exploited. It resurfaced during a period of collective
organizing on the part of Afro-Bolivians to establish a presence and
voice before the state and within the larger nation. During slavery and
pre-Agrarian Reform, the figure of a black king, even if limited to a
rural community and its immediate surroundings, would have been a
rare display of individual status and an opportunity for celebrating
collective difference. The socio-political landscape of Bolivia has
changed; now, such displays and opportunities are more numerous and
farther reaching. The official recognition of el rey afroboliviano by the
Bolivian state is actually just one among a number of signs of not only
reversal of the longstanding invisibility of the Afro-Bolivian population,
but of the population’s inclusion as
both a distinct ethnic group and an
The official recognition
equal part of the citizenry. The
efforts of Afro-Bolivian activists, of el rey afroboliviano
community leaders, and everyday by the Bolivian state is
citizens led to these changes.
In 2009, Afro-descendants and actually just one among
their rights were specifically named a number of signs of the
in the newly ratified Bolivian conpopulation’s inclusion as
stitution. In 2010, an Afro-Bolivian
was elected to the national gov- a distinct ethnic group
ernment for the first time (Jorge
Medina was a deputy in parliament), followed in subsequent years by
other Afro-Bolivians in prominent positions in national, departmental,
and municipal government (e.g., Mónica Rey Gutiérrez as supranational deputy). The Law against Racism (Law 045) was ratified that
same year. 2010 was also the year that the first nationally recognized
Afro-Bolivian organization was founded, CONAFRO. Notably, in addition to being distinct from all other Afro-Bolivian groups by virtue of
having participants and elected officers from rural and urban organizations and communities across the nation, CONAFRO is distinct
due to its prioritizing issues other than expressive culture (i.e., saya);
instead, it focuses on questions of health, employment, education, land
ownership, etc. that establish a socio-political visibility as opposed to a
purely cultural and performative visibility. In 2011, Law 138 declared
Afro-Bolivian saya to be Cultural and Intangible Historical Heritage of
the Pluri-national State of Bolivia. Law 200 was passed that same year,
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establishing September 23 Día Nacional del Pueblo y la Cultura Afroboliviana (National Day of the Afro-Bolivian People and Culture). In
2012, Afro-Bolivians were counted as a separate ethnic category on the
national census for the first time since 1900. In 2015, an Afro-Bolivian
curriculum was introduced as part of the new regionalized school
curriculum tailored to the ethnic identities of student populations in
accordance with the 2010 Education Law 070. The rey afroboliviano is
mentioned in that curriculum. In 2016, Law 848 declared it the start
of the Decade of the Afro-Bolivian People.
All of these are new and varied spaces of Afro-Bolivian visibility. It
remains to be seen what these and other similar developments will
mean to the real lived experiences of blacks in Bolivia. And it remains
to be seen what will become of the black king tradition in this changed
socio-political landscape. What will become of a figure whose position
is based solely on lineage when there are now numerous individuals
chosen and elected by their communities and organizations and by
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others to positions of influence? Activist Tomás suggested in 2014,
“King Bonifacio could have been interesting during his time, but I
think, for me, [the king tradition] is not transcendental for us now.
It doesn’t, let’s say, represent something important as far as gaining
positions of decision making.” Activist Daniel, considering the tradition
within the larger context of Afro-Bolivian achievements throughout the
2000s, shared the following analysis:
I don’t want to offend, but I don’t think we can continue
to have a colonial [king] figure in this time of descolonización (decolonization). People are starting to ask,
aren’t we in the time of descolonización and not feudalism? Why continue with a King? I find myself explaining
many times that the representation of the king is only
symbolic and that he doesn’t have any real power over
the Afro people. However, we must inform the population that the Afro-Bolivian king is a recognized character
that, in his time, has helped in this process of strengthening [the Afro-Bolivian population] . . . But I repeat,
according to the principles of descolonización, there is
no one person who has privileges [above others] . . .
The Afro-Bolivian king does not enjoy any privileges . . .
Considering Julio Pinedo and his wife Angélica Larrea never had
children of their own, a simple passing on of the title is not a given. They
raised Julio Pinedo’s nephew, Rolando, but as some point out, Rolando
is not a direct descendant and he apparently has Aymara ancestry in
a more immediate past than anyone believes King Julio himself does.
With this in mind, Tomás offered, in 2014, “I personally don’t think it’s
important whether or not there continues to be a rey. There are more
important things. [The rey] is for memory.” Activist Daniel said, also in
2014, “I think this [King Julio] is the last Afro-Bolivian king.”
