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ABSTRACT 
Since the 19th century, child labour has been regarded as a problem in the West. This perception has 

led to a vast amount of research where researchers have investigated the external causes leading to 

child labour. Researchers have investigated child labour through a top-down approach in which 

adults have sought to understand child labour through other adults. Hence, a holistic understanding 

of child labour where the children’s perspective is included and the internal mechanisms that give 

rise to child labour is comprehended, does not exist. Moreover, since the West regards child labour 

as a problem, many international development policies with the aim of reducing child labour, have 

also been adopted. Nevertheless, these policies have applied a one-size-fits all approach in which 

the local context is not taken into consideration. These policies have neglected to take the desires of 

the children into consideration before they were drawn up.  

 

This study seeks to understand the very essence of child labour through a bottom-up approach to the 

phenomenon. Child labourers and other local actors anchored in the local context of El Alto, 

Bolivia are given a voice, and thereby add to the adult and Western based understanding of child 

labour. Through this approach, the paper attempts to bridge the gap between the Western perception 

of child labour and the on-the-ground realities. The findings may serve to illustrate why a one-size-

fits all approach does not present a reliable description and analysis of the child labour 

phenomenon. 

 

Based on empirical findings, this paper seeks to understand the underlying mechanisms that 

reproduce child labour in El Alto, Bolivia. Using the system of terminology introduced by Pierre 

Bourdieu and the theory of discourses, this paper claims that there is a habitus of working among 

the children in El Alto, which is reproduced through early socialisation and discourses.  

 

The study finds that many of the children start to work because they grow up in poor families where 

their economic contribution is important for the wellbeing of the family and, in some cases, even 

for the survival of the household. Moreover, in the indigenous communities in El Alto, work is 

considered an important activity in the family and the children therefore take part in the economic 

activities of the family from an early age. Work is an important part of the socialisation process in 

the family and it is likewise, considered an important way for the children to acquire skills.         
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An important finding, which questions the prevalent Western perception of child labour as a 

problem, is the fact that the children liked to work. The children enjoyed the various benefits, such 

as independence and buying power, they acquired through their work.  Another important finding in 

the study was that many of the children used their work as a means of being able to attend school. 

This likewise challenges the Western perception of child labour and schooling as being two 

irreconcilable entities. 

 

In summing up, by including children and local knowledge in the research process, this study has 

found that there are a whole array of mechanisms that reproduce child labour in the context of El 

Alto and that the children do not perceive their work as a problem. The study has attempted to 

reveal that the phenomenon of child labour is more complicated than the problematic images 

created by a single-minded Western perception and hopefully the study can add more nuances to 

our current understanding of child labour.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
During my studies in Business and Development at CBS it has often been emphasized that context 

matters. Irrespective of whether a business is entering a new market or an international organisation 

is initiating a new project abroad, knowing the field is important to achieve success when entering 

into a new context. Nevertheless, international policies on development often apply a one-size-fits 

all approach that does not take context into consideration (Andrews, 2013).  According to Andrews 

(2013) development is complex and thus simple solutions do not exist. Yet, donor agencies and 

international institutions often show a neglect of context in their approach to development (Ibid.).    

 

But why does context matter when designing development policies? As this master thesis marks the 

end of my studies in Business and Development, I wanted to use my dissertation to investigate why 

context matters. Hence, I started to look for a specific angle from which I could explore why a one-

size-fits all approach to development is not appropriate.  

1.1 Motivation 
As part of my studies I worked as a Danida Business and CSR intern at the Royal Danish Embassy 

in La Paz, Bolivia. During my six-month stay, I travelled around Bolivia with the embassy, and 

during my holidays, I travelled with friends that I met in La Paz. I visited the big cities in Bolivia, 

indigenous communities in the Amazonas, rural areas in the highlands etc., and no matter where I 

went, I noticed that children were working everywhere. They were shining shoes, selling candy and 

baked goods on the streets, harvesting, herding sheep and llamas, cleaning cars, etc. When I went to 

the desert in Tupiza, I even saw a small kid responsible for conducting horseback riding tours for 

tourists. I have travelled to many developing countries, but I had never been to a place where child 

labour was so prevalent. It seemed that child labour was simply part of everyday life in Bolivia and 

that people had no moral concerns about buying goods and services from the kids. “This is the 

reality we live in” was the usual reply I got when I asked locals about their opinion on child labour. 

While I lived in Bolivia, I began to investigate the topic in a global context and found, not 

surprisingly, that from a Western perspective, the main cause of child labour is assumed to be 

poverty (ILO, 2017a). Bolivia is among the poorest countries in Latin America, which therefore 

would explain the vast amount of child labourers in the country. However, as I learned more about 

Bolivian history and culture during my stay, I discovered that the explanation consisted of many 

more layers. When I came back to Denmark I realized that I wanted to delve deeper into the topic of 
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child labour in a Bolivian context. I therefore started to do some research in order to reach a point 

of view for my analysis of the subject and arrived at the following.  

1.2 Problem Area 
Child labour has existed for ages, but for many years it was not considered a problem that children 

worked. Child labour was considered a necessity for the survival of the family and a way for the 

children to acquire skills that would sustain them in the future. Nevertheless, as modes of 

production changed in the Western world during the 19th and 20th centuries, a demand for white-

collar workers increased (Mitra, 2014). The need for white-collar workers and an increasing 

awareness of the children’s working conditions led to a new discourse in the Western world in 

which child labour was presented as a problem and schooling was portrayed as the solution (Ibid.). 

This new perception of child labour led to a whole array of international policies, with the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) as the driving force, in which the aim was to eliminate 

child labour.  

 

Around the 1960’s and 1970’s, child labour was increasingly seen as a social and economic 

problem which led many researchers to investigate the issue. Their research methodologies were 

shaped by the new Western discourse and, as such, researchers approached child labour as a 

problem (Ibid.). However, perceiving a social phenomenon as a problem is problematic when we as 

researchers conduct research. As Mitra (2014) states, “the moment we slot an issue as a problem, 

we tend to ignore a whole range of perspectives” (p.25).  

 

In the case of child labour, children themselves were left out of the research process and thus the 

children’s own perspective of child labour is almost absent in academia. The fact that child labour is 

not understood through children themselves leaves policymakers and donor agencies with a one-

sided understanding of the phenomenon, which creates a gap between policies and the on-the- 

ground realities. Moreover, as a result of ignoring the children in research, we do not know their 

desires, the perception of their own lives, and whether they themselves consider child labour as a 

problem. Hence, there does not exist a holistic understanding of the phenomenon in which the 

children’s perspective is taken into consideration and which can guide policies in the area of child 

labour. As Mitra (2014) states, “what a child thinks about his or her own situation is crucial for any 

decision taken for them” (p.37).   
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Since 2000, the number of children between the ages of 5 and 17 involved in child labour has 

decreased from 246 million to 168 million on a global scale (IPEC, 2013). According to the ILO, 

this decrease has primarily been due to economic growth and policies that have been implemented 

to eliminate child labour (Ibid.). Yet, the rate of progress is far from equivalent to the number of 

initiatives taken, which suggests that the policies lack a holistic understanding of the phenomenon 

(Mitra, 2014). In Bolivia, the last census made by the National Institute of Statistics of Bolivia 

(INE) states that there are 848,000 children between the ages of 5 and 17 engaged in economic 

activity. Yet, according to experts, the number of child labourers is not decreasing in spite of 

poverty being cut to half and the GDP per capita tripled over the last 10 years in Bolivia (The 

Danish Embassy, 2016). The many governmental and NGO initiatives have likewise not been able 

to reduce the number of child labourers in the country. This suggests that a disconnection between 

policies and on the ground realities also exists in a Bolivian context. In other words, when 

addressing this issue, there may exist underlying mechanisms of the phenomenon that we do not 

fully comprehend.  This leads me to the following research question: 

 

How is child labour reproduced in El Alto, Bolivia? 

 

With this question I seek to understand the underlying mechanisms that reproduce child labour in 

the Bolivian area of El Alto, and thereby build a bridge between policies and on the ground realities 

in this context. In this paper, the term reproduction refers to the mechanisms that give rise to and 

sustain a social practice within a society over time. I seek to answer the research question through a 

bottom-up approach in which children will be included in the research process and thereby be given 

a voice in the research. The bottom-up approach builds on the ideas of Manfred Liebel (2004), who 

argues that children should be included in the research process. Including the children in the 

research will add to the current adult based understanding of child labour and aid NGOs and 

policymakers to design policies that take into consideration the desires of a child labourer and their 

social reality. A further introduction to Liebel is given in chapter two. Moreover, in order to 

increase the holistic and contextual understanding of child labour in El Alto, I will include a whole 

array of local experts as informants in the research.   

1.3 Hypothesis 
The research question will be answered using the concepts set forth by Pierre Bourdieu as his 

system of terminology aids in understanding the underlying dynamics which reproduce social 
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practices within a society (Wilken, 2006). Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which he describes as a 

set of dispositions that the individual act upon, will be the main guidance in the analysis (Ibid.). 

Habitus is applied as the main concept, as it illustrates how the early socialisation shapes an 

individual’s practices and makes people accept their reality (Swartz, 2002). Bourdieu (1993) 

describes habitus as follows, “It’s a kind of transforming machine that leads us to ‘reproduce’ the 

social conditions of our own production” (p.87). As I seek to understand how the practice of child 

labour is reproduced, Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is useful to answer my research question.   

 

In a study of child labourers in India, Dakhina Mitra (2014) applied the concepts of Bourdieu in 

order to understand how child labour is normalised in the Indian society. Through Bourdieu’s 

system of terminology, Mitra (2014) generated a comprehensive understanding of how the socio-

cultural context leads to a habitus of working among children in India. Mitra (2014) further found 

that discourses play a pivotal role in the construction of a habitus of working among the children. 

The theory of discourses will therefore be added to this study in order to understand how the social 

practice of child labour is reproduced. Mitra’s study has been a great inspiration prior to my 

research endeavour, and a further description of how my study builds on her research will be 

discussed in chapter two. Moreover, in the same chapter, Bourdieu’s concepts and the theory of 

discourse are introduced in order to illustrate how these theories will be applied in my analysis. 

 

Based on Bourdieu’s system of terminology and the theory of discourse, my hypothesis contends 

that there is a habitus of working among children in El Alto, which is formed through early 

socialization and discourse.  

 

Bourdieu argues that habitus is constructed at the individual, collective and societal level and the 

following sub-questions are therefore set forth to understand how a habitus of working children is 

constructed at these three levels (Wilken, 2006). The following sub-questions will guide the 

analysis. 
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Individual (part 1) 
• Why do the children start working and how do they arrive at the decision that they must 

work? 

• Why do the children decide to remain in the labour market?  

Through these sub-questions I seek to understand the childrens´ motives for working as well as 

understand how they perceive the phenomenon of child labour. This type of knowledge will clarify 

how they make sense of their reality as well as illustrate how the children themselves construct a 

habitus of working.  

 
Collective (part 2)    

• How do the indigenous people living in El Alto perceive the terms child, childhood, labour, 

child labour and family? 

• How do these perceptions lead to a habitus of working among the children? 

Since habitus is formed by the norms and values that exist in a society, the second part of the 

analysis seeks to shed light on how the culture of El Alto contributes to the construction of a habitus 

of working. I regard child labour as a social construction, and through the sub-questions above, I 

seek to understand how the people in El Alto construct a natural acceptance of child labour.   

 
Societal (part 3) 

• How are the child labourer’s dispositions in habitus reproduced through the secondary 

socialisation in the educational system in Bolivia?  

• What is the government doing to address child labour?   

• How does the Bolivian government portray child labour in their official discourse and how 

does the discourse reproduce child labour? 

The last part of the analysis seeks to generate knowledge of how the institutions in Bolivia 

reproduce child labour. According to Bourdieu, the societal institutions play a decisive role in 

legitimizing and reproducing social structures, such as poverty, in society (Wilken, 2006). 

Moreover, Bourdieu states that dispositions in habitus are reproduced in the societal institutions and 

especially in the educational system. Hence, this part of the analysis seeks to analyse how the 

educational system is reproducing child labour among the children in El Alto. Furthermore, since it 

is through the power of language that social practices are legitimized, this part of the analysis will 

analyse how the official discourse of the Bolivian government portrays child labour.  
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1.4 Location of the research 
The peri-urban city of El Alto has been chosen for the investigation due to the characteristics of this 

area. Firstly, the vast majority of children between the ages of 5 and 17 work in El Alto1.  Secondly, 

many indigenous people have migrated from rural communities to El Alto. The population in this 

area is therefore primarily of indigenous origin and corresponds to the majority of children who 

work in Bolivia, who are likewise of indigenous origins. Hence, understanding the phenomenon of 

child labour in this area will give us an insight into the Bolivian indigenous peoples’ perception of 

child labour as a whole. A further description of Bolivia and El Alto will be included in chapter 

four.  

1.5 Assumption and Delimitations   
Prior to presenting the delimitations, I will set forth an assumption for this research. As I already 

have touched upon, the vast majority of literature on child labour views child labour as a problem. 

However, in this paper child labour will be approached as a phenomenon and not problem. I have 

chosen to make this assumption in order to enter the subject with an open mind and thereby 

understand the different perspectives of child labour without drawing any early conclusions. 

 

In the following, I will set forth the delimitations of this paper. Child labour in Bolivia exists in 

various forms and can be grouped into three main sectors. 

1. The agricultural sector is the sector where most children work. Although most Bolivians 

nowadays live in urban areas2, more than 60 percent of child labour is found in the 

agricultural sector in the rural areas of Bolivia. The main activities are planting and 

harvesting of corn, Brazil nuts and sugarcane, and raising cattle (ILAB, 2015). 

2. The industrial sector includes work such as the mining of gold, zinc and tin, and the 

production of bricks. Approximately 8 percent of child labour is found in this sector (Ibid.)  

3. The service sector includes all types of street work such as vending, shining shoes and 

cleaning cars. Included in this sector are also children employed in domestic service. 

Approximately 22 percent of child labour is found in this sector (Ibid.). 

 

                                                
1 There does not exist any official data on the amount of child labourers in El Alto. In general there 
exist very little official data on child labour in a Bolivian context. 
2 In 2015 the urban population accounted for 68,5 percent of the total population (CIA, 2017). 
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The emphasis of this thesis will be on the service sector, since this is the sector where most children 

work in El Alto. Hence, children working in the agricultural- and industry sector will not be 

included in this thesis. Furthermore, while the paper seeks to understand context matter in regard to 

policies on child labour, I do not seek to make a policy analysis.  

1.6 Thesis outline  
This chapter has shed light on the fact that Western discourse, in which child labour is regarded as a 

problem, has shaped how the child labour phenomenon has been researched. I pointed out that since 

child labour is examined as a problem, there does not exist a holistic understanding of the 

phenomenon. This, in turn, creates a gap between policies on child labour and on-the-ground 

realities. In order to understand child labour from within, I have set forth a research question 

through which I seek to understand the mechanisms that reproduce child labour in El Alto, Bolivia.  

 

To answer the research question, the structure of the thesis is as follows. In chapters two and three 

the literature on child labour will be presented as well as the theoretical foundation of this research. 

Thereafter, in chapter four, the underlying philosophical assumptions of this research are presented, 

as well as the applied methods to answer my research question. Chapter five presents the findings 

before analysing how child labour is reproduced in El Alto. This is done by applying Pierre 

Bourdieu’s concepts and the theory of discourses. Lastly, chapter six sets forth the conclusions 

which have been drawn as well as the implications for future research.    

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
In this chapter, the literature on child labour in social sciences is presented. The aim is to give an 

overview of how the child labour phenomenon has been examined and what type of knowledge 

exists in the field. Based on the review, the shortcomings in the literature will be introduced. Then, 

an approach to address these shortcomings will be set forth. The last part of the chapter will present 

how the social constructions of childhood, child work and child labour are defined in the literature 

and, subsequently, I will set forth how these constructions have implications for my research. 

Firstly, however, I will briefly introduce the shortcomings in the literature and hereafter illustrate 

how these shortcomings have led me to conduct my research on the works of Manfred Liebel 

(2003; 2004) and Dakhina Mitra (2014). 
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Reviewing the literature illustrates several shortcomings in the literature on child labour. First of all, 

methodological approaches to understanding the child labour phenomenon have mainly been top-

down, leaving the children out of the research process (Mitra, 2014). Secondly, child labour 

research lacks a sound theoretical understanding, which has created a gap between theory and 

practice (Liebel, 2004). Thirdly, scholarly research in Bolivia is deficient. These shortcomings have 

led me to a research endeavour in which I seek to understand the underlying dynamics that 

reproduce child labour through the children themselves and through other local actors who work in 

the field of child labour in a Bolivian context.  

 

Hence, this paper relies to a great extent on the research approach applied by Manfred Liebel3, who 

among scholars advocates a bottom-up approach in child labour research. Liebel (2004) asserts that 

children should be given a voice in the research on child labour, as they are fully capable of 

expressing their own desires and interests. He further argues that child labour is a social 

construction and, as such, research should take into consideration its socio-cultural context (Ibid.). 

As stated earlier, my research also builds on the research presented by Mitra (2014) whom, by 

applying a child centred approach, sought to understand child labour in India as seen through the 

eyes of child labourers. By applying Bourdieu’s concepts, she sought to understand how people 

made sense of the child labour phenomenon in an Indian context. Moreover, she used the concepts 

to analyse how the children in India reached the conclusion that they must work. Mitra (2014) 

concluded that there is a habitus of working which is constructed through societal discourses. 

Mitra’s conclusion led me to build a theoretical foundation in which I apply Bourdieu’s system of 

terminology and the theory of discourses. The theoretical foundation of this research endeavour is 

presented in chapter three.  

2.1 Research on child labour in sociology  
In this section, the literature review will reveal how the child labour phenomenon has been 

researched in the field of sociology. It will be illustrated how the Western notions of a child and 

childhood have led to research in which the child labour phenomenon has been investigated through 

adults instead of through children themselves.  

 

                                                
3 Manfred Liebel has written numerous books and journal articles on child labour. Many of his 
empirical studies are conducted in Latin America and his works have therefore served as a great 
inspiration prior to my research endeavour.  
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“In order to work with children it is necessary to consider what it means to be a child and how 

childhood is perceived as a defining entity” (Blerk, 2006 p.52). Definitions of children are 

heterogeneous, as there exist many different perceptions around the world of what it means to be a 

child. In the West, age or psychological and biological features are often used to demarcate children 

from adults, whereas in many other societies social and cultural factors are used to define childhood 

as well (Rodgers & Standing, 1981).  Yet, in social sciences phenomena involving children are 

mainly researched based on the Western perception of childhood, which have led researchers to 

apply research designs and research tools that are less appropriate to the study of children (Blerk, 

2006). Hence, researchers have not identified the needs of children since the Western perception of 

childhood implies that adults know what is best for the children (Ibid.).    

 

The early notions of childhood within Western social sciences have perceived children as ‘less’ 

than an adult and not a ‘full’ member of society due to children’s limited psychological and 

biological capabilities (Ibid.). Within this perception, two views of childhood are predominant. The 

first one sees children as innocent and in need of protection. Children are vulnerable human beings 

and, as such, their childhood must be preserved. The second view emphasises that children are 

wicked and therefore need to be disciplined and corrected (Jenks, 1996). Both views rest on the 

notion that children are “incomplete beings that need to be shaped by adults” (Blerk, 2006. p.53).  

In general, children are characterized by what they cannot do instead of what they can do (Ibid.).  

 

The Western notion of childhood, according to Liebel (2004), is a social construction, which 

impedes children’s opportunity to shape their own lives as independent social actors. The 

construction entails a relationship of power where adults dominate children. The systematic 

exclusion of children from remunerated employment is part of that social construction (Liebel, 

2004). Similarly, Raman (2000) states that the construction of childhood “effectively insulated 

children from economic and community life” and that the entire discourse on children’s rights is a 

discourse formed by adults (p. 4056). Nieuwenhuys (1996) further argues that there is a paradox 

between children’s everyday work practice on the one side and the condemnation of child labour on 

the other. By denying the children’s capacity to take on valuable work, the children are put in a 

position of dependency where they rely on entitlements from the state, yet one must question 

whether the state is fulfilling its mission (Ibid.).      
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The Western idea that children lack ‘adult’ capabilities has led researchers to adopt an approach 

where adults are questioned about children instead of understanding ‘reality’ through children 

themselves (Boyden & Ennew, 1997). Conducting research about children’s experiences based on 

answers from adults will exclude the social interactions and culture that are particular to children 

(Blerk, 2006). Salazar (1995) stresses that including children should be a minimum requirement 

when researchers seek to understand children’s reality. In addition, Blerk (2006) emphasises that in 

the interest of overcoming the Western and adult-based assumptions of what constitutes childhood 

“it is important to do research with children rather than on children” (p. 53).   

 

The perception of children as a vulnerable entity is recently being challenged in academic writing 

by the ‘new social studies of childhood’ which attempts to change this understanding (Blerk, 2006). 

This new wave in academia is re-focusing the understanding of childhood experiences arguing that 

childhood is socially, culturally, politically and economically constructed (Ibid.). By applying the 

conceptualisation of the new social studies of childhood, research can gain insight to the meaningful 

and valuable experiences of children’s lives (Ibid.). 

 

Scholars, such as Nieuwenhueys (1996), Schildkrout (2002), and Liebel (2004), placed children at 

the core of their research by exploring the children’s perception of working. They also emphasise 

the importance of studying child labour in the socio-cultural context where it takes place. Liebel 

(2004) argues that the prevailing perceptions of child labour in most literature are irreconcilable 

with the lived experience of the child labourers. Moreover, Liebel (2004) emphasises that several 

researchers have been surprised when they realised that children were positive about their own 

work.   

 

The above-mentioned researchers challenge the notion of children as a vulnerable entity and instead 

see children as capable of expressing their own thoughts. By adopting a child-centred approach, 

research can add to the understanding of how children perceive their own work (Liebel, 2004). 

 

NGOs and other international organizations also apply a child-centred approach in their research 

(Mitra, 2014). However, Liebels (2004) argues that these organizations regard children as objects 

without the capabilities of being able to think on their own or to speak up for themselves. He further 

emphasises that methodology has not been given adequate considerations in child labour research, 
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and he urges for thorough theoretical analysis in child labour research to understand their actions 

and judgements (Liebel, 2004).   

 

Within sociology, most researchers have applied a top-down approach due to the conceptualisation 

of children as a vulnerable entity. However, a child-centred approach, where the children speak for 

themselves, is slowly gaining momentum in empirical studies, and my research seeks to build on 

the latter.  

2.2 Research on child labour in the field of economics    
Another field that has contributed with extensive research on child labour is the discipline of 

economics. This section will review how the child labour phenomenon has been regarded within 

economics and will illustrate how this has shaped the type of knowledge that exists.  

 

A substantial part of the literature on child labour began to appear around the 1980´s and 1990’s, 

with scholars analysing the child labour phenomenon in a historical perspective (Mitra, 2014). 

Researchers such as Fyfe (1989), Nardinelli (1990), Weiner (1991) and Cunningham et al. (1996) 

were interested in understanding how macro economical dynamics, and policies influenced the 

degree of child labour during the industrial revolution in Europe. Nardinelli (1990), on the one 

hand, argued that change in market conditions led to a decline in child labour, whereas Weiner 

(1991) contended that the situation was caused by legislation, citing policies on education as the 

most important ones. Fyfe (1989), in a similar vein, found compulsory education as an important 

explanation for the decrease in child labourers. Scholars such as Basu and Van (1998a) also 

explored the macro economical factors influencing the incidence of child labour. In order to 

illustrate the relation between macro economical factors, such as household income, and child 

labour, Basu and Van developed various equilibrium diagrams.  

 

Ito (2005) argues that three types of inquiries dominate the empirical research within child labour. 

These are the causes of child labour, the effects child labour has on human capital development and 

the effects of policies on child labour.  These approaches illustrate the macro-centred perspective in 

child labour research. A general approach from researchers has been a pursuit to determine the 

correlation between child labour and other variables such as health and literacy rates (Mitra, 2014).   
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Mitra (2014) states that since policies can be considered to be an important tool to decrease child 

labour, much research in economics has been conducted in order to find new possibilities to spark 

change.  The researchers’ objective was to solve the ongoing riddles within development policy and 

thereby improve the lives for the poor.  

2.3 Shortcomings in the literature  
Children in the age group from 0-14 years of age represent 26 percent of the world population and 

nearly half of the world’s population is 24 years old or under (United Nations, 2015). Thus, to 

understand issues of social relevance, research should focus on children or at least incorporate them 

in their research approach (Blerk, 2006). The absence of children in the research enquiries on child 

labour is among the inadequacies that emerge when reviewing the literature in social science. The 

following section will delve further into these shortcomings and put forth how I intend to address 

these in my research.  

 

A review of the research conducted in the field of economics illustrates that a quantitative approach 

to child labour and its links to variables such as poverty, school attendance and literacy has been 

dominant. While such types of studies aid to grasp the phenomenon of child labour at an external 

level, they lack a contextual portrait and an understanding of the underlying dynamics of child 

labour. As Mitra (2014) states,  

 

 Researchers and policy makers, […], have done a brilliant job at the external surface 

 of the child labour phenomenon, that is, they have explored every possible macro 

 issue in this domain. But I think this precisely is one of the primary drawbacks of [the] 

 entire gamut of literature on child labour (p. 36).      

 

In this regard, Nieuwenhueys (1996) and Schildkrout (2002) argue that there is a need to understand 

the dynamics at a micro level, since the children’s perception of their own situation is important 

when decisions are taken for them. Similarly, Boyden and Ennew (1997) state, “Children’s voices 

are seldom heard in research and yet it is important to know what they think and do in order to plan 

effective interventions” (p.16). If politicians and NGOs want to address child labour, the 

phenomenon also has to be understood at the core.   
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The review of the literature within sociology illustrated that the issue of child labour is mainly 

researched through a top-down approach. Excluding children as informants in the research does not 

give a holistic picture of the dynamics that reproduce child labour. Many reports exist on child 

labour conducted by researchers working on the behalf of NGOs which add to the understanding of 

the issue from a more practical and society based point of view. While these types of research 

explore real-life situations of child labourers, Liebel (2004) emphasises that many of these studies 

have theoretical and methodological weaknesses.  

2.3.1 Scholarly research in a Bolivian context  

On a global scale, a vast amount of literature exists on child labour. Yet, despite a significant 

amount of child labourers in Bolivia, a limited amount of academic papers on child labour in 

Bolivia have been published. A thorough research on various journal databases4 illustrates that 

scholarly research on child labour in Bolivia is lacking. In the literature that does exist on child 

labour in Bolivia, the two main themes are the recent labour law concerning child labour5 and the 

role of education in relation to child labour. Hence, further research in a Bolivian context is 

necessary in order to grasp how child labour is perceived among child labourers and society in 

general, and thereby understand how it is reproduced. Adding to this understanding will aid 

politicians and international organizations to develop sound policies to improve the lives of child 

labourers in a Bolivian context.  

 

The aim of this study is to add to the current understanding of the child labour phenomenon and 

address the shortcomings that I found in the literature on child labour. Child labour is a complex 

phenomenon and since child labour is a social construction, the local meaning attached to the 

phenomenon is important to uncover Hence, my research attempts to understand the dynamics of 

child labour through children themselves and other actors deeply rooted in the context of El Alto. 

Moreover, my study aims to bridge the gap between theory and practice in child labour research, 

and thus I will in the following section attempt to build a sound theoretical foundation that will be 

used to analyse if my hypothesis stands valid. Prior to embarking on my theoretical foundation, I 

                                                
4 I have used Business Source Complete, Libsearch and Worldcat as sources to find academic 
literature on child labour in Bolivia. Moreover, I asked my interviewees if they had any academic 
papers, but Rubén Mayta, among others, stated that there is very little academic literature on the 
subject in Bolivia.  
5 The law will be described in section 4.10 
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will enlarge on the conceptualisation of child, childhood, child work and child labour in child 

labour research, and put forth how they will be defined in this research.   

2.4 Defining child, child work and child labour  
As touched upon in the literature review, the meanings attached to being a child and childhood 

depends on where you are in the world and hence no standard definition exists (Mitra, 2014). In 

some cultures, a clear demarcation between a child and an adult exist, whereas in others, the 

distinction is blurred (Mitra, 2014). Raman (2000) states that the transition from child to adult in 

non-western societies is “fluid and less traumatic” as the world of a child and the world of an adult 

is similar and “characterized by greater inter-generational reciprocity” (p.4056). He emphasizes that 

children are often seen as part of the larger unit, be it clan, tribe or family (Ibid.).  

 

In countries in the Western world, child labour is condemned, as childhood is perceived as a distinct 

phase of life where being a child is confined to play and schooling (Raman, 2000). Raman (2000) 

argues that the Western notion of childhood is a construction dating back only a few centuries, as 

childhood was perceived differently in earlier times. Development in the West led to a new 

perception of child labour, a perception where child labour was seen as damaging to the children, as 

it deprived them of a safe childhood. Nevertheless, in non-western countries, the level of 

development, access to resources, culture etc., has given them another perspective of childhood. 

Raman (2000) states,  

 

 The very definition of who constitutes a child is problematic. There is no 

 universal experience of childhood. Definitions of children along with the diverse

 childhoods that children across the world experience are social constructs which  are 

 the result of a complex interplay of historical, social and cultural factors (p. 4096).  

 

In a similar vein, Ike and Twumasi-Ankrah (1999) argue that the definition of child labour is only 

meaningful when it is culturally relevant. In some cultures, light work is seen as a socialization 

process for the children (Basu & Van, 1998b; Boyden & Ennew, 1997; Nieuwenhuys, 1996). 

Hence, it is important to take cultural and societal factors into consideration when defining these 

terms.  
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The previous section has illustrated that the terms child and childhood are social constructs with 

different meanings attached to them, depending on the socio-cultural context. The following section 

will put forth how the terms are defined in this paper and how it shapes my research subsequently.  

2.4.1 Child  

As illustrated, the notion of a child is heterogeneous and hence a child can be defined either by 

applying biological or psychological features, age, legal terms defined by governing institutions or 

by the social status that the individual has in the family or society. No matter which of the 

determinants I decided to use, contradicting definitions would appear both on a global and local 

level. However, prior to my empirical study, I aim to conduct interviews with research participants 

who are 17 years of age or under, and hence this age group will be defined as children in this 

research. Using age as the construct for what constitutes a child secures a scope as I initiate my 

empirical investigation. Nevertheless, during my field study, I will seek to understand the definition 

of a child through the local mindset. This will be an aid to understanding the phenomenon of child 

labour based in its context.  

2.4.2 Child work vs. child labour 

Just as the term child can be seen a social construction, such is also the case for child labour and 

child work, and thus numerous definitions exist. It is important to understand these terms, as they 

describe different types of activity. Hence, in the following I will seek to illustrate how these terms 

differ from each other. With that said, the terms child labour and child work are not completely 

black and white and, thus, grey zones exist.   

 

Standing (1999) is among the authors who has attempted to distinguish the terms from each other. 

He describes work as a rounded activity in which the creative and analytical thinking of the human 

being is applied. Moreover, he states that work implies an individual and social element and an 

interaction with objects such as tools, and with people and institutions. Fyfe (1989) emphasises that 

work, which is not too taxing, may be beneficial for the child. Work that is properly structured can 

serve as a gradual transition for children from childhood into adult life. Child work is perceived as a 

socialization process wherein the children learn the social and cultural norms and patterns.    

 

Labour, on the other hand, is conceived as a distinct circumstance. The word labour derives from 

the Latin word laborem, which implies distress and trouble (Mitra, 2014). Mitra (2014) sets forth 
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the term alienation as useful in understanding the differences between work and labour. Alienation 

signifies the loss of autonomy or loss of control in working, and thus relates to the term labour. 

Hence, labour is understood as activities which are involuntary and where a narrow set of mental 

and physical attributes are used (Standing, 1999). Child labour is thus perceived as activities that 

restrict the children’s development of physical, psychological or intellectual capabilities (Ibid.). 

Child work, on the other hand, can be seen as activities which enhance or promote the children’s 

physical, mental and social development, and which do not interfere with other activities such as 

schooling and play (Lieten, 2002).  

 

These distinctions between child work and child labour are similar to the ones applied by the ILO. 

The ILO defines child work as activities that do not interfere with the children’s schooling nor 

affect their health or personal development. Moreover, activities such as assisting in the family 

business, doing chores with the parents or earning pocket money after school can be positive for the 

children (ILO, 2017b). Such work can contribute to their development, as it provides them with 

skills and experience which aid them in becoming productive members in society as they enter adult 

life (Ibid.) ILO, on the other hand, defines child labour as the type of activities that deprive children 

of their childhood, their dignity and their potential. Child labour is activities that are detrimental to 

the children’s development as it harms them physically, mentally and socially. Moreover, the ILO 

defines child labour as activities that deprive children of the opportunity to attend school, requires 

them to combine their schooling with long working hours or obliges the children to leave school at 

an early age (Ibid.).    

 

These definitions illustrate some of the attempts which have been made to understand the terms 

child work and child labour, and how scholars and organisations have attempted to differentiate 

between the two. While these definitions give an idea of the differences, they also illustrate a 

distinction between the two can be somewhat vague. For instance, when is helping around the house 

beneficial for children’s development and when is it detrimental? Or, when is children’s work part 

of a socialization process and when is it exploitation? As Mitra (2014) asserts, the definitions of 

child work and child labour have one limitation in common, namely who decides whether the 

activity is valuable to the child or not. A child working long hours in the streets of El Alto may be 

perceived as detrimental to the child’s development by an outsider, whereas the child, his her or her 

parents and society may perceive it in a different manner. For the remainder of this thesis the term 
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child labour will be applied, but it must be emphasised that this paper does not regard child labour 

either as detrimental or beneficial to the child. Instead, I seek to understand the phenomenon with 

an open mindset through the eyes of the children themselves and other local actors.  

 

The previous sections have illustrated the fact that the central terms child, childhood, child work 

and child labour are social constructions and therefore carry different connotations depending on 

the context. The constructionist undercurrents of these terms allows me to make a connection to the 

theoretical concepts developed by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu sees reality as socially 

constructed and, through his concepts, he seeks to understand how people’s social contexts shape 

their practices. For this reason, his concepts are useful in understanding how child labour is 

reproduced in the context of El Alto. In the following section I will introduce the concepts that will 

be applied in this research and set forth how they will be used as an overall framework to guide my 

analysis.     

3. THEORETICAL FOUNDATION   

3.1 The concepts of Pierre Bourdieu   
The work of Pierre Bourdieu has been epoch-making within social studies and his system of 

terminology has thus been used as the foundation for many researchers investigating social 

phenomena. Yet, due to the complexity of Bourdieu’s scholarship, it can be difficult to completely 

comprehend the meaning of his concepts based on his original works. Scholars such as DiMaggio 

(1979) and Jenkins (2002) have even criticised Bourdieu for his use of abstract and paradoxical 

sentences, as it impedes the understanding of his works. Hence, to get an extensive understanding 

of his system of terminology, this thesis builds on Bourdieu’s own works as well as interpretations 

made by other scholars such as Nash (1990), Swartz (2002), Wilken (2006), Grenfell (2007) and 

Prieur et al. (2014). While the complexity of Bourdieu’s works makes it difficult to fully 

comprehend his system of terminology, I still found his concepts were useful with respect to 

answering my research question.  

 

Bourdieu developed his concepts by observing the social phenomena he wanted to understand 

(Wilken, 2006). Hence, he argued that his concepts were not developed out of thin air, but emerged 

from the empirical data that he gathered (Grenfell, 2007). Central to his work is the attempt to build 

a bridge between theory and empiricism, and his concepts are thus useful for the purpose of my 
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study. The system of terminology that Bourdieu introduces is useful in understanding the 

underlying dynamics of a social phenomenon in so far as his concepts seek to deconstruct the 

construction of social reality (Mitra, 2014). Wilken (2006) further states that the concepts he 

developed are central to understanding social life. She emphasises that these concepts are not static, 

but that they take form when applied in empirical research (Ibid.). Thus, through my empirical 

research and an application of Bourdieu concepts, I seek to understand the underlying dynamics that 

reproduce child labour in El Alto. The following will introduce his concepts. First of all, I will 

elucidate the philosophical foundation of Bourdieu’s work, as his philosophical position is central 

to understand his concepts.   

3.1.1 Overcoming the opposition between objectivism and subjectivism  

Fundamental to the concepts developed by Bourdieu’s work is his attempt to overcome the 

dichotomy in social science between objectivism and subjectivism. Objectivism argues that external 

structures in society, such as social class or poverty, determine individual action, whereas, 

subjectivism contends that actions are based on rational individual calculation (Prieur et al., 2014). 

Bourdieu argues that objectivism falls short of explaining human action due to the absence of 

agency (Ibid.). He repudiates the view that individuals are conformist to a set of normative rules. 

Instead, people reflect on the social world they live in and these reflections form their actions 

(Wilken, 2006). People negotiate, violate and bargain norms and rules to satisfy their own interests, 

contingencies and desires (Swartz, 2002). On the other hand, Bourdieu also opposes the subjectivist 

view regarding behaviour as a deliberate subjective choice, since this views neglects the influence 

imposed by society. Through the concepts of field and habitus, Bourdieu seeks to illustrate the 

dialectical relationship between subjective phenomena and underlying structures. He argues that 

both subjectivism and objectivism are important in understanding how social life is produced and 

reproduced (Wilken, 2006). Bourdieu stresses that social reality is created in the interaction 

between objective structures and the subject (Ibid.).  