With the succession of the king’s title less than clear and the spaces
for Afro-Bolivian visibility multiplying and diversifying, the pomp and
circumstance of the 2007 coronation and 2013 senate ceremony may
not be repeated many more times in the future. Instead, the future
may see the tradition return to “private” community memory and live
on only in conversations. If this was what the life of the tradition was in
previous generations and if this is what it returns to, how then might its
significance be understood or explained? Afro-Bolivians in and around
Mururata report that theirs is the only black king in the Americas,
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something proclaimed in (among others) a 2013 article published in
Argentina’s La Nación magazine under the headline, “The Last King
of America.” Locals have established a narrative of this tradition that
puts it in conversation with Africa (e.g., a prince arrived from Africa, his
father sent his robe from Africa, etc.), but does not put it in conversation
with other locations in the Americas. The way it is told, it makes them
different from other Bolivians and it makes them different from other
Afro-Latin Americans. “He’s the only king in Bolivia, in South America,
so for us I think its a point of pride . . .” offered Katy. Having said all that,
the tradition of crowning a black king is not unique to Bolivia but is, in
fact, found throughout the African diaspora, though not necessarily in
the hereditary sense promoted in this national context.
The version of the tradition suggesting a genealogical link to an
African king offers a real and symbolic link to Africa and a shared African past, embodied by the rey negro. The symbolic link is an important
component of black king traditions found elsewhere in the Americas.
Historian Elizabeth Kiddy, referring to Kings of the Congo in Brazil,
notes exactly this, saying, “The ties to a remembered past forge a shared
identity for community members, defining, deepening, and strengthening their bonds with one another and to their pasts.” She goes on
to say that the link to Africa that the Kings of the Congo represent is
a mythic one insofar as Afro-Brazilian communities have, “created a
ritual memory tied to an African past, but one that is distinctly and
uniquely Brazilian.” The same could be said of the rey negro in Bolivia,
although depending on which origin story is subscribed to, the symbolic power of the man holding the title of rey negro may emphasize
either his unusual status during a historical past when blacks were
denied positions of authority or, alternatively, to the connection to a
real, speculated, or imagined Africa or African tradition.
A December 6, 2017 article in the British paper The Guardian offers
an update on the ten-year anniversary of King Julio Pinedo’s 2007 public coronation in La Paz. Under the title “Bolivia’s Afro King Leads a
Long-Neglected Group Stepping out of the Shadows,” it speaks of “Julio
I’s crown and leopard-trimmed robe rarely seen in the humble grocery
shop he runs with his wife, Queen Angélica, in a small jungle village in
rural Bolivia.” It goes on to credit, in part, “Piñedo’s [sic] offices” for
advances experienced by the Afro-Bolivian population. The reality is,
as the discussion here has tried to convey, far more complicated than
that. The article includes several inaccuracies (the characterization of
Mururata as a “jungle village” is just one), but one quote is interesting
as the role of the tradition is up for debate. Zenaida Perez, the twentyfive-year-old coordinator of the Afro-Bolivian Language and Culture
Institute (part of CONAFRO) is quoted as saying, “Without doubt the
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king’s role is important. He represents much of what our Mother Africa
has left us.”
“Respect for the rey is more about respect for his ancestry,”
twenty-something Mari says. Katy expresses, “Even though I’m not
personally in strong agreement with the monarchy, we have to take
hold of the things that are there, turn them into positives . . . see how
we can handle the representation [of the king]. What do we want to
do with the representation that’s important? How are we going to
handle it? How are we going to use it? . . . Because it’s an important
representation [of the Afro-Bolivian people], after all.” Daniel asserts,
“We don’t feel the need to continue with the rey. I think it’s more
important for the books [and saying] ‘look, they have a king.’ . . . We
recognize the significant work the rey has done, even if just to awaken
the curiosity of the international community, the national community,
and the Afro people.” Even as the present and future roles of the rey
afroboliviano are being contemplated and (re)negotiated by members
of the Afro-Bolivian community, the memory and its power remains. In
generations past, when Bolivia’s blacks were largely overlooked in this
country “better known for its llamas and snow-capped Andean peaks,”
there was, in the rural community of Mururata, an Afro-Bolivian king.
Regardless of the details surrounding how the tradition has or has not
been practiced, the fact that its existence is remembered—passed on
through tellings and retellings—demonstrates that Afro-Bolivians have
found multiple ways to face the challenge of invisibility and defy the
threat of historical and socio-cultural erasure.
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