3.1.2 Habitus  

Through the concept of habitus Bourdieu introduces his first ‘theory’6 to understand human 

practices (Wilken, 2006). In Bourdieu’s system of terminology, habitus refers to a system of mental 

and corporal dispositions that structures how an agent thinks, acts and perceives the world (Ibid.). 
                                                
6 Bourdieu is critical of describing his work as a theory (Wilken, 2006). Instead he considers his 
work as ‘thinking tools’ that can be applied in empirical research, and hence this paper will either 
use the word concept or thinking tool when I refer to his system of terminology.  
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The concept is therefore useful in understanding how the children make sense of their reality and 

why they act as they do. Habitus is incorporated through a socialization process wherein the early 

socialization is significant for the dispositions that the individual will act upon (Wilken, 2006). 

Children will inherit the societal norms and values, and hence the group’s habitus is reproduced. As 

such, habitus is the product of structure while it also reproduces structure (Bourdieu, 1990b).  

 

Bourdieu states that an individual’s habitus is “durable but not eternal” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992 p.133). Change in habitus can happen if there is a change in the agent’s environment (Wilken, 

2006). Habitus will develop throughout an individual’s life as people encounter new situations 

(Swartz, 2002). However, the perception of new experiences will always be based on the agent’s 

initial understanding of the world (Prieur et al., 2014). A child’s early experiences are therefore 

defining for his or hers habitus.  

 

Wilken (2006) states that the objective structures, such as social class, are unconsciously 

internalized, which happens through experience rather than through explanation. As such, habitus 

becomes a person’s tacit knowledge, which guides behaviour unconsciously as internalised ‘second 

nature’ (Bourdieu, 1990b). As defined by Bourdieu, habitus is “society written into the body, into 

the biological individual” (Bourdieu, 1990a p.63). Habitus adds meaning and value to a social 

group and, in essence, defines how the members make sense of the world. It thereby creates an 

illusion of what appropriate practices are. As explained by Bourdieu (2000), 

 

 illusio does not belong to the order of explicit principles, theses that are put 

 forward and defended, but of action, routine, things that are done, and that are done 

 because they are things that one does and that have always been done that way 

 (p.102).  

 

Habitus thereby helps in understanding why working many hours is considered to be the ‘right’ 

thing to do in some groups, whereas in other groups, spending time with the family is what ‘makes 

sense’ to the group’s social practices (Prieur et al., 2014). Phenomena therefore need to be 

understood in relational terms. As Grenfell (2007) argues, in order to comprehend phenomena, they 

need to be seen in regard to their social spaces, relationships and positions.    
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Wilken (2006) elucidates that habitus is individual, collective and societal at the same time.  

Habitus is individual because each agent has a unique history. Habitus incorporates the individual’s 

experiences, and people understand the restriction imposed by society as personal choices. Habitus 

is collective because it is incorporated in a social environment where a common understanding 

exists. Dispositions are therefore formed by the social expectations. Lastly, habitus is societal 

because the actor’s dispositions are reproduced through socialization, which takes place in the 

societal institutions, such as the school system. The societal aspect of habitus is what makes people 

take societal inequalities for granted (Wilken, 2006).  

 

Hence, in order to understand a person’s habitus, the individual, collective and societal aspect needs 

to be grasped. As such, the analysis will investigate how each of these three aspects forms a habitus 

of working among the children in El Alto. At the individual level, the analysis will look into how 

the children’s early experiences form a habitus of a working child. The collective part of the 

analysis will explore how the local norms and values in El Alto are reproducing a habitus of 

working children. Lastly, the societal part of the analysis will look into how habitus is reproduced 

through a secondary socialization process in the societal institutions in Bolivia. The societal part 

will mainly look into how the educational system reproduces child labour in Bolivia. Bourdieu 

perceives the educational system as one of the most influential institutions in the reproduction of 

social order (Wilken, 2006).    

 

Through the concept of habitus, Bourdieu attempts to illustrate how a meaningful reality is 

constructed based on people’s social conditions. That is, through the early socialization process 

children will start to make sense of the world and essentially perceive their living conditions as just.  

Through habitus, Bourdieu seeks to explain the social inertia in society and the concept is therefore 

useful in understanding how social practices are reproduced. Hence, for this thesis, the concept is 

useful for answering my research question, and the concept is therefore a fundamental part of the 

analysis.   

3.1.3 Field  

While habitus explains the background of how people act as they do, a field is the social arena 

wherein the human practices take place. A field can be anything from the field of media or politics 

to a smaller microcosm such as a community or a family (Wilken, 2006). Bourdieu defines a field 

as a locus of relations in which people have different positions, and each field is characterised by a 
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shared set of values and rules (Ibid.). People’s position in the field depends on the rules that exist in 

the particular field, the individual’s habitus and his or her economic, social and cultural capital. The 

criterion for a field is that something is at stake, that is, there is something that people find worth 

fighting for (Ibid.) Within a field people seek to be recognized and to alter their positions, and, thus, 

there are constant battles to gain more influence and capital among the members of the field. 

Bourdieu emphasises that in each field there are agents who dominate and agents who are being 

dominated, all depending on the agent’s social position in the field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 

In addition, each field has its own mechanisms for reproduction, which sustain the power relations 

(Mitra, 2014).   

 

For this thesis, the concept of field aids in understanding how the shared set of rules and the 

children’s position produce a habitus of working among the children in El Alto. Examining the 

values in El Alto will shed light on how the children seek recognition. Above all, the concept of 

field will aid in understanding the mechanisms that reproduce child labour.   

3.1.4 Doxa  

Two factors influence the dynamics in a field. The first of these is doxa. Doxa is the common belief, 

values and implicit rules that everyone takes for granted in the field. It works as indisputable 

premises, which people in the field act upon (Wilken, 2006). Doxa is constantly being reproduced 

and is the reason that agents perceive social phenomena in society as natural. Bourdieu argues that 

doxa derives from the socialization that takes place in the agents surrounding environment.  

 

In his famous work, La Distinction, Bourdieu (1989) explains how doxa can impose restrictions on 

an individual’s action. The taken-for-granted beliefs in the social field impede social mobility and 

perpetuate the ‘sense of belonging’ to a certain social position in the field (Bourdieu, 1989). Hence, 

members born into a specific social status or social group will accept this reality. Wilken (2006) 

further emphasizes that it is due to the doxic understanding of the world that people accept a life in 

poverty without recognizing that alternatives exist.  

 

In this paper, the concept of doxa will add to the understanding of how common beliefs, values and 

implicit rules of El Alto influence the social practices of the children in the community. By 

analysing the doxa in El Alto, the paper will shed light on how children learn to accept the reality of 

being a child labourer.  
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3.1.5 Forms of capital  

The second factor that influences human practices within a field is that of capital. Capital can be 

inherited, and, thus, it is important to understand the agents’ socio-cultural history (Wilken, 2006). 

According to Bourdieu, capital is any resource or competence that is acknowledged within a social 

field and it is the composition and degree of capital that defines the agent’s social position (Prieur et 

al., 2014). Bourdieu initially sets forth three different types of capital that an individual can possess, 

namely economic, cultural and social capital. The first type of capital, economic capital, consists of 

money and other financial assets (Ibid.). Since money is a tangible asset, they are easy to transfer 

from one generation to the other, which creates wealth within a family.  

 

The second form of capital is cultural capital, which refers to education, intellect and style of 

speech. Cultural capital is transferred by the family and by the school (Wacquant, 2008). Cultural 

capital is transmitted predominantly through the primary pedagogical work in the family (Wilken, 

2006). The children inherit the family’s history, culture and social position in the field through the 

daily interactions in the household such as eating together, doing chores, etc. (Ibid.). Hence, this 

type of cultural capital is primarily transmitted implicitly from one generation to the other. 

Bourdieu argues that the cultural capital transferred in the family is of most importance as it aids the 

individual in obtaining more cultural capital in the educational system (Ibid.).  

 

Cultural capital is central in Bourdieu’s system of terminology as it illustrates how social order is 

reproduced through societal institutions. The educational system, for instance, legitimizes and 

institutionalises a certain type of knowledge, and thereby marks a distinction between the ones who 

have cultural capital and the ones who do not (Ibid.).  

 

The third type of capital is social capital. Social capital is the sum of resources that an individual 

gains through his or her social network, such as friends, families, institutions, etc. Access to 

influential networks is therefore important for the individual’s social position. The different types of 

capitals are inter-related in the sense that one of type of capital can be used to assimilate another 

kind of capital, for example utilising money to get access to higher education (Prieur et al., 2014). 

Hence, poverty in one type of capital impedes an agent’s opportunity to acquire capital of another 

kind.       
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Bourdieu, moreover, introduces symbolic capital that refers to the ability to convert the earlier 

mentioned forms of capital into other types of value, moral for instance (Wilken, 2006). Bourdieu 

sees symbolic capital as an essential source of power (Ibid.). When an agent has symbolic capital 

and uses it against someone who has less in order to alter their actions, they are exercising what 

Bourdieu refers to as symbolic violence (Ibid.). Symbolic violence is the imposition of thoughts and 

the perception of social reality upon dominated groups or people, who then regard the social order 

to be just. Through symbolic violence, the dominated groups incorporate the social structures, such 

as poverty, to be natural. Incorporated categories of perception serve as a means for the dominant 

groups to dominate the subordinate ones. Wilken (2006) emphasises that symbolic power implies 

that both the agents who are exercising power and the groups who are being dominated fail to 

acknowledge that a display of forces are taking place. Perceptions of the world become an objective 

truth and the groups who are dominated accept the social order as it is (Ibid.). The creation of an 

objective understanding of reality takes place through language, which thereby produces and 

reproduces the social stratification in society.   

 

The practising of symbolic violence is formalised through what Bourdieu refers to as ‘pedagogic 

action’ (Wilken 2006). ‘Pedagogic action’ consists of the different types of information or teachings 

of how the world is organized.  It takes place through institutions or relations that transmit the 

dominant culture to future generations. A certain worldview is shared, for example, through child 

rearing in families, teaching at schools, knowledge produced by universities, news in the media, etc. 

which people incorporate as an objective truth (Ibid.). It is through ‘pedagogic action’ that doxa is 

reproduced, which again sustains consensus between the field and the field members’ habitus 

(Ibid.).   

 

In part 1 of the analysis the concept of capital will be applied in order to analyse the social position 

of the children in the field of El Alto and how this position has lead them to work. Examining the 

children’s degree of capital will further aid in comprehending their practices as well as how it 

impedes their opportunities. In part three of the analysis, the concept of cultural capital will be 

applied in order to analyse how the educational system in Bolivia creates child labour in El Alto.  

Moreover, I will apply the concept of symbolic violence in order to illustrate how the children learn 

to accept reality as it is. In regards to symbolic violence, the theory of discourses will be applied in 

order to shed light on how the children incorporate the social structures as a part of their habitus.  
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The concepts of habitus, field and capital assist in understanding human practices and are thus used 

as this thesis system of terminology (Swartz, 2002). Bourdieu (1992) did not seek to make a grand 

theory with the introduction of his different concepts, but instead to establish a set of thinking tools 

that would take form when combined with empirical research. Thus, the concepts will be applied as 

such, a set of ‘thinking tools’ that can guide the analysis of my empirical data.  

3.1.6 Language as power 

While discourse is not a central part of Bourdieu’s work (Mitra, 2014), Bourdieu (1991) touches 

upon the importance of discourses in his book Language and Symbolic Power. In this work he 

states that discourses work as a structured and structuring medium and he further asserts that 

language is a medium that can be used as a force to control power (Wilken, 2006). It is through 

discourses that human beings construct social reality and a particular view of the world (Jørgensen 

& Phillips, 1999). It is also through the view of the world that some practices become natural in a 

society while other practices become inconceivable within that particular context (Ibid.). Hence, for 

this thesis, the theory of discourses adds to the understanding of how a habitus of working is 

constructed among the children and how the children accept their reality as a child labourer. 

Furthermore, Hardy and Phillips (2002) argue that discourses in society produce and legitimize 

reality. Hence, for this thesis, adding the theory on discourses can elucidate how child labour is 

legitimized in a Bolivian context.  

3.2 Bourdieu and discourses as an overall framework      
The theoretical foundation has thus far introduced the concepts of field, habitus, capital, doxa and 

symbolic violence, which as an overall framework will be applied to analyse the underlying 

dynamics that reproduce child labour in El Alto. Habitus, however, will be used as the main concept 

of the analysis of child labour in El Alto.    

 

Moreover, the theory of discourse will be applied as well in coherence with Bourdieu’s concepts. 

Discourses add an important dimension to the work of Bourdieu, as they illustrate how social 

practices are produced and reproduced through the power of language. The theory of discourses, 

therefore, adds to the understanding of how a habitus of working children exists in El Alto.  
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4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1 The foundation of research  
The literature review illustrated that the child labour phenomenon, for the most part, has been 

studied through a top-down approach. As such, a holistic understanding of the phenomenon is 

lacking. The following chapter will illustrate how I seek to understand the phenomenon of child 

labour through a bottom-up approach in which I intend to acknowledge and expose the views of the 

children and their community. Moreover, the epistemological and ontological stance of this 

research will be based on the notion that child labour is a social construct. In this chapter I 

furthermore seek to demonstrate how this research intends to bridge the gap between theory and 

practice. I will, throughout the chapter, assess the strengths and weaknesses of the methodological 

choices in regards to answering the research question.     

 

The first part of the chapter will elucidate the foundation, which this research is built on. According 

to Crotty (1998), sociological research consists of four elements, which secure stability and 

direction in the research. The four elements are epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology 

and methods, which are inter-related yet important to distinguish from each other (Ibid.). Each 

element will be presented to illustrate how they guide this research. 

4.1.1 Epistemology  

The philosophy of epistemology deals with the nature of knowledge, what knowledge is and how it 

can be acquired (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2012). Epistemology provides a philosophical 

background to assess which types of knowledge that can be regarded as legitimate while it also 

guides the choice of methods in order to understand a specific phenomenon (Crotty, 1998). I 

maintain in the chapter on theory that child labour is a social construction and that people therefore 

have different perceptions of the phenomenon depending on their socio-cultural context. Hence, this 

study is placed in a social constructionist paradigm. Through the social constructionist perspective, 

I seek to make sense of how a habitus of working among the children in El Alto is constructed. 

According to Crotty (1998) social constructionism is the view that  

 

 all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon 

 human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human 
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 beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social 

 context (p. 42).    

 

Greenwood (1994) argues in a similar vein that meanings are constructed, reproduced and sustained 

through social life. This philosophy, therefore, regards knowledge and meaning constructed through 

human interaction. In the philosophy of social constructionism, meaning is neither simply objective 

nor simply subjective (Crotty, 1998).  Objects are in themselves meaningless, but meaning emerges 

as consciousness interacts with them (Ibid.). Hence, social constructionism regards meaningful 

reality as socially constructed while it acknowledges that meaning is constructed based on what is 

already out there in the world (Ibid). This perception of reality is compatible with the ontological 

stance of realism (Ibid.). Realism takes the perspective that the world exists regardless of whether 

the human being makes sense of it or not, but the world entails meaning “only when meaning-

making beings make sense of it” (Crotty, 1998 p.10).   

 

The philosophy of realism contrasts with the objectivist epistemology that has been dominating in 

child labour research (Mitra, 2014). Through an objectivist stance researchers have sought to 

determine the causes and impacts of child labour (Ibid.). Since I have chosen to regard child labour 

as a social construct in which people attach different meanings to the phenomenon, this research 

will build on the philosophical foundation of social constructionism and realism.  

 

Furthermore, this research takes a relativist stance, as it embraces the fact that divergent 

interpretations of the same phenomena exist (Ibid.). As stated by Crotty (1998) people’s “different 

worlds constitute for them diverse ways of knowing, distinguishable sets of meanings, separate 

realities” (p. 64). Thus, the understanding of the child labour phenomenon in this paper should not 

be regarded as the eternal truth as the interpretation of a phenomenon is culturally and historically 

affected.    

 

Moreover, according to Mitra (2014), social constructionism reflects the philosophical concept of 

intentionality. She has stated that “when a mind is conscious of something, it reaches out to 

understand it, leading to an interaction” (Mitra, 2014 p. 59). Hence, intentionality brings forward 

the interaction between subject and object and thereby disregards the epistemological positions of 

subjectivism and objectivism where no dialectic relationship exists between the subject and object 
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(ibid.). The social constructionist paradigm thus establishes a connection to the concepts developed 

by Bourdieu since his works are permeated by an endeavour to overcome the dichotomy between 

subjectivism and objectivism.  Bourdieu sees the world as socially constructed, but through 

conceptual tools, he seeks to deconstruct the social reality in order to understand the underlying 

dynamics (Grenfell, 2007). His system of terminology therefore helps to understand the underlying 

dynamics that reproduce child labour in El Alto.   

 

Crotty (1998) emphasises that the epistemology of social constructionism does not provide true or 

valid interpretations of the world, but they can be ‘useful’, ‘liberating’, ‘rewarding’ and ‘fulfilling’. 

By placing this study within the social constructionist paradigm, I hope to uncover how the 

meaning of the child labour phenomenon is constructed in the research participants’ context, and 

thereby add to the current Western understanding of child labour that is dominant in research.  

4.1.2 Theoretical perspective  

On the backbone of the philosophical stance, the theoretical perspective will now be introduced. 

The theoretical perspective that I put forward will illustrate how this paper seeks to look at the 

world and how it will make sense of it (Crotty, 1998).      

 

In order to understand the subjective meanings of the children and other local actors, an 

interpretivist approach is taken, which looks for “culturally derived and historically situated 

interpretations of the social world”(Crotty, 1998 p.67). This approach will allow me to get an in-

depth understanding of how social actors construct meaning based on the context in which they are 

embedded (Ibid.).  

 

Within interpretivism, Saunders et al. (2012) emphasise that the researcher needs to adopt an 

emphathetic stance and understand the actions of the research subjects from their point of view. 

Yet, as an interpretivist, I am aware that the knowledge I generate will be value laden due to my 

presupposition of what constitutes reality. 

4.1.3 Methodology  

As a guiding principle for my theoretical perspective of interpretivism, hermeneutic 

phenomenology is applied. I find this approach useful as it serves as a tool to interpret human 

experience and essentially understand the things that people take for granted in their lives (Wilson 
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& Hutchinson, 1991). Hermeneutic phenomenology is thus a useful research methodology to 

understand how a habitus of working is reproduced in El Alto, since habitus makes people perceive 

their social reality as just.  

 

Central to hermeneutic phenomenology is the ongoing reflection of the researcher’s presuppositions 

of the phenomena being researched (Laverty, 2003). In contrast to phenomenology, the researcher’s 

biases are not bracketed or set aside in hermeneutic phenomenology, but instead embedded in the 

interpretive process (Ibid.). Hence, the analysis will include how my presuppositions of child labour 

have shaped my interpretations. In this regard, Bourdieu also emphasises that while doing 

sociological inquiry, the researcher needs to take into account his or her deep-seated orientations 

(Prieur et al., 2014). Prieu et al. (2014) argue that reflexivity is the core of Bourdieu’s 

epistemology. Bourdieu regards reflexivity as a way for the researcher to be aware of the structures 

that influence his or her embodied dispositions (Mitra, 2014).   

 

In order to uncover the subjective meanings of the child labour phenomenon, staying close to the 

field has been a priority from the beginning. Drawing on interpretive ethnography, I seek to 

understand how my research participants construct a meaning of the child labour phenomenon and 

thereby understand the phenomenon from the inside (Donge, 2006). Saunders et al (2012) argue 

that ”Multiple meanings will be located in the socially constructed interpretations of the different 

participants” (p. 182). Interpretive ethnography is thus useful to uncover the plurality of meanings 

in the field. (Ibid.). In accordance with interpretivism and hermeneutic phenomenology, interpretive 

ethnography places emphasis on subjective impressions and reflections. This approach is therefore 

useful in attempting to uncover how the children and other local actors construct meaning of child 

labour in El Alto. 

4.1.4 Methods  

Thus far, I have asserted that an interpretive philosophy will be used to make sense of the subjective 

meanings of the child labour phenomenon. This paper therefore adopts a qualitative method as it 

allows the interviewees to share their views on the social phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 

2014). By applying a qualitative methodology, I seek to explore the different subjective meanings 

that the children and other local actors have of child labour, which, in turn, will shed light on how 

they make sense of the phenomenon. A qualitative method is furthermore useful to get in-depth 

knowledge of a complex issue and can thus help to understand the underlying dynamics that 
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reproduces child labour (Mayoux, 2006). Moreover, as I accept the fact that child labour has 

different meanings depending on the context, the qualitative method is useful for this study since it 

allows me as a researcher to take the context into consideration (Ibid.).  

 

By adopting a qualitative method I will gain a nuanced and holistic understanding of the child 

labour phenomenon as this method allows me to ”make sense of the subjective and socially 

constructed meanings expressed about the phenomenon being studied” (Saunders et al., 2012 

p.163). By interviewing children, this paper seeks to understand how child labourers make sense of 

their reality, and since the children’s perceptions of their life is a reproduction of societal views, 

these interviews will also give me an understanding of how society perceives child labour (Mitra, 

2014).   

 

To strengthen validity, multiple methods are applied for data collection (Yin, 2014). Both 

observations and interviews are used to gather information, since combining observation with 

interviews safeguards the research subjects’ perspective (Aspers, 2009). Moreover, Schutz et al. 

(1976) state that, ”from observation alone it is easy to make mistakes; understanding demands a 

combination of observation and questioning” (p.229). Hence, by combining observation with 

interviews, a comprehensive understanding of the child labour phenomenon is gained.   

 

To further strengthen my understanding of child labour in a local context, multiple sources such as 

reports from NGOs operating in Bolivia and ‘indigenous’7 literature about child labour have been 

reviewed prior to and during the field study (Apentik & Parpart, 2006). Including ‘indigenous’ 

sources has been a central point in gaining a comprehensive understanding of the culture and 

history of El Alto as well as grasping the complexity of child labour in the local context 

(McIlwaine, 2006).  Moreover, including ‘indigenous’ literature provides a holistic understanding 

of the phenomenon while it also enhances the quality of the study (Ibid.). In regards to my study, 

‘indigenous’ sources have been useful in understanding the local norms and values in El Alto and 

how these produce a habitus of working among the children. Moreover, by triangulating knowledge 

from various local sources, including young and old, men and women, this study has revealed a 

broad understanding of the complexity of child labour (Momsen, 2006).  

                                                
7 ‘Indigenous’ refers to people from the country or region being studied (McIlwaine, 2006).  
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4.1.5 Sum up of the foundation of research  

The first part of this chapter has clarified the foundation of this research, which is illustrated in 

figure 1 below. The latter part of this chapter will present the research participants and investigate 

further the methods applied in this research.  

 
Figure 1. Source: own illustration 

 

4.2 Research participants 
Since this study seeks to attain a holistic understanding of the child labour phenomenon a wide 

range of people have been included in the research. In appendix 1 a thorough description of the 

research participants is given and an explanation of how they contributed to the study. The 

interview guides for each interview can be seen in appendix 3.  

4.3 Research approach 
The first dew days of my field study were used to come to grips with the field and conduct a 

preliminary interview with ‘Save the Children’ Bolivia to enhance my understanding of the child 

labour phenomenon in a local context. I also did non-participant observations the first few days in 

order to explore the scope of child labour in El Alto. As I got familiar with the field, in-depth 

interviews with child labourers and other actors were conducted.     
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Drawing on interpretive ethnography, this study initially obtained empirical data through an 

inductive method. The inductive approach enabled me to grasp and dive into the complexity of 

child labour without having a commanding and disciplining theory guiding my empirical 

investigations.  The interviews were conducted without forcing my informants into a set of existing 

theoretical explanations, which allowed the research participants to share their understanding of the 

child labour phenomenon.  

 

As my data was collected, a theoretical conceptualisation of the child labour phenomenon was 

developed in order to understand the underlying dynamics of child labour in a theoretical 

perspective, and thereby build a bridge between theory and practice. My analysis therefore takes on 

a deductive approach in which I analyse how child labour is reproduced by applying the concepts 

introduced by Bourdieu. The hybrid approach where data is collected inductively and analyzed 

deductively was chosen as it aids me as a researcher to make sense of my findings (Saunders et al., 

2012). 

 

In the pursuit of understanding how child labour is reproduced in El Alto, this paper applies the 

system of terminology introduced by Bourdieu. As his concepts were developed more as an attempt 

to understand social inertia than social change, his concepts proved to be suitable in understanding 

how child labour is reproduced (Wilken, 2006). Moreover, for this paper, his concepts have been 

helpful in understanding how the children make sense of their reality and how child labour is 

naturalised in the context of El Alto.  

 

However, the concept of habitus has also been a target for much criticism (Prieur et al., 2014). As I 

stated earlier, through habitus Bourdieu seeks to overcome the dualism between objectivism and 

subjectivism. Yet, scholars such as King (2000) and Jenkins (2002) argue that the role of 

consciousness is underdeveloped in habitus and that the concept therefore ends up being 

deterministic. In other words, habitus is merely a reflection of the social position that the agent is 

born into and, as such, the concept leaves no room for independent reflections and actions of the 

agent (Jenkins, 2002; King, 2000). In this regard, Bourdieu emphasises that, although habitus 

reflects the social position in which it is constructed, habitus also entails a genesis of creative 

responses that can transcend the social conditions in which it was constructed (Reay, 2004). 

Moreover, while habitus explains inertia, Bourdieu (1992) argues that habitus is re-structured when 



 34 

exposed to new impressions and changes in the outside world. Jenkins (2002), however, stresses 

that Bourdieu’s works do not elucidate how these changes in habitus occur. Nevertheless, Bourdieu 

does not regard it as a flaw that his concepts focus more on social reproduction than on social 

change. He finds it more important to understand the reproduction and continuity in society than 

understanding phenomena such as social mobility. (Prieur et al., 2014). Hence, as I seek to analyse 

how the social phenomenon of child labour is reproduced the concept of habitus is a useful concept 

to guide my analysis.    

4.4 Techniques and procedures  
As I stated earlier, this paper adopts a qualitative methodology in order to get a contextual- and 

holistic understanding of child labour in El Alto. The interviews were conducted in a semi-

structured manner. I chose the semi-structured method as it allows the interviewees to share their 

story and thereby getting an in-depth understanding of the actors’ meanings as well as securing a 

scope, as predetermined themes are touched upon during the conversation (Willis, 2006). As 

Saunders et al. (2012) emphasise, in an exploratory study, in-depth interviews are useful for 

understanding the context and coming to grasps with what is happening in the field. Moreover, I 

found the semi-structured manner useful because the data collection took place in developing 

country’s context, which was quite distinct from my own context. The semi-structured method 

allowed me, as a researcher, to ask clarifying questions, which is useful when seeking to understand 

the interviewees’ meaning of a particular phenomenon or concept in a different context. Moreover, 

being able to ask follow-up questions was also useful as none of the interviews were conducted in 

my native language. Depending on the interviewee, the questions were modified to fit the individual 

and their particular knowledge in the field (Donge, 2006). Prior to each interview, I explained the 

purpose of my study and how the interviews were going to be used. When I interviewed the 

children, I explained the study short, precise and in a straightforward language as suggested by 

Blerk (2006).    

 

The interviews with the children from UNATSBO and the other local actors were recorded, as this 

approach allowed me to focus on the conversation instead of taking detailed notes. Moreover, by 

recording the interviews, I had the opportunity to listen to the interviews again. The interviews were 

thereafter transcribed prior to the analysis8. Transcribing the interviews ensured that I did not miss 

                                                
8 See enclosed USB for transcriptions of interviews 
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essential parts. However, the interviews that I conducted with the children working on the streets 

were not recorded due to heavy noise from the traffic. On these occasions, I took detailed notes 

instead. While this may have resulted in some missed some parts, the semi-structured approach 

allowed me to ask many clarifying questions to ensure that I understood their subjective meanings. 

Moreover, as the children’s responses were quite concise, it was easy to write down what they said.   

 

The interviews that I conducted with the children gave me a great understanding of why the 

children started to work in the first place as well as an understanding of the mechanisms, which 

reproduce child labour in El Alto. However, the children that I interviewed on the street were quite 

shy or reserved. Hence, the conversations with these children were somewhat superficial, and 

limited the understanding of their thought processes. For this kind of study, in which I sought to 

understand child labour from the children’s perspective, it would have been beneficial to conduct 

follow up interviews with each child, as building trust could have allowed for a more in-depth 

conversation with them. A follow-up interview could potentially have increased the understanding 

of how the children came to the conclusion that they must work. In addition, visiting the children at 

their homes could have provided me with insight into how their living conditions reproduce a 

habitus of working. Speaking with the children’s family could also have added to my understanding 

of how child labour is perceived in El Alto and illuminated to what extent a habitus of working is 

transferred from generation to generation.  

 

However, I did not manage to set to up interviews with children at their home for various reasons. 

One of the main obstacles was access, which is a common challenge when doing research with 

child labourers in developing countries (Blerk, 2006). The children were busy with their studies, 

work and other activities, which made it difficult to set up follow-up interviews at their homes. As a 

researcher, it is important to respect the children’s time for work, studies etc. I felt the children had 

very little spare time and that follow-up interviews would be forcing myself upon them (Ibid.). A 

further description of my ethical considerations will be set forth in the next section.   

 

Nevertheless, I still found the child-centred approach useful to achieve a holistic understanding of 

the mechanisms that reproduce child labour in El Alto. In particular, the interviews that I conducted 

with the children from the child labour organisation UNATSBO contributed greatly to my 

understanding of how children perceive their work. Lizeth, who is a child labourer herself and the 



 36 

national coordinator for UNASTBO, had a lot of knowledge to share as her work in the child labour 

union provides her with contacts to many child labourers. Lizeth has a comprehensive 

understanding of child labour in a local context, and thus she provided me with a deep 

understanding of the phenomenon. In general, the children at UNATSBO were very reflective about 

the life as a child labourer, and interviewing children proved to be an important source to answering 

my research question.  

 

The interviews with the other local actors working in the field of child labour also proved to be 

useful in order to understand the cultural norms and values that reproduce child labour in El Alto. 

As the interviewees had different educational backgrounds and worked in different areas of child 

labour, these interviews provided me likewise with a holistic understanding of the child labour 

phenomenon in El Alto.       

4.5 Ethical considerations  
No perfect formula exists for conducting research that involves social interaction (Brydon, 2006). 

The appropriate or good approach depends on the context (Ibid.). Hence, when doing research in a 

developing country context, there are various aspects to keep in mind. As emphasized by Binns 

(2006), doing research as a relatively rich researcher with relatively poor respondents raises the 

issue of ’power’ and ’positionality’. Howard (1994) states that this especially is the case when 

working with children. He argues that the positionality of researchers can affect the interviews, as 

there often is a tendency for the interviewees to tell the interviewer what they presume he or she 

would like to hear. This is especially the case when a power inequality exists (ibid.). Madge (1993) 

emphasises furthermore that the researcher’s race, gender, age, nationality or sexuality may exert an 

impact on the data gathered. Moreover, one of the main criticisms of being an ‘outsider’ when 

doing research in developing countries is the tendency among researchers not to include sufficient 

input from people anchored in the local context (Apentik & Parpart, 2006). However, as I have 

mentioned already, much of my study includes ‘indigenous’ knowledge and is based on informants 

with local experience.  Nast (1994) furthermore claims that differences are a natural part of social 

interactions and therefore, as researchers, we are never a complete ‘outsider’ or ‘insider’.  

 

In my attempt to make the children feel comfortable and to reduce the implicit power difference, I 

conducted the interviews in their work environment (Willis, 2006). Three of the interviews were 

therefore conducted on the streets where Rubén, Samuel and Miguel worked, and the interviews 
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with the children from the child labour organisation UNATSBO were conducted at their office. . 

Conducting interviews in the research participants’ environment also aids in understanding their 

social reality (Ibid.). Moreover, as I am fairly fluent in Spanish, I was able to conduct the interviews 

in the children’s native language, a factor which increases the likelihood of uncovering essential 

information (Apentik & Parpart, 2006). 

 

While doing my field research, I was well aware of my position as a white researcher from Europe 

and therefore took various approaches, as described above, to minimalize this factor.  However, I 

am, of course, aware that my data may nonetheless have been influenced by my position in the 

field.  

4.6 Limitations    
Apart from the interview that I conducted with ‘Save the Children’ Bolivia in English, all of the 

interviews were conducted in Spanish, which is not my native language. This may have caused 

slight misunderstandings at times or I may simply have inferred different connotations of the 

research participants’ answers. However, several periods of time spent in Latin America have given 

me a proficient level of the language and I therefore considered Spanish to be the best medium for 

communication. By conducting the interviews in the research subjects’ native language, I ensured 

that the explanations from the interviewees did not lack depth because of language as a limiting 

factor. 

 

Moreover, as mentioned earlier, spending more days with the child labourers and visiting them in 

their homes could have been a valuable contribution to the study.  As an interpretivist, it is a 

challenge to understand how the research participants perceive the world. Therefore, more time 

spent with them would have resulted in an even deeper understanding of their reality. More time in 

the field would also have allowed me to conduct interviews with other local actors such as family 

members and schoolteachers, presenting an even more nuanced picture of the child labour 

phenomenon. As Laverty (2003) emphasises, a diverse group of participants can enhance the 

possibility of getting unique and rich stories of the research experience. However, I consider the 

interviews I managed to conduct with various children and many other local actors with diverse 

backgrounds have provided the study with a holistic understanding of the child labour phenomenon.   
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4.7 Bridging theory, methodology and practice  
 
 “Research without theory is blind and theory without research is empty”
 (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992 p.160)  
 
With my theoretical foundation and methodology in place, this study seeks to analyse my empirical 

findings and thereby build a bridge between theory, methodology and practice within the field of 

child labour. The aim of the analysis is to understand how child labour is reproduced in El Alto, 

Bolivia.  However, prior to embarking on the analysis, a description of Bolivia and El Alto will be 

presented, since the child labour phenomenon needs to be understood in relation to the socio 

cultural context. Moreover, the new ‘Boys, Girls and Adolescent Code’9, which lowered the legal 

minimum age of labour to 10 years in Bolivia, will also be presented. This code will be used for 

part three in the analysis and the discussion in chapter 5.   

4.8 The Plurinational State of Bolivia  
Bolivia is a landlocked country located in the heart of South America. More than half of the 

population is indigenous and in 2005 Bolivia elected its first indigenous president, Evo Morales. 

Morales is still in office and, as such, he is the president who has been in power for the longest 

consecutive time in the history of Bolivia. He belongs to the indigenous group of Aymara and as a 

child he was worked with his parents harvesting crops and herding sheep and llamas.  

 

Although the situation in Bolivia has been stable during the presidency of Evo Morales, Bolivia has 

been victim of a violent history. Since its independence from the Spanish rule in 1825, Bolivia has 

experienced almost 200 coups and countercoups (CIA, 2017). Moreover, racial tension between the 

people of Spanish descent and the indigenous groups has been an ongoing problem in Bolivia. The 

indigenous groups have been marginalized throughout the history of Bolivia and these groups are 

among the poorest in the country.   

 

The population of Bolivia is almost 11 million. 68 percent consider themselves mestizo (mix of 

white and indigenous ancestry), 20 percent as indigenous, 5 percent as white, 2 percent as 

cholo/chola, 1 percent as black, 1 percent as other and 3 percent are unspecified (Ibid.)10. Bolivia 

                                                
9 The law entered into force on the 4th of August 2014 (Liebel, 2015) 
10 The results among surveys depend on how the ethnicity question is put in words and the available 
response choices. Mestizo and cholo are often used interchangeably to describe people with a mix 
of origins, but in some surveys both choices are available. In the national census conducted in 2001 
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has 38 official languages with the majority of the population speaking Spanish (61 percent), 

Quechua (21 percent) and Aymara (14 percent) (The Danish Embassy, 2016).  

 

Income inequality in Bolivia is the highest in Latin America and public education is of poor quality 

(CIA, 2017). Educational opportunities are unevenly distributed, with girls, indigenous- and rural 

children among the groups that are most likely to be illiterate and less likely to complete primary 

education (Ibid.).  

4.9 El Alto  
El Alto is located 4000 meters above sea level and is situated between the capital of La Paz and the 

rural area in the highlands of Bolivia. The city started growing during the 1950’s after the National 

Revolution of Bolivia in 1952 and, since the mid 70’s, countless peasants have migrated from rural 

areas to El Alto because of terrible agricultural conditions and scarcity of land. El Alto is an 

example of the rapid peri-urbanisation11 that has taken place in Bolivia during the last few decades 

as people are looking for employment on the outskirts of La Paz. According to projections from 

Bolivian INE, the population in El Alto grew by 5,1% from 1992 until 2001, when the city reached 

a population of 649,958 inhabitants (INE, 2011). In 2015, the population was estimated to be 

891,434 and the number is expected to reach almost 1,500,000 in 2030 (Ibid.). Mayta states that 

sixty percent of the population in El Alto is 18 years of age or less and El Alto is therefore the city 

with the highest percentage of children in Bolivia.  

 

Due to the rapid migration, many basic social services are inadequate, such as access to health care 

and education. Moreover, the area suffers from high unemployment and, as such, the majority find 

work in the informal sector. Crime rates are also among the highest in Bolivia. Five children from 

the area are kidnapped each week and subsequently sold to organized human trafficking (Interview 

Mayta).   

 
The population in El Alto consist of different cultures with the majority of the inhabitants belonging 

to indigenous groups. Seventy five percent of the population is Aymara, six percent is Quechua and 

the remaining nineteen percent is a mix of people from other indigenous groups or people with 
                                                
mestizo was not a choice, which led to a higher proportion of the respondents to indentifying 
themselves as indigenous.  
11 Peri-urbanisation is a process where rural areas, which are located on the outskirts of a city, start 
to adapt urban characteristics such as the economic and social dynamics.  



 40 

European descent. Although the large majority of the inhabitants are Aymara, the main language 

used in El Alto is Spanish. Around 45 percent speak Spanish, 40 percent speaks both Aymara and 

Spanish, 3 percent speak only Aymara and the remaining 2 percent speak both Quechua and 

Spanish (INE, 2001).  

4.10 Boy, Girl and Adolescent Code  
In 2014 the Bolivian government was working on a new Boy, Girl and Adolescent Code 

(henceforward code 548) that in the case of child labour would maintain a minimum working age of 

14 in alignment with the Minimum Age Convention (henceforward convention 138)12 adopted by 

the ILO in 1973. When the news became public, children in Bolivia started demonstrations 

demanding the right to work. Riots took place around the Presidential Palace in the heart of La Paz 

and some of the children threatened the authorities with self-immolation if the law was passed 

(Interview Mayta). Shortly after the riots broke out, the government rewrote parts of the law in 

collaboration with the child labour union UNATSBO. On the 3rd of July 2014, the Legislative 

Assembly of the Plurinational State of Bolivia unanimously passed the new code (Liebel, 2015).  

 

Contrary to the minimum working age of 14 determined by the ILO, the new law in Bolivia allows 

children from the age of 10 to work if certain conditions are in place. The permission to work is 

given by the municipal Offices of the Child Advocate and the children are only authorized to work 

if the job does not interfere with their schooling or has an adverse effect on their health. In addition, 

the law requires that the employers allow the children to study for two hours while they are at work.  

 

However, the law caused an outrage from the international media, the ILO, international human 

right groups and governments around the world who blamed the Bolivian government for breaking 

international conventions. Many adversaries of the new law feared that lowering the minimum age 

to 10 would hinder the children’s opportunities to get an education and thus keep them in a cycle of 

poverty. Others contended that the law would pave the way for even more exploitation of children 

in Bolivia. The Bolivian government, on the other hand, argued that the law took the local context 

into consideration and that it guaranteed fair wages and legal protection for the children. 

                                                
12 Bolivia signed the convention June 11th 1997 
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5. ANALYSIS 
This thesis will now present and analyse the empirical findings of the study. As mentioned in the 

chapter on theory, the analysis will apply the concepts introduced by Pierre Bourdieu as a set of 

‘thinking tools’. The concept of habitus will be the main concept guiding the analysis as this 

concept helps to understand how child labour is reproduced. As stated in section 3.1.2, habitus 

incorporates the social structures, such as poverty, that exist in society and acts upon these 

structures. In other words, habitus is comparable to a sponge that soaks up everything that 

surrounds it. This can include norms, values, lifestyle etc., which lead to certain types of practices 

(Swartz, 2002). Habitus, therefore, incorporates the socio cultural context through which the 

individual makes sense of the world. Hence, throughout the analysis, I will examine and expound 

on how the socio cultural context leads to a habitus of working among the children in El Alto.  

 

Habitus, as we recall, is formed at three levels, namely the individual, collective and societal level. 

Hence, the analysis will analyse how a habitus of working is reproduced among the children in El 

Alto at each level. In the collective and societal section, I will furthermore apply the theory on 

discourses, as this theory will add to the understanding of how child labour is reproduced in El Alto.  

5.1 Habitus is individual (Analysis part 1) 
As mentioned in the chapter on theory, habitus is individual because it integrates the sum of the 

individual’s earlier experiences (Wilken, 2006). It is through these early experiences that a child 

acquires knowledge of the world, making them capable of acting meaningfully in their field. Hence, 

the following part of the analysis seeks to analyse how the children make sense of their social 

situation and how it leads them to work.  

 

Bourdieu’s concept of capital will be applied as it helps to understand how the children’s habitus is 

formed. As Swartz (2002) states, “Habituses are formed with particular types and amounts of 

capital” (p. 65S).  Based on the concept of habitus and capital, the following part of the analysis 

will assert that child labourers from El Alto grow up in a reality of poverty and, because of this 

situation, starting to work seems an obvious choice for them. The children’s economic contribution 

is an essential part of the household economy and the children therefore consider their assistance 

necessary. Moreover, in many cases the children need to work in order to be able to pay for their 

schooling. Other motives such as seeking independence and power and being able to buy the goods 
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they want are also contributing factors to children wishing to work as well as deciding to remain in 

the labour market.      

 
The following questions will guide the first part of the analysis: 

5.1.1 Sub-questions  

• Why do the children start working and how do they arrive at the decision that they must 

work? 

• Why do the children decide to stay in the labour market?  

 
Prior to investigating these questions, I will present accounts of the five child labourers who I 

interviewed while I was in Bolivia. The accounts ensure that the children are given a voice in this 

research endeavour. Their stories will serve as a point of departure in order to understand the life of 

a child labourer and thereby understand how a habitus of working is constructed at the individual 

level among children in El Alto. Moreover, the accounts from the other interviewees serve to gain a 

broader understanding of the child labour phenomenon in El Alto. In the last part in this section, I 

will present my personal reflections on the interviews with the children.  

5.1.2 Samuel (17 years old) 

When I met 17-year-old Samuel he was sitting on a small footstool in the busy square of Plaza 

Estudiantes in the centre of La Paz. Just like the rest of the shoe shiners, Samuel wears a ski mask 

to cover his face in order to avoid recognition13. From Monday to Friday Samuels takes the trip 

from El Alto down to La Paz to shine shoes. He leaves his home very early in the morning in order 

not to miss any of the morning customers. Samuels’s dad used to work as a shoe shiner in the exact 

same spot, but he was offered another job, and thus Samuel took over the spot14 at the age of 13. 

Samuel explains that it was his own decision to start working, but his parents supported his 

decision. He explains that the money he earns is for him only and that he uses them to cover his 

expenses such as clothes and school materials. On a daily basis Samuels earns between 30 and 80 

Bolivianos15. Outside of work hours, Samuel goes to school. He says that his classes take place in 

                                                
13 The lustrabotas (shoe shiners) do not want friends, people they know etc. to recognize them and 
thus they choose to cover their faces with a ski mask.    
14 The shoe shiners are organized in small associations that cover different parts of the city. The city 
is divided in different sectors and in each sector there is a fixed amount of spots.   
15 The exchange rate between Bolivianos and the Danish Krone is stable at around 1 to 1.  
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the evening, in the night and occasionally during the weekends. Samuel’s plans for the future are to 

study law in Buenos Aires.    

5.1.3 Miguel (17 years old) 

Within a few minutes walking distance from Plaza Estudiantes, I found 17-year-old Miguel sitting 

on La Perez, which is one of the busiest streets of La Paz. Just like Samuel, Miguel shines shoes for 

the people who pass by. Miguel started working as a shoe shiner when he was 13 years old. Miguel 

came to La Paz to visit his brother, who offered Miguel his spot while he was in school. Miguel said 

he saw it as a great opportunity to earn some money, and made the decision to move to La Paz.  He 

found the city to be a more interesting place than the rural town where he was living with his 

parents. Miguel says that he works in the morning and, in the afternoon, he attends class at the 

public University UMSA, where he is studying to become a mechanic. Miguel explains that the 

money he earns helps to pay rent as well as other expenses such as school materials and school fees. 

He is also saving up money to pay for his university diploma, which costs 600 Bolivianos. I asked 

Miguel if he worked while he was living with his parents. He replied that he did not work, but that 

he often helped his father in his bakery.    

5.1.4 Rubén (17 years old) 

A little further down La Perez, 17-year-old Rubén is selling newspapers. Rubén tells me that he has 

been selling newspapers on the streets with his father since he was 12 years old. He explains that he 

does it to help his family. “I like to work because it is a way to contribute to my family” he says16. 

In the morning, Rubén goes to school and in the afternoon, he goes to work. He explains that he 

uses some of the money to pay for school materials and school fees. Rubén says that he enjoys the 

freedom that money gives him. He explains that now he buy the clothes he wants instead of having 

to wear the clothing that his parents buy for him.    

5.1.5 Lizeth Castro  (16 years old) 

Lizeth is 16 years old and the national coordinator for the child labour organization UNATSBO. 

She has been active in UNATSBO since she was 12 years old. Lizeth explains that she started 

working when she was around 5 or 6 years old. She sold candy on the streets every day of the week, 

4 to 6 hours a day. When she had classes in the morning, she worked in the afternoon and vice 

versa, and when she arrived back to her house, she would work there as well doing chores. Lizeth 

never knew her father, so she grew up with her older sister and her mother, and she therefore 
                                                
16 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix 2. Quote 1 
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needed to earn money so the family could make ends meet. Lizeth explains that for most of her life 

she had to work in order to pay for her schooling. As a teenager, she continued working so she 

could buy goods such as a mobile phone. Apart from her activities in UNATSBO, Lizeth continues 

to work in the streets selling candy. Lizeth emphasises that she enjoys working as she meets many 

different people and working since she was young has taught her to be strong and outgoing. When 

Lizeth is off from work, she takes English classes. She explains that she is studying English so she 

can enter the public university in Bolivia.  In her own words “knowing English can open doors”17. 

Lizeth explains that the money she earns pays her rent and schoolbooks.  

5.1.6 Cynthia (15 years old)    
Cynthia has worked in her house doing chores since she was 8 years old. Cynthia explains that her 

work in the house saved her family money, as they did not have to employ someone outside the 

household. At the age of 13, Cynthia also started working for others as a babysitter and she has also 

had other temporary jobs such as cleaning offices. When Cynthia was asked why she started 

working outside the household she replied that although she enjoyed her work at home, she wanted 

to get out of the house because she felt bored. Moreover “I wanted to support my family” she 

says18. Cynthia explains that she earns around 50 Bolivianos a day. Some of the money she keeps 

for herself and the rest she shares with her family. She works a few hours in the evening after 

school and during the afternoon on Sundays. Cynthia explains that she has learned a lot from 

working. She says “I have learned to express myself, I am not so shy anymore”19. In addition, 

Cynthia states that seeing and experiencing reality has been one of the great benefits of working, 

and that she is much more social than she was before. Moreover, Cynthia tells me that it was her 

own decision to start working outside the house. Her mother was surprised when she told her of her 

desire to work. Cynthia explains that her mother did not think that she was capable, but told her to 

give it a try to see whether or not she liked it.  

5.1.7 Necessity  

The conversations with Lizeth, Cynthia and Rubén reveal that one of the main reasons for starting 

to work was a desire to help their families. Lizeth also places importance on the fact that she started 

to work to make ends meet in the family. The accounts from Miguel and Samuel also indicate that 

the money they earn is important in order to cover the basic necessities of life such as clothing and 

                                                
17 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix 2. Quote 2 
18 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix 2. Quote 3 
19 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix 2. Quote 4 
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materials for school. Lizeth explains that many members of UNATSBO start to work out of 

necessity, as they need to support their families. Mayta also points out that in many families in El 

Alto, the children’s economic contribution is an essential part of the family’s income, suggesting 

that necessity is one of the main reasons for children starting to work. Sandra states furthermore 

that, in some cases, families would not be able to survive without the economic contribution of the 

children. She emphasises though, that in the majority of the cases, the children’s contribution is 

merely a way to improve the families’ poor living conditions.   

 

As was the case with Lizeth, many children in Bolivia, and especially in El Alto, grow up with just 

one parent (Interview Mayta). According to Mayta, El Alto is the city in Bolivia with most single 

mothers20. He states that recent data shows that the majority of children who work in El Alto, live 

with only one of their parents and, for these children, working is a necessity. Sandra maintains as 

well that the absence of a parent is one of the main reasons for children having to work from an 

early age. 

 

Domic continues on the subject by claiming that the reason for children working in the rural areas is 

due to cultural aspects, whereas in the urban areas it is a mixture of culture aspects and economic 

necessity, as the families live under harder conditions. Ariel emphasises that the cost of living is 

much less in the rural areas and thus, when families move to urban areas, the economic reality of 

the family becomes another. Hence, when families migrate from rural areas to El Alto, the children 

must start working outside the household in order to generate income for the family (Interview 

Ariel).   

 

In the light of the accounts from the children and the other local actors, it seems that a major factor 

that leads to the children of El Alto having to work is necessity and the desire to help their families. 

The children grow up in an environment of poverty and their economic contribution is therefore 

important for their family’s wellbeing. The environment of poverty is therefore incorporated by the 

children into their picture of reality and when they attempt to make sense of the world. Based on 

Bourdieu’s logic, it can be maintained that the children decide to work because they are born into a 

                                                
20 In 2012 34,6% of all mothers in Bolivia raised their children on their own. There is no specific 
data on El Alto but the region of La Paz, which El Alto is part of, is the region where the percentage 
is highest (38,8 %). Source: INE.   
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situation where economic resources are scarce, and thus work becomes an obvious choice according 

to their reality.      

 

Furthermore, Miguel, Samuel, Ruben and Lizeth state that earning money was used in order to pay 

for school expenses. Lizeth states that work initially was necessary for her in order to go to school, 

and Miguel explains how the money he earns from shining shoes will help him to achieve a 

university degree. Daphne and Domic emphasise that, in many cases, the children need to work in 

order to cover their school expenses and decide to work so they can stay in school. Jimena says that 

the most important thing for her parents is that the children have work, but for the child labourer it 

is the desire to study.  The majority of the child labourers therefore go to school in the night when 

they are off from work (Interview Jimena).  

 

The fact that all of the five children always have combined schooling and working challenges the 

Western perception that child labour and schooling are irreconcilable and further illustrates the fact 

that the reality of a child worker depends on the context. In the context of El Alto, it seems that the 

desire to study is an important reason for children deciding to work, as they need money to pay for 

their schooling. Bourdieu (1990b) argues that an individual’s action arises in the interplay between 

habitus and the opportunities and restrictions that exist in the individual’s social reality. Hence, it 

can be ascertained that the children’s decision to work may be seen as an opportunity for them to 

stay in school and receive an education. As Lizeth states “we study to work and we work to 

study”21.  

 

While UNICEF and the Ministry of Work, Employment and Social Security in Bolivia have 

indentified 50 reasons that lead children in to labour in Bolivia (Interview Sandra), the 

abovementioned sections have illustrated that necessity is a major reason for children starting to 

work in El Alto. The interviews with the children and other local actors make clear that the 

children’s economic contributions are, in many cases, essential for families with poor living 

conditions. In many circumstances, this is due to the fact that the children grow up with only one 

parent. Moreover, the findings illustrate that the children work in order to pay for their schooling 

and school materials. The interviews also illustrate that many children want to study and therefore 

choose to work in order to cover their expenses. In the following sections, the analysis will attempt 

                                                
21 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 5 
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to make a more detailed investigation in order to understand how the children make the conclusive 

decision that he or she must work.  

5.1.8 Habitus and Capital, the formula for social practice     

From the chapter on theory it was noted that the three forms of capital are interrelated. That is to 

say, poverty of one type of capital is often associated with poverty of the other types of capital as 

well. Samuel, Miguel and Rubén all receive assistance from Vamos Juntos because they belong to a 

poor and marginalized group in society22. In Lizeth’s case, it is also clear that she was born into a 

poor economic reality. The fact that Cynthia started working in the house at an early age may also 

suggest that she comes from a relatively poor family. 

 

While the different forms of capital are interrelated, it is still economic capital, which holds the 

most importance in Bourdieu’s view of society (Wilken, 2006.). Due to the poor economic 

conditions that the children are born into, the child labourers are caught in a vicious circle of 

poverty in terms of cultural, economic and social capital, which in turn, gives them a low social 

position in society. Habitus is a result of social structures such as social class and poverty, and 

children will internalise these structures through their upbringing. As Swartz (2002) argues, 

“Habitus generates perceptions, expectations, and practices that correspond to the structuring 

properties of earlier socialization” (p.63S). The children will act in accordance with the social 

structures that they have internalised during childhood and the children’s socio economic context 

thereby shape their practices (Ibid.) Hence, I would argue that growing up in an environment with a 

low degree of capital brings about a conclusion on the part of the children that they must work. The 

economic situation of the family convinces the children that their economic contribution is 

important for the household and essential in order to pay for their schooling.  Kim Esmark (2006) 

writes 

 

 The notion of capital at its core is a way to include history in sociology. […] The 

 social life is not, as Bourdieu emphasises, a game of roulette, where the game starts 

 over again on equal terms, where each number, statistically, is equally good to put 

 money on and where each participant has the same odds of winning and with one 

                                                
22 The shoe shiners have often been discriminated against. Hence, they are always wearing ski mask 
in order not to be recognized. Vamos Juntos is aiding these children to improve their living 
conditions. Vamos Juntos also assist other poor children such as Rubén.  
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 throw become millionaire. The social life is, on the other hand, structured by  

 everything that has happened previously in terms of inheritance and history, and social 

 life is therefore shaped by inertia and repetitive patterns. Different agents have 

 different preconditions that depend on their social- and familial history (p.89)23.   

 

On the one hand, the children’s low level of capital constrains a certain type of behaviour while, on 

the other hand, makes other types of behaviour seem natural. Thus, when a child decides that he or 

she wants to work, it can be maintained that the decision is based on the reality they find themselves 

in while growing up.  

 

The children are not born as child labourers, but they construct a meaningful reality based on their 

socio economic context. Habitus is individual because we personalize our social reality (Wilken, 

2006). That is to say, each person understands the limitations in society as a personal choice, and, as 

such, the formation of the children’s habitus is based on what they expect to achieve. Hence, the 

children construct a reality based on their social and economic position where labour is regarded as 

a normal part of everyday life. In the conversations with Samuel, Miguel, Ruben, Lizeth and 

Rosalia, none of them expressed dissatisfaction with working. Lizeth and Cynthia even stated that 

work entailed many benefits for them. Rubén also emphasised that he enjoys the freedom that the 

money he earns gives him. This illustrates how these children perceive work as a normal part of 

their situation in life and even perceive working as something positive. The children accept the 

reality of working based on their life situation and thus they construct a habitus of working.   

 

While the previous section maintained that the children’s conclusion of having to work was due to 

their poor living situation, the following section will look into some of the other motives that lead 

the children into labour and essentially keep them in the labour market.  

5.1.9  Beyond necessity  

The previous sections illustrate that the child labourers find themselves in a situation where work 

becomes a normal part of everyday life - a situation that is common for thousands of child labourers 

in the poor city of El Alto (Interview Mayta). However, there are other motives besides necessity, 

which draw the children into labour and maintain them in the labour market. Lizeth emphasises that 

                                                
23 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 6 
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even though the family economy may be stabilized, many children continue to work as they enjoy 

the freedom and opportunities that money gives them. They want to be able to buy clothes they like 

or have money for a new telephone, etc. (Interview Lizeth). Lizeth also states that being able to buy 

the same goods as other teenagers is a main reason she keeps working. Similarly, Mayta argues that 

the access to money is an important motive for the children wanting to work. He emphasises that 

the children enjoy the freedom to buy the goods they want and are able to afford internet access, for 

instance.  

 

Furthermore, Domic states that money is important for the children because it changes power 

dynamics in the children’s social groups. He argues that, equivalent to the adult world, money 

provides the children with power (Interview Domic). The children’s possession of money results in 

acknowledgement among their families and friends (Ibid.). The parents perceive the children’s 

access to money as something positive and the children’s economic contribution alters their position 

within the family (Ibid.).  

 

Moreover, at school, child labourers gain prestige by buying sweets for the other children (Domic 

Interview). The child labourers that Domic is in contact with through his work tell him that they get 

more friends because they have money. The access to money makes it possible for the children to 

alter their position in their different social groups and it is therefore an important resource for the 

children. The children realise that economic capital provides them with status and opportunities, 

and are therefore motivated to work. In these cases, the children use their access to economic 

capital to appropriate symbolic capital such as prestige. Being born into a situation of poverty can 

explain the children’s decision to work, but they also realise that access to money provides them 

with an opportunity to alter their position within their social groups.    

 

Jimena also emphasises access to money as an important motive for the children wanting to work. 

As an example, Jimena explains that during a project conducted by Vision Mundial in El Alto, she 

was approached by a little girl who asked Jimena to help her find a job. When Jimena asked the girl 

why she wanted to work, the little girl told her that she wanted to buy the same mobile phone as her 

friends in school. This example shows that the children find the access to money important due to 

the opportunities it gives them. The access to money is important for the children in order to be part 

of the group and to alter their status. While the children’s low degree of capital can explain why 
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they start to work, I would argue that the freedom the access to money gives the children is also an 

important factor. The children realise that access to money gives them privileges among their 

friends as well as giving them the freedom to buy things that they otherwise would not be able to 

buy.  Domic stresses that many of the children seek work as a way achieving independence. The 

children want to satisfy their own needs and they want to be self-reliant (Interview Domic).  

 

Liebel (2003) stresses that it is not possible to apply the same yardstick to all child labourers in the 

South. He argues that the perception that children only work because they have no other choice is 

too simple. Many children also work as it helps them to overcome the lack of importance they feel 

and helps them to gain self-esteem (Ibid.). This also seems to be the case in the context of El Alto. 

At the group interview with UNATSBO, the children emphasised that work assists their 

development and helps them to become more open and social. One of the girls, Rosalia, stated that 

her work had helped her to learn how to administrate money.  Rubén, Lizeth and Cynthia also 

stressed the importance of helping their families. The findings therefore illustrate that in the context 

of El Alto, poverty is not the only reason why children decide to work.  

 

Mayta argues that the Western perception in which the life of a child labourer is perceived as 

miserable is too simple. While he acknowledges that some children grow up under hard conditions, 

he states that many children enjoy work as well as the benefits it gives them. 

5.1.10 Sub conclusion 

In summing up, we can ascertain that the poor conditions that many of the children in El Alto grow 

up under results in them starting to work in order to support their families. In addition, both the 

children and the other interviewees emphasised the fact that many children start to work in order to 

attain money for their education. This challenges the Western perception in which child labour and 

school are seen as irreconcilable entities. The findings suggest that there is gap between the 

Western perception and the on the ground realities.  Moreover, it is through the early experiences 

that the children start to make sense of the world. Hence, growing up in poor conditions results in 

the children seeing work as an obvious choice. The children therefore reach the conclusion that they 

must work as a result of the poor context they are born into. 

 

The data also revealed that the children start working and continued to work in their quest for 

independence, and because they enjoy the various opportunities that the access to money gives 
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them. The children also use their work as a way of altering their positions in their social spheres. 

None of the children I interviewed perceived working as a problem. Instead, they focused on the 

opportunities it gives them and therefore challenges the Western discourse in which child labour is 

portrayed as a problem. 

 

The first part of the analysis has described how the children construct a habitus of working based on 

the social structures they are born into. In the second part of the analysis, I will analyse how the 

values and norms in El Alto also lead the children into work.   

5.1.11 Personal reflections after interviewing the children  

As I stated in the methodology section, I seek to understand the child labour phenomenon with an 

open mindset through children and other local actors, and without assuming child labour to be 

either good or bad. Yet, as Bourdieu emphasises, peoples’ understanding of reality will always be 

based on the initial understanding of the world. Hence, due to my Western pre-conception of child 

labour, I recall that I was expecting the children to feel sad about their situation as child labourers. 

However, the children who I interviewed did not complain about their life. Instead, they saw work 

as something that gave them opportunities, to attain a higher education, for instance. I recall that 

their general positive attitude towards their work surprised me and challenged my Western 

conception. The fact that my initial perception of child labour was different from the perception of 

that of the children clearly showed our differences in habitus through which we construct 

meaningful reality. For the children of El Alto, working from an early age is normal due to their 

social reality, whereas in my upbringing, work was never necessary or a normal part of a child’s 

everyday life. This reiterates the fact that child labour must be understood in a socio economic 

context.    

 

After the interviews with the children, I started to consider all the positive aspects of child labour 

that were mentioned by the children. During the field study, my original Western perception of 

regarding child labour as a harmful phenomenon, was challenged. Even though I approached the 

field with an open mindset, I realised that my first contacts with the children shaped my forward 

approach to the research issue. In the ongoing interviews, I attempted to understand the topic of 

child labour with an even greater degree of open-mindedness.  
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5.2 Habitus is collective (Analysis part 2) 
The preceding sections argued that the children of El Alto are born into a situation of poverty, and 

due to their low level of capital, they construct a reality where they perceive work as an obvious 

choice. The following part of the analysis will attempt to show that, due to the cultural norms and 

values that function as a doxa among the indigenous groups in El Alto, a habitus of working among 

the children is constructed. 

 

While each actor has an individual habitus, Bourdieu emphasises that the individual is nothing more 

than a deviation from the person’s collective reference (Bourdieu, 1990b). Habitus is collective 

because it is acquired in a social setting that is characterized by fellowship and a common 

understanding (Ibid.). With the notion of habitus, Bourdieu seeks to understand how ‘culture’ is 

internalised in people and how it shapes their understanding of the world and essentially their 

practices (Wilken, 2006). In order to understand how the cultural norms and values lead to a habitus 

of working among children in El Alto, this following part of the analysis will investigate the social 

constructs of child, childhood, labour, child labour and family. Examining these constructs in the 

context of EL Alto will contribute to an understanding of how child labour is reproduced in El Alto. 

The following questions will guide this part of the analysis:  

5.2.1 Sub-questions   

• How do the indigenous people living in El Alto perceive the terms child, childhood, labour, 

child labour and family?   

• How do these perceptions lead to a habitus of working among the children?  

5.2.2 Perception of being a child and childhood in the indigenous communities in El Alto 

As put forward by Brondi (2002) “the category of ‘childhood’ is a social construction originating 

from a modern Western perception and, for that reason, the universal conception of a child is 

dubious” (p. 10).24 Böhrt and Domic (2007) argue furthermore that the Western notion of being a 

child neglects the importance that culture plays in terms of values, social roles, responsibilities, etc. 

assigned to children. To investigate this further, the following section will analyse how a child is 

perceived among the indigenous groups in El Alto.  

 

                                                
24 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 7 
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According to Domic, the perception of being a child in the indigenous communities in Bolivia is 

very different from the perception, which is dominant in the West. In the indigenous communities, 

the children are not only perceived as human beings with rights, but also as human beings with 

responsibilities (Interview Domic). According to indigenous beliefs, there is only one way that a 

child becomes part of society and this is through thakhi. Thakhi is understood as the learning path 

for children, which takes place by gradually assigning responsibilities to the children in society 

(Böhrt & Domic, 2007). Mayta stresses that in the indigenous communities, the child is assigned an 

important role in the family activities and this logic follows the families when they migrate to El 

Alto25. In order to maintain the family’s independence, children have, from an early age, 

responsibilities that are related to the economy of the family (Böhrt and Domic, 2007). This was 

also the case for Lizeth, Cynthia, Miguel and Rubén who took part in the family duties at an early 

age. It is during the early socialisation that children begin to make sense of the world and construct 

meaning out of their reality. Hence, as the children are assigned responsibilities from an early age, 

they will start perceiving work as a natural part of their life and thereby embody working as part of 

their habitus.  

 

In contrast to the Western conception of a child, the children are not seen as a ‘project’ who needs 

to go through various stages of development, but instead as a human being who is equal to the rest 

of society (Böhrt & Domic, 2007). Already from birth, the children are regarded as full-fledged 

members of the community. They are therefore valued both as a human being and as an authority 

who is allowed to make decisions in the family (Ibid.). However, Börth and Domic (2007) 

emphasize that among the indigenous populations a clear distinction exists between the beings who 

internalise the knowledge in society, that is the children, and the beings who transfer the 

knowledge, that is the adults (Ibid.). The father is the dominant figure in the indigenous families 

and, thus, it is he, who assigns responsibilities in the family.  

 

Domic also states that there are, nevertheless, many cases where the children are seen as objects and 

the parents therefore do not consider them as individuals with needs and rights. The children are 

seen as the family’s property, something that often leads to exploitation (Interview Domic). 

Likewise, Jimena suggests that the significant number of child labourers in El Alto can be seen as a 
                                                
25 In a study conducted with 134 mothers Aymara, which had migrated from the rural areas to El 
Alto, Arteaga and Domic (2007) found that migration did cause some changes in the families’ 
lifestyles, but that their conception of a child was the same.  
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direct result of families regarding their children as objects. She adds that, “There are families who 

have children because it is cheap labour”26 (Interview Jimena). Due to the fact that El Alto is a 

patriarchal society, the children’s rights are in many cases neglected in the family (Domic 

Interview).   

 

Based on the data, it seems that two perceptions of a child are prevalent in the indigenous societies. 

The first is the view that a child is a human being equal in status to the rest of society and that the 

children therefore have to participate in the family activities on equal terms as the parents. The 

children are expected to participate in the economic activities of the family. The second is the 

perception that a child is an object without rights and that the parents therefore use them as a means 

of cheap labour. These two perceptions suggest why many children in El Alto work. In the first case 

because it is expected by the family and by society that the children contribute to the wellbeing of 

the family. In the second because the parents exploit their children as a form of cheap labour.  

5.2.3 Perception of labour and child labour    

In the indigenous communities work is seen as a lifestyle (Interview Domic). According to Domic, 

the terms work and life mean the same thing in the indigenous philosophy of the world and work is 

thus an integrated part of their way of living. Domic further contends that in the Aymara and 

Quechua societies, work is a sign of pride. It is through work people are valued and essentially 

where they find their happiness (Ibid.). Hence, it is through work that people achieve recognition in 

the indigenous communities. Jimena also states that among the indigenous populations, working 

hard is seen as something positive. Physical work is seen as the primary activity in these 

communities, whereas idleness is perceived as a sin (Interview Jimena). Jimena argues that this is 

well illustrated if you drive through El Alto at 3 AM in the morning where people at this time of the 

hour have already started their work activities.  

 

Moreover, Domic accentuates that it is well accepted if the children work. As is the case of the 

parent’s work, it is also important for the children’s identity. Mayta expounds that the worst 

punishment he could receive as a kid was if his father would not allow him work.  

                                                
26 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 8 
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 I felt that I was not part of the team, you feel indignant, as if you are loosing your 

 rights, as if you are loosing your personality. Not working one day, not helping your 

 parents is seen as the worst thing you can do and sometimes they punished you like 

 this. This shows that work is important for the Aymara (Interview Rubén)27.  

 

Domic emphasises that it is frowned upon if the children do not work in the indigenous 

communities. The children will be perceived as ‘flojos’ (lazy) and irresponsible if they do not work, 

and therefore the children want to work (Interview Domic). There is an important saying in 

Aymara: Ama Sulla (don’t steal), Ama Llulla (don’t lie) Ama Quella (don’t be lazy), which 

functions as a guiding principle for the Aymara people (Interview Ponce). Hence, not being seen as 

lazy is of importance within these communities. Sandra also stresses that it is valued if children 

work. She states that this perception is a main reason for why the children start working in the first 

place and, essentially, why they remain in the labour market. The fact that none of the children who 

I interviewed expressed work as being something bad, substantiates the fact that a positive 

perception of work is shared in their social context. In this regard, it can be argued that the children 

have a positive perception of labour because of the value that is assigned to labour in the context of 

El Alto. Through socialisation, the children will internalise the local values and externalise them 

through their practises. The children thus work, as it is a natural practice in their environment.  

Moreover, due to the value assigned to the practice of working in the indigenous communities, it 

seems that work is a way for the children to earn recognition in the family and from the local 

community.  

 

As emphasised earlier, in the indigenous communities everyone is expected to contribute to the 

family and, as such, the children from the age of four or five slowly start to take part in the family 

activities (Interview Domic). Around this age, a ritual called rethucha takes places. At rethucha the 

child has his or her hair cut for the first time, marking the entry of the child in the economic activity 

of the family (Arteaga and Domic, 2007). Domic states that at this age the children start with light 

activities such as sorting and packaging potatoes, tomatoes etc., and in this way are slowly being 

integrated into the economic activities of the family. In the indigenous communities, work is 

considered a natural process in the upbringing of the children (Interview Domic).  

                                                
27 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 9 



 56 

 

In a study conducted by Arteaga and Domic (2007) with 134 Aymara mothers living in El Alto, the 

mothers stated that the most important role for children was to help their parents. However, Domic 

emphasises that the work conducted in the house or along with parents is not seen as work per se, 

but simply as help (Interview Domic). This illustrated as well in the case of Miguel, who did not see 

his assistance in his father’s bakery as work. In Miguel’s mind, he was just helping. This illustrates 

how the children incorporate the perceptions that exist in society and thereby reproduce the societal 

structures. Marlene also emphasises how the children who participate in the workshops held by 

Vamos Juntos do not consider their assistance in the household as work.  

 

Domic points out that the very different perception of child labour in the indigenous communities is 

a major reason as to why the statistics on child labour do not show the real magnitude of the 

phenomenon in El Alto and Bolivia in general. He argues that many times when the father or the 

mother are asked if their children are working, they respond that their children are assisting, not 

working28. This reiterates the fact that child labour is a non-universal phenomenon to which people 

attach different meanings, depending on the socio-cultural context.  

  

The previous section has illustrated that labour is valued in the indigenous communities and that it 

is expected that the children participate in families’ work activities. These shared beliefs work as 

doxa in El Alto, that is, as a framework or an implicit set of rules that make the children consider 

work a self-evident part of their lives. From an early age, the children incorporate work as a part of 

their lifestyle. The parent’s perception of work as an essential part of life is transferred through a 

socialization process in the family – a perception, which the children then will reproduce 

themselves. As Wacquant (2008) writes, “habitus is at once structured by the patterned social 

forces that produced it, and structuring: it gives form and coherence to the various activities of an 

individual across the separate spheres of life” (Wacquant, 2008 p.268). Hence, following 

Bourdieu’s line of logic, a habitus of working is reproduced in the context of El Alto due to the 

cultural norms and values regarding labour.   

                                                
28 Mayta argues that the census from 2009 that stated that around 850,000 children are working is 
very superficial, as much of the work takes place within the private space of the families and thus 
this type of work is not included in the numbers. Mayta states that more than 1 million children are 
working in Bolivia.  
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5.2.4 The family is a unit   

The interviews with the children illustrate that they share their income with their families and that 

they have a strong desire to assist in the family. In the indigenous communities, the family is seen 

as a strong unity, where each member of the family needs to contribute to the wellbeing of the 

family (Interview Domic). As an example, Rubén Mayta explained that while he was working for 

DyA Bolivia, they often saw children working long hours in the streets. One day DyA approached 

one of the children and offered him help. On Rubén Mayta’s request, the child took DyA to his 

house. Rubén Mayta says that they were all extremely surprised when they arrived at the house. The 

house had five floors and the family had two cars and a minibus. The family explained that it was 

also necessary for their child to work in order to create income for the family. This accentuates that 

the children’s participation in the families’ economic activities is important among the families in 

El Alto (Interview Mayta). It moreover illustrates the indigenous perception of the family as a close 

knit unit. Rubén Mayta describes that when he was a child, he and his seven siblings would get up 

with their mother at 2.00 a.m. in the morning to make pastry which they would sell in the streets of 

El Alto before school hours. Rubén Mayta adds that everyone in the family had to participate in the 

family business.  In other words, the perception of the family as a unit is also an explanation of why 

children take part in the economic activities of the family from an early age.  

 

Moreover, it is through work that the children earn recognition in the family (Interview Sandra). 

The children are not valued in the family by simply being a member of the family. The children do 

not feel appreciated in the house if they do not work (Ibid.). When talking to UNICEF, the children 

say that, “I feel better when I am at work, I feel recognized, and I feel that I belong to something” 

(Interview Sandra)29. Hence, for the children, work is an important way of attaining 

acknowledgement, both in the family but also in the community in general.   

5.2.5 Habitus as generative machine 

As Bourdieu emphasises, the early socialization lays the foundation of an individual’s habitus 

(Wilken, 2006). The children start to make sense of the world through these early experiences and 

the fact that they start to work at an early age creates a habitus of working. Through the 

socialization process, the children will incorporate the values of their parents and their surrounding 

community. The children’s understanding of the world is a reflection of their surrounding 

                                                
29 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 10 
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community. Hence, the fact that work is seen as something positive in the children’s social space 

will affect how the children themselves perceive child labour. Children grow up and are taught that 

the practice of working is a value per se. As Bourdieu argues, habitus is “society written into the 

body, into the biological individual” (Bourdieu, 1990a p.63) Hence, through the daily activities 

where children assist their parents, they embody work as a normal activity. The local perception of 

work as rewarding and an essential part of life is thereby transferred to the next generations, 

reproducing the positive perception of child labour. As Bourdieu (1990b) states, 

 

 […] being the product of a particular class of objective regularities, the habitus tends 

 to generate all the ‘reasonable’, ‘common-sense’, behaviours (and only these) which 

 are possible within the limits of these regularities, and which are likely to be 

 positively sanctioned because they are objectively adjusted to the logic characteristic 

 of a particular field, whose future they anticipate ( p.55-56).  

 

In other words, Bourdieu argues that people will make reasonable decisions within the social 

structures based on habitus. Hence, it can be argued that the children’s decision to work is based on 

the background of common practices within their environment and within their families. In the case 

of the five child labourers, this is illustrated by the fact that the children’s decision to work was 

approved by their parents. Habitus is shaped by one’s surroundings. This is why Bourdieu (1990b) 

argues that habitus is a product of history, which in turn reproduces history. This is well illustrated 

in the case of Samuel, who took over his father’s spot as a shoe shiner.   

5.2.6 Sub conclusion   

By looking into the social constructs of child, childhood, labour, child labour and family, the 

previous part of the analysis found that work is considered a valuable activity among the people 

living in El Alto. Work is also considered an important activity for the children as they are expected 

to take part in the family’s activities from an early age. The children receive recognition through 

their work as well as giving them the feeling of being part of the family and community in general. 

Through the early socialization in which work is the main activity, the children embody working as 

a part of their habitus. Habitus incorporates social structures such as norms and values and a habitus 

of working, based on the cultural perception of labour in El Alto, is therefore constructed at the 

societal level. The data also illustrates that in other regards, when children are perceived as an 
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object or as cheap labour by their parents, also provides us with an explanation of why children are 

work in El Alto.   

5.2.7 The power of discourse      

As I emphasised earlier, the children from El Alto are not born as child labourers. However, 

because of the poor environment they grow up in, they construct a reality where work becomes a 

natural part of their lives. But how do the children learn to accept the reality as a child labourer? In 

the following section, I will attempt to illustrate how the social reality for a child labour is 

constructed through the discourses in the community.  

 
Discourse is a social act that constructs the social world, that is to say social relations, people’s 

identities and knowledge (Jørgensen & Phillips, 1999). Discourses thereby maintain social patterns 

in society (Ibid.). When a child is born, they are placed in a reality, which is already socially 

constructed through discourses, for example, the discourses in the family and the community. As 

the child grows up, he or she will start to make sense of the world through the discourses that exist 

in their society. In other words, the foundation of a child’s habitus is formed by early experiences. 

The discourses that a child are exposed to while growing up will therefore have a significant 

influence on how they make sense of the world.   

 

As I illustrated in the previous sections, a set of norms and values exist in El Alto. On the one hand, 

labour and child labour is perceived as something positive and, on the other, laziness is perceived as 

a sin. While the children are growing up, they will be exposed to discourses that legitimize the 

practice of child labour and, as such, the children will perceive labour as a natural part of their lives. 

As Phillips and Hardy (2002) argue, it is through discourses that social reality is legitimized. 

Discourses have the power to make one type of practices seem natural, whereas it can make others 

seem inconceivable (Jørgensen & Phillips, 1999).  Hence, it could be maintained that the children in 

El Alto learn to accept the reality of a child labourer due to the discourses that exist in their 

community.     

 

As stated earlier, the children who I interviewed all had a positive perception of working which is in 

accordance with the general perception in their community. The children are thereby reproducing 

the positive perception of child labour that exists in El Alto. This illustrates the fact that discourses 

are both constructive and constructing (Potter, 2012). On the one hand, the discourses are 
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constructed to share a certain philosophy of life while, on the other hand, they construct people’s 

philosophy of life. In other words, discourses are not just there. They are constructed to legitimize a 

certain lifestyle in relation to one’s reality. As Bourdieu (1991) states   

 

 Discourse is a structured and structuring medium tending to impose an apprehension 

 of the established order as natural (orthodoxy) through the disguised (and thus 

 misrecognized) imposition of systems of classification and of mental structures that 

 are objectively adjusted to social structures (p.169). 

 

One could say that discourses in society make people perceive their social reality as just, since 

discourses reproduce a certain view of the world. Discourses reproduce the unrecognized rules 

(doxa) in society. Based on their view of the world, the discourses in the indigenous communities 

are therefore constructed to legitimize the practice of children working. Hence, when the children 

grow listening to discourse where labour and child labour is appreciated, they naturally incorporate 

this philosophy of life. Discourses therefore work as a ‘machine’, which reproduces social identities 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 1999).  

 

5.2.8 Personal reflections   

Upon my arrival in Denmark, I immersed myself in the literature of Bourdieu and the theory of 

discourse. While investigating these theories, I realised how my perception of child labour was 

constructed by the Western discourse I had been exposed to all my life. When the Danish media 

from time to time covers child labour, the focus is most often on the negative aspects of the 

phenomenon.  The children from El Alto have been exposed to a different kind of discourse during 

their childhood, a discourse in which all the positive aspects of labour are stressed. As I started to 

think more about the children’s positive views of labour during my initial interviews, I realised how 

influential discourses are in one’s perception of the world. I have therefore decided to include the 

theory of discourses as part of my overall framework in order to explain how a child labourer’s 

habitus is constructed. 

 

5.3 Habitus is societal (Analysis part 3)     
In the previous sections the analysis examined how a habitus of working is shaped by the socio 

cultural context the children grow up in. The next part of the analysis will investigate how the 
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societal institutions in Bolivia reproduce a habitus of working among the child labourers in El Alto. 

Bourdieu argues that habitus is societal, since habitus makes people accept the social imbalances in 

society (Wilken, 2006).  Moreover, Bourdieu (1989) stresses that inequalities in society are 

reproduced in social institutions such as schools, as these institutions legitimize a certain view of 

the world. Hence, this part of the analysis seeks to answer the following questions  

5.3.1 Sub questions 

• How are the child labourer’s dispositions in habitus reproduced through the secondary 

socialisation in the educational system in Bolivia?  

• What is the government doing to address child labour?   

• How does the Bolivian government portray child labour in their official discourse and how 

does the discourse reproduce child labour? 

5.3.2 The educational system and symbolic violence   

Bourdieu (1986) developed the concept of cultural capital in order to expound on how a child’s 

performance in school is based on their social class. According to Bourdieu, the educational system 

exercises symbolic violence as it passes on a certain view of society structure that legitimizes the 

dominating classes’ culture (Wilken, 2006.). Bourdieu argues that the educational system is not 

neutral (Ibid.). That is, the type of knowledge that is passed on and the way that the knowledge is 

presented fits certain types of social groups and, in that way, reproduces the social order (Ibid.).  

Based on Bourdieu’s logic, the following part of the analysis will attempt to reveal that the 

educational system in Bolivia marginalizes the child labourers and thus reproduces a low degree of 

cultural capital among this social group.  

 

As mentioned earlier, many of the child labourers from El Alto go to school during the evening or 

night. There are 12 night schools in El Alto where the children who work during the day can go to 

classes (Interview Mayta). According to Mayta, the night schools in El Alto are of very poor 

quality. The classes are conducted under poor physical circumstances and without proper lighting 

and materials (Ibid.). These schools are not a priority of the government and thus there is no 

funding to improve the conditions (Ibid.). Moreover, Mayta states that teachers, who are about to 

retire or teachers with problems at other schools, are allocated to these schools.  “When professors 

have legal problems or are being accused of sexual harassment, they are allocated to the night 
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schools as a form of punishment” (Interview Mayta)30. The level of teaching in these schools is 

therefore poor. Raman (2000) states that in cases where the quality of the education is low and 

discriminatory against poor minority groups, attending school can actually be harmful to the 

children’s psycho-social development. By having the worst teachers at night schools and thereby 

receiving an inferior level of teaching, the children of El Alto are subjected to a form of 

marginalization, which harms their personal development.       

  

Mayta states that the child labourers who go to school in the evenings are the ones who live in the 

toughest conditions in El Alto. These children already suffer from poor health and economic 

poverty. Thus, Mayta argues, these schools should instead have the best professors, the best 

materials, etc. in order to improve the children’s lives and to break the vicious circle of poverty. 

Yet, in the night schools of El Alto, the children get none of this. Furthermore, the children study 

from 7.00 pm until 10.00 pm after a long day of working, a factor, which should be taken into 

consideration when planning the lectures (Interview Mayta). Mayta argues that the classes need to 

be more creative and that the tasks more practical in order for the children to learn (Ibid.). However, 

the teaching is not in any way accommodated to the social reality or background of a child labourer 

and, therefore, fails to meet their special needs.  

 

Mayta states that many NGOs have proposed an alternative model for the education of child 

labourers, but the Ministry of Education in Bolivia refuses to take these proposals into 

consideration. Bourdieu argues that the competencies of marginalized groups are seldom cherished 

in the educational systems (Wilken, 2006). The schools tend to ignore the habitus of children from 

the dominated classes and the educational system thereby reproduces the power imbalances in 

society (Nash, 1990). By failing to accommodate the education to the prerequisites and needs of the 

child labourers, I would claim that the educational system in Bolivia keeps the children deadlocked 

in a state of cultural capital poverty.  

 

As stated in section 4.8, the indigenous people have for many decades been subjected to 

marginalization and discrimination in Bolivian society, a circumstance which has kept these groups 

in poverty and with little power. Nevertheless, after Evo Morales took office in 2005, the 

government has taken several initiatives to promote and acknowledge the indigenous cultures. In 

                                                
30 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 11 
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order to recognize the indigenous cultures and to acknowledge them in the educational system, the 

Bolivian government passed a new educational law in 2010. The law instructs that teaching should 

be intercultural, intracultural and multilingual in the entire educational system. This means that 

teaching will be conducted both in Spanish as well as in various other indigenous languages, and 

that the curriculum must include knowledge about the different cultures in Bolivia. The law seeks to 

encourage reciprocal respect between the different cultures in Bolivia and integrate indigenous 

knowledge as legitimate wisdom in the educational system (Ministerio de Educación, 2010).  

 

In theory, the cultural capital that the educational institutions pass on is equally accessible to 

everyone, but Bourdieu argues that in order to acquire the cultural capital, a certain type of 

disposition is presumed (Bourdieu, 1993). Bourdieu elaborates on this by claiming that the more a 

family’s practices and preferences are aligned with the values and practices the children meet in 

school, the more likely it is that the child will acquire the cultural capital provided in the 

educational system (Wilken, 2006). Hence, by integrating the indigenous cultures and languages in 

the educational system, the law can improve the learning conditions for children with indigenous 

origins.  Although the indigenous knowledge may not end up as the systems dominating cultural 

capital, the fact that it is acknowledged may improve the learning environment for children with 

indigenous origins. However, the initiatives are being incorporated very gradually in the 

educational system and thus it is too early to evaluate the effects of the law regarding child labour 

among indigenous children of El Alto.   

 

While the new educational law may serve to acknowledge the cultural background of many of the 

child labourers in El Alto in the future, it seems that the current educational system in Bolivia 

neglects the special needs of the child labourers and reproduces social inequalities. The social 

reality of the child labourers is not taken into consideration in the teaching methods and conditions, 

and leaves the child labourers with a lack of qualifications to improve their opportunities in life. 

The educational system thereby implicitly keeps these children fixed in a cycle of poverty.  

  

In general, the level of education is poor in Bolivia (CIA, 2017). Domic and Chevarría (1999) argue 

that due to this low quality of the education system in Bolivia, many child labourers see more 

benefits from working than by going to school. If the children were given the choice between work 

and school, they would in many circumstances prefer to work (Ibid.). The children actually have a 
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desire to study, but in many regards they do not see how schooling can help them improve their 

lives (Ibid.). While 97 percent of children between the ages of 6 and 12 are enrolled in primary 

school, this number drops significantly for the children between the age of 13 and 17 (The Danish 

Embassy, 2016).  Sandra argues that one main reason for children between 13 and 17 dropping out 

of school is the poor quality in the educational system. A study conducted in 2014 by the UNDP in 

20 municipalities in Bolivia, among them the municipality of El Alto, found that 45 percent of the 

children do not finish secondary school. Sandra states that the main reason for dropping out is that 

the children cannot see how their education can benefit them when they are finished, and thus they 

choose to work instead. In addition, a study conducted by ECLAC in 2011 found that 87 percent of 

the children in Bolivia are dissatisfied with the level of education in secondary school and consider 

it a waste of time (ECLAC, 2013). Many children see work as a better way to create a life for 

themselves (Interview Sandra.). Thus, the poor quality of the educational system seems to be a 

contributing factor to the children’s decision to work.  

 

The previous section has illustrated that the education received by the child labourers in El Alto is 

inferior. The teaching takes places in poor settings, the teachers assigned to the schools are inferior 

and the teaching is not adapted to the child labourer’s social reality and habitus. As such, the 

educational system impedes the children’s development and maintains the child labourers in 

poverty in terms of cultural capital. The overall level of education in Bolivia is poor and, as a direct 

result of this, many children decide to work instead.  

5.3.3 Government programmes addressing child labour  

The Bolivian government has initiated several social programs to address child labour in the 

country. In 2006, the Bolivian government launched a subsidy programme called Juancito Pinto, 

with the objectives of increasing school attendance for children from low-income families and 

reducing dropout rates (ILAB, 2015). The programme provides a conditional31 cash transfer of 28 

USD to all primary32 school students (Ibid.). The programme has significantly increased the 

percentage of children enrolled in primary school and has been a contributing factor to the 97% 

attendance rate of children between the ages of 6 and 12 (Interview Jimena).  In the rural areas, 28 

dollars is a lot for a family and the cash transfer has significantly increased the families’ incentive 

                                                
31 The children need an attendance rate of 75 percent to receive the subsidy.   
32 The programme initially covered students from 1st to 6th grade but since 2008 the programme 
was extended to 8th grade. 
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to send their children to school (Ibid.).ILAB, however, contends that there is very limited evidence 

showing an increase in school attendance and a decrease in dropout rates in Bolivia as a whole 

(2015). Reports from El Alto reveal that costs associated with attending school, for example 

expenses for transportation and school supplies, may be as much as 410 USD per year (Ibid.)33. The 

subsidy programme may therefore, all in all, have a limited effect on a family’s decision to send 

their children to school in El Alto.  

 

Another programme, which was initiated to address child labour, is the Levelling Programme 

effectuated in collaboration with DyA. This programme requires that all public schools in Bolivia 

provide an accelerated education-levelling programme for children who are falling behind in school 

because of work (Ibid.). Mayta argues that this programme had a positive effect, but after DyA 

closed down in Bolivia, the programme is no longer functioning. Mayta states that the Bolivian 

Government merely uses the programme as propaganda when addressing child labour during 

important dates, such as during the World Day Against Child Labour on June 12th (Interview 

Mayta). On such occasions, the government mentions the programme when asked about their 

efforts on child labour (Ibid.).   

 

According to Mayta, a major reason for the vast number of child labourers in Bolivia is the lack of 

interest on the part of the government. He emphasises that few resources are allocated to institutions 

such as the Offices of the Child Advocate, which have been established to assist the child labourers. 

As an example, he explains how the Offices of the Child Advocate does not even receive financial 

resources to pay for the transportation of their staff when checking the condition of the child 

labourers. In regards to Code 548, which I discussed in section 4.10, Mayta claims that the law will 

have limited effect as there are no resources allocated to the actual implementation of the code. 

ILAB has also pointed out that the Offices of the Child Advocate are underfunded and claim, as 

well, that the Bolivian Government lacks a comprehensive policy on child labour.  

 

Furthermore, the operating budget for the Ministry of Labour in the area of child labour was 10,000 

USD in 2015, which is a very modest amount in a very important field (ILAB 2015). During the 

same year, the Ministry of Labour only conducted 250 unprompted inspections in the area of child 

labour, clearly illustrating the few resources allocated to this area. Mayta furthermore points out 

                                                
33 In comparison the costs of attending school in rural Sucre is 141 US dollars.  
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that only five people in the Ministry of Labour are employed in the field of child labour. This 

clearly illustrates the government’s lack of commitment to the issue (Interview Mayta). As Mayta 

puts it “Five persons to address a problem of 1 million child labourers, that is an atrocity”34. 

Although the Bolivian Government has implemented programmes to address child labour, ILAB 

argues that the scope of these programmes are insufficient to address the issue. Jimena further states 

that the government devotes very few economic resources to issues involving children.   

 

One can contend that the Bolivian Government’s decision to allocate few resources and attention to 

the phenomenon of child labour reproduces a habitus of working among the indigenous children in 

El Alto. As Nieuwenhuys (1996) emphasises, the state’s failure to provide children with basic needs 

often lead the children into labour.    

5.3.4 Child labour and the government discourse    

In section 5.2.7, I explained how the discourses at the community level reproduce a habitus of 

working among the children in El Alto. As discussed earlier, discourses are a powerful tool for a 

state to legitimize a certain philosophy of life (Wilken, 2006). Hence, in the following I will attempt 

to show how the official discourse of the Bolivian government also legitimizes child labour and 

thereby reproduces a habitus of working among the indigenous groups. To illustrate how the 

government is legitimizing child labour, I will refer back to Code 548.  

 
When Evo Morales took office in 2005, it was the first time that Bolivia elected a president with 

indigenous origins. Since his inauguration, the philosophical concept of “Vivir Bien” (“Good 

Living”) has been a central part of the Bolivian government’s official discourse (Mayta, 2015). In 

short, the “Vivir bien” concept represents an alternative model to the capitalist one. It promotes the 

indigenous logic and incorporates indigenous principles such as balance, harmony in the 

community, a non-capitalist approach and communal economy (Ibid.). Through indigenous 

discourse, the Bolivian government is seeking to legitimize a certain way of living, exemplified in 

the Boy, Girl and Teenager Code. An important part of the code is article 125, which states 

 

 It is the activity of the child or adolescent, developed together with their 

 families in  rural native indigenous, Afro-Bolivian and intercultural 

 communities. These activities are culturally valued and accepted, and are 

                                                
34 Free translation from author. See original quote in Appendix. Quote 12 
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 intended to develop basic skills for life and to strengthen community life 

 within the framework of Vivir Bien; built on ancestral knowledge of 

 activities including planting, harvesting, caring of goods of nature such as forest, 

 water and animals with constant playful, recreational, artistic and religious 

 components (Mayta, 2015 p.32).  

 
This article illustrates the governments “idealized” view of what it implies to be indigenous (Mayta, 

2015). According to the article, the work activities performed by children in indigenous 

communities are solely perceived as a socialization activity and thus this type of labour is exempted 

from labour laws. That is, regardless of the children’s ages, these types of work are allowed35. The 

article, in fact, legitimizes child labour in indigenous communities by maintaining that their work is 

valued in their communities and that it helps them develop skills for life. Bourdieu argues that 

language works as a tool to legitimize certain behaviour or a certain philosophy of the world 

(Wilken, 2006). Hence, by defining labour in indigenous communities as something valuable, the 

Bolivian government reproduces the indigenous philosophy of life in which child labour is seen as 

beneficial to the community and to the child itself. As such, the government supports the indigenous 

version of reality through their discourse (Potter, 2012). 

 

Moreover, in 2013 Evo Morales, who was a child labourer himself, stated that child labour should 

not be eradicated as it gives the children a social conscience and that there should be no specific age 

for being allowed to work. It is through discourses that the social world is constructed and thereby 

maintains social practices (Jørgensen & Phillips, 1999). Hence, I would argue that the official 

discourse by the Bolivian government reproduces the indigenous perception in which child labour is 

seen as a natural part of life.    

5.3.5 Sub Conclusion 

The previous sections have illustrated that the phenomenon of child labour is not given much 

attention by the Bolivian government. This is clearly seen in the educational system which provides 

very limited resources to schools attended by child labourers. As a consequence of this, the children 

receive an inferior education, thereby impeding their opportunities to acquire cultural capital. For 

                                                
35 While the article only applies for the indigenous populations living in the rural areas Mayta states 
that the indigenous communities in El Alto still regard there rural communities as where they 
belong.  
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these children work then becomes an obvious choice to create a life for themselves. Although the 

government has taken initiatives to legitimize indigenous knowledge in the educational system, 

initiatives which hopefully may increase the possibility of achieving cultural capital for children 

with indigenous origins, it is still too early to analyse the effects of this new educational law.  

  

Moreover, through their official discourse, the government legitimizes the indigenous lifestyle in 

which children are expected to work. The government portrays child labour in the indigenous 

communities as something positive and, in this manner, they reproduce the indigenous perception of 

child labour as a valuable activity.     

5.4 Discussion 
In the introduction I stated that international policies, in which a one-size-fits all approach is 

applied, are not appropriate for development. In this section I seek to discuss how this assertion 

relates to the phenomenon of child labour based on the findings of this study. In the following, I 

will argue that universal laws on child labour fail to take the local context into consideration, and 

thereby they do not meet the needs and desires of a child labourer in a Bolivian context.  

 

In 1973, the ILO adopted convention 13836 in which the minimum age of employment was set at 15 

years of age and 14 years of age under certain conditions37. The convention was adopted with the 

aim of reducing child labour. It was argued that reducing child labour would ensure that children 

attended school and would thereby stimulate children’s development. In the convention, the ILO 

states “The minimum age for work should not be below the age for finishing compulsory schooling, 

and in any case not less than 15” (ILO, 2016). ILOs rationale for applying age as a determinant for 

who can work legally, is that the most effective method of preventing children from starting to work 

is to determine a legal working age (Ibid.). However, the Western assumptions that permeate this 

law entail several problems in regard to my findings in a Bolivian context.  

 

Firstly, according to the convention, a child must have a certain age in order to work legally, and 

the definition of a child is thereby demarcated by age. Yet, as my paper has illustrated, the 
                                                
36 168 countries have ratified the convention. Bolivia signed the convention on June 11th 1997.  
37 Article 2 (4) in convention 138 states that “a Member whose economy and educational facilities 
are insufficiently developed may, after consultation with the organisations of employers and 
workers concerned, where such exist, initially specify a minimum age of 14 years”. Hence, in the 
case of Bolivia the minimum age was set at 14 (ILO, 2016).  
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definition of a child and the perception of childhood is not universal. The findings in my study 

show that in the indigenous communities in El Alto, the children are considered a ‘complete being’ 

much earlier than at the age of 14. Hence, the children are expected to take part in the economic 

activities in the family from an early age. Moreover, working together is part of the socialisation 

process in the family and the children are gradually given responsibilities to acquire skills. In the 

indigenous communities, the transition from childhood to adulthood is thereby much more fluid 

than in the West. Thus, in such communities, using age as a determinant for what constitutes a child 

is problematic and gives no real meaning. 

    

Secondly, the convention is based on the assumption that child labour and schooling are 

irreconcilable. However, similar to the findings of Liebel (2004), this study illustrates that many of 

the children actually use their money in order to go to school. This challenges the Western 

assumption and the data illustrates that many of the children would not be able to attend school if 

they did not have the opportunity to work.  

 

Based on my study, one can question whether universal laws such as convention 138 are 

appropriate on such a specific issue as child labour, where many realities exist. My study has 

illustrated that child labour is a social construction, and that people therefore attach different 

meanings to the phenomenon, depending on their context. As I stated earlier, child labour has to be 

understood in relation to the local culture and context (Ike and Twumasi-Ankrah, 1999). In El Alto, 

labour is an important part of the culture. The study illustrates that work is an important part of 

being a family and for the indigenous people’s identity. The children are recognized in the family 

and in the community by virtue of their working activities.   

 

However, international organisations such as the ILO argue that there are universal human rights 

that apply to everyone and, thus, laws are necessary to ensure that children’s rights are safeguarded. 

Conventions such as convention 138 are therefore adopted to guarantee the children a right to a 

childhood. Nevertheless, if the minimum age of 14 was enforced in a Bolivian context, it is 

questionable whether these children would be better off.  

 

First of all, besides the aforementioned benefits such as social recognition in the family and in the 

community, the conversations with the children illustrated that work gave them additional benefits. 
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The data illustrated that the children acquired social skills and that the money they earned gave 

them the possibility of buying goods such as clothes and telephones. This, in turn, gave them status 

among friends and allowed them to live the same life as many other children in Bolivia and around 

the world. Enforcing the minimum age of 14 would thereby impede the children’s opportunity to 

acquire these benefits.  

 

Secondly, as illustrated, many of the children rely on their work in order to go to school. Hence, 

contrary to the aim of the convention, enforcing the minimum age of 14 in a Bolivian context would 

deprive many children of the opportunity to go to school. Enforcing the convention would, in fact, 

deprive many children in El Alto of the human right of education. In a Bolivian context, ILO’s 

desire for Bolivia to maintain the minimum working age of 14 in order to ensure that the children 

can attend school, results in a contradiction. This illustrates that universal laws are ineffective 

because they neglect to take the context into consideration.   

 

While conventions such as convention 138 may have good intentions, it is questionable whether 

they are appropriate in countries where the state cannot guarantee all children the basic necessities 

in life, for example education. Andrews (2013) argues that one of the main reasons that 

development often seems to have muted results is that little attention is given to contextual realities. 

Furthermore, one of the main problems of international policies on child labour is that policy 

makers often fall into the ‘fallacy of single-mindedness’ (Basu, 2006). Basu (2006) argues, 

 
 While it is undoubtedly bad for a child to have to work, it is easy for us to forget that 

 worse things can happen to a child than having to work. Hunger, serious illness, 

 malnutrition, abandonment by family, and prostitution are all states of being or 

 activities from which a child could readily switch to regular labour. Thus, when we try 

 to eliminate child labour, we must be careful not to achieve this by driving children to 

 these worse alternatives. Policy makers and even academics at times make the mistake 

 of being so single-minded in their aim to control child labour that they do not mind if 

 this is achieved at the expense of the welfare of the very children whom the 

 intervention is intended to help ( p.3).  

 
While I would argue that Basu himself falls into the fallacy of regarding all child labour as 

negative, Basu (2006), nonetheless, calls attention to one of the main misconceptions when policy 
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makers seek to eliminate child labour, namely, that eliminating child labour does not necessarily 

lead to a better life for the children. The findings in my study illustrate that many children need to 

work to make ends meet in the family and to obtain the basic necessities of life. However, 

eliminating child labour would deprive children with indigenous origins of an important part of 

their identity.  

5.4.1 Lowering the minimum age  

As mentioned in section 4.10, when the Bolivian government decided to lower the minimum age to 

10 years of age, it caused an outrage from the international media, from the ILO, from international 

human right groups, basically from the entire Western world. Many adversaries of the new law 

feared that lowering the minimum age to 10 would be a hindrance for the children to get a proper 

education (McQuade, 2014). Moreover, it was argued that the law would keep the children in a 

cycle of poverty and that it would lessen their chances for better-paid employment opportunities in 

the future (Ibid.).  

 

Yet, this criticism seems to forget that context matters. Firstly, my findings illustrate that due to the 

poor quality of the educational system, in many cases the children see work as a better opportunity 

for acquiring skills that can help them in the future. While it is questionable whether the children 

can break the cycle of poverty through the skills acquired as a child labourer, it at least helps them 

sustain a living. However, the poor quality of education also makes it questionable whether 

attending school will provide the children with capabilities that can help them in the future. My data 

reveals it that in many cases the children perceive secondary education as a waste of time because 

the poor level of education does not provide them with skills that can improve their opportunities in 

life.  

 

Moreover, the criticism from Western organisations in relation to Code 548 also illustrates another 

fallacy, namely that breaking the cycle of poverty is equivalent to getting a better life. In part two of 

the analysis my study found that work per se is a value in the indigenous communities in El Alto. 

That is, the indigenous people find happiness through their working activities. It is through work 

that they achieve a sense of solidarity and feel that they are living a meaningful life. Escobar (2012) 

argues that the Western approach to development can be regarded as a form cultural imperialism, 

which developing countries have little means of defending themselves against. Escobar (2012) 

concludes that development is not only bad when it fails; it is likewise bad when it succeeds 
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because it dictates how people in the developing countries ought to live their lives. For the 

indigenous population in El Alto, it seems that taking away labour would be taking away their 

meaning of life, since the terms life and work express the same thing in their philosophy of life.  

 

Through the eyes of the children and other local actors this study finds that work is an important 

activity for the children in the indigenous communities. The children do not perceive child labour as 

a problem, but instead see it as an opportunity to satisfy their needs and desires. This discussion has 

illustrated that applying a one-size-fits all approach to child labour is problematic as it does not take 

the local culture and context into consideration and, even more importantly, it disregards the desires 

of the children.  

 

6. CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this study has been to explore how a habitus of working is constructed among the 

children in El Alto and thereby understand the phenomenon of child labour in its innermost essence. 

In the first two chapters, I illustrated that child labour is perceived as a problem in the West, which 

has led to the implementation of a whole array of international policies and initiatives with the aim 

of reducing child labour on a global scale. I also emphasised that the reduction in child labour is far 

from equivalent to the amount of policies and initiatives which been taken. In the case of Bolivia, 

the policies and initiatives seem to have had no effect in reducing child labour. With this is mind, I 

wanted to understand the essence of child labour from within in order to understand the underlying 

mechanisms that reproduce child labour in a Bolivian context. This led me to answer the question: 

How is child labour reproduced in El Alto, Bolivia? 

 

To answer this question, the first part of the analysis finds that the children grow up in a reality of 

poverty, which results in a low position in society. The poor conditions provide the children with 

the rationale to work, as their economic contribution is necessary for the wellbeing of the family 

and for the children to be able to go to school. At the same time, the first part of the analysis finds 

that the children have a wish to work as it provides them with a way of achieving independence as 

well as a way of being able to buy desirable goods.  

 

The second part of the analysis finds that labour is considered to be an important activity among the 

indigenous population in El Alto. The children are expected to take part in the economic activities 



 73 

in the family and hence, from an early age, the children are given responsibilities related to the 

work in the family. The children are thereby socialised into labour from an early age and, as such, 

they embody a habitus of working. Due to the common understanding in El Alto in which everyone 

is expected to work and laziness is regarded as a negative trait, children want to work. Therefore, 

the norms and values regarding labour result in the children perceiving labour as natural part of 

their life.  

 

The third part of the analysis finds that the Bolivian government is allocating few resources to 

improving the conditions for the child labourers. The institutions, which have been established to 

assist the children, are underfunded. Moreover, the schools where the children attend classes in El 

Alto are, in various ways, neglected and result in the children receiving an inferior level of teaching. 

Hence, many children see work as a better opportunity to acquire skills, which can help them in the 

future.  

 

The analysis also finds that at both the communal and governmental level child labour is portrayed 

as something positive. Through the discourses in El Alto, the children incorporate the norms and 

values regarding labour as an important part of their lives. The government’s official discourse also 

reproduces the indigenous belief that child labour is part of the socialization process in these 

communities. The children are, therefore, exposed to discourses that legitimize the social practice of 

child labour. Through these discourses, the children construct a meaning of child labour as a good 

thing and therefore the children do not perceive working as a problem. It is through these discourses 

that the children start to make sense of the world and ultimately accept their reality as a child 

labourer.  

 

As the findings above suggest, a whole array of circumstances such as poverty, desire for freedom 

and material goods, norms and values in society and the discourses that portray child labour as a 

natural part of life lead the children into a life as a child labourer. A habitus of working is 

constructed which makes the children perceive child labour as a normal part of their life. Hence, the 

study concludes that child labour is reproduced in El Alto, as a there exist habitus of working, 

which is transferred during the early socialisation and the discourses in society. The hypothesis 

therefore stands valid.  
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6.1 Implications for future research 
Since the end of World War II, the term ‘development’ has been an integrated part of the Western 

discourse in relation to a wide range of topics, for example child labour. Harry S. Truman’s 

inaugural speech38 as the 33th president of the United States marked the beginning of Western 

development interventions in which the developed world would come and ‘save’ the developing 

world. Based on this discursive construction in which African, Latin American and Asian countries 

were regarded as ‘underdeveloped’, the Western world set the terms of how people in the 

developing world should live their lives (Escobar, 2012).  

 

However, as my study has shown, child labour is a social construct and, as such, we should 

acknowledge that there is not a universal way to live a life as a child (Brondi, 2002). Children’s 

interests, aspirations, and necessities are not universal, but differ depending on the context (Ibid.). 

In this regard, Brondi (2002) states that we cannot universalize a model for development since we 

have to respect the diversities of cultures and the different ways people wish to live their lives. The 

Western perception of phenomena such as child labour has shaped how reality has been portrayed 

and essentially acted upon (Escobar, 2012). As Escobar (2012) argues in his criticism of the 

Western approach to development “Reality, in sum, had been colonized by the development 

discourse, and those who were dissatisfied with this state of affairs had to struggle for bits and 

pieces of freedom within it, in the hope that in the process a different reality could be constructed” 

(p.5). Within this discourse of development, the reality of all child labourers was seen as identical. 

This led to policies whose primary aim was to reduce child labour and, in this way, follow the 

Western ideal of childhood.  

 

Nevertheless, my study has illustrated that the perception of child labour is multifaceted. In a 

Bolivian context the children want to work in order to fulfil their desires such as going to school, 

buying goods, earning recognition in the family and community, etc. These findings cast doubt on 

the dominant Western perception of a child labourer as a child who is forced to work in order to 

survive. My study has shown that necessity is only part of the reality in the context of El Alto. The 

children’s positive perception of child labour can explain why initiatives and policies may not have 

had any effect in regard to reducing the number of child labourers.  Based on my findings, an 

important lesson to be learned is that a social phenomenon such as child labour needs to be 

                                                
38 The speech were held on the 20th of January 1949 
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understood in its socio-cultural context if it is to be fully comprehended. By including the children 

in this research, a new perspective is added to the understanding of child labour. However, the 

investigative material in this study is limited and thus further research is needed in order to provide 

a greater understanding of the phenomenon in a Bolivian context as well as worldwide. Hence, I 

recommend further research on the subject of child labour incorporating a research process, which 

includes children. This would increase the understanding of the desires and aspirations of a child 

labourer and could help policymakers design policies that take the needs of a child labourer into 

consideration. 
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8. APPENDICES  

8.1 Appendix 1 Research participants 
 
Save the Children Bolivia   
(Country Director, Daphne Sørensen and National Top Protection Coordinator Vivian Farfán). 
Interview conducted 06.04.2016 

The first interview I conducted was at ‘Save The Children’ where I talked to Daphne Sørensen and 

Vivian Farfán.  The purpose of this interview was to come to grips with the child labour 

phenomenon in the Bolivian context. Conducting interviews with a NGO had several advantages 

such as getting a contextual insight of the phenomenon being studied and background information 

(Mercer, 2006) Moreover, NGOs can also be used as entry points to key informants. In my case, 

Daphne and Vivian gave me access to the child labour organisation UNATSBO, which was an 

important source of information. I had tried to get in contact with UNATSBO prior to my arrival, 

but they did not respond to my emails, and, as such, the interview with ‘Save The Children’ proved 

to be an important entry point for my further research.  

 

Since ‘Save The Children’ work together with the Bolivian government in regards to child labour, 

their answers seemed to be biased when the questions involved the government initiatives on child 

labour. However, as the interview was used mainly to get background information on the child 

labour phenomenon in Bolivia, I found the interview to be very useful. 

 

UNATSBO   
(Group interview with Lizeth, Cynthia and Rosalia ). Interview conducted 07.04.2016 

During my first visit at the child labour union UNATSBO I conducted a group interview with three 

children, among them the National Coordinator Lizeth Castro. This interview provided me with 

insight into the life of a child labourer in El Alto. The children had been workers for several years 

and due to their work in UNATSBO, they had a deep insight into the social reality of child 

labourers. Some days later I was able to conduct individual interviews with Lizeth Castro and 

Cynthia. These interviews provided the study with further, in-depth knowledge of why children in 

El Alto start to work and how they come to the conclusion that they must work.   

 
4.2.3 Vamos Juntos  
(Country Director, Marlene Luna Fernandez). Interview conducted 11.04.2016 
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Marlene Fernandez has been working for several years at the NGO Vamos Juntos, which is an 

organisation that provides various types of assistance for marginalized child labourers such as  

children who shine shoes. Due to the fact that Marlene and Vamos Juntos work closely with many 

of the child labourers, this interview added great insight into the reality of a child labourer. 

Moreover, as a local, Marlene could provide me with comprehensive information about how the 

children and their surrounding community perceive child labour. The interview also gave me access 

to three child labourers as I joined one of the Vamos Juntos social workers a few days later on their 

daily tour visiting the child labourers. 

 
Child Labourers   
(Rubén, Samuel and Miguel). Interview conducted 13.04.2016 

The interviews with the Rubén, Samuel and Miguel gave me an insight into the life of child 

labourers. I interviewed them while they were working in the streets of La Paz. These interviews 

provided me furthermore with an insight into why the children started to work and how they arrived 

at an acceptance of their situation. The children were quite shy, which made it slightly difficult to 

establish a flowing conversation about their life as a child labourer.   

 
Vision Mundial   
(National Top Protection Coordinator, Jimena Tito). Interview conducted 21.04.2016  

Jimena has many years of experience working in the field of child labour and she has conducted 

various research projects in El Alto. Hence, she had a deep insight into the child labour 

phenomenon in the context of El Alto, and she could thereby provide me with extensive 

information about the various dynamics that lead children to work in this area. Above all, the 

interview gave a great understanding of the cultural values and norms in regards to child labour in 

El Alto.       

Fundación La Paz    
(Director, Jorge Domic). Interview conducted 26.04.2016  

Jorge Domic has been working with child labour for many decades in Bolivia. Domic is one of the 

few that has published research from Bolivia and he was thus one of the experts that I planned to  

contact with when arriving in Bolivia. Through his research for journal articles and books, Domic 

has gained a deep understanding of the child labour phenomenon, especially in the context of El 

Alto and La Paz, where he has conducted much of his research. Moreover, much of his research has 

investigated child labour among indigenous groups and the interview therefore provided me with a 

comprehensive understanding of the cultural norms and values existing in the indigenous 
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communities in El Alto. Domic defends the children’s right to work, which I was aware of prior to 

the interview. The interview was therefore a great opportunity to investigate how he had come to 

this conclusion.     

 

Ministry of Labour Bolivia    
(Specialist in Child Labour, Yuri Callisaya). Interview conducted 29.04.2017  

The interview with Yuri provided me with information about the government programmes and laws 

in regards to child labour and the government rationale for these initiatives. In addition, I gained 

information about the number of governmental resources allocated child labour as well as the 

government’s stance on the child labour phenomenon. Due to his high position in the ministry, I 

was well aware that Yuri would not be able to objectively assess the outcome of the government’s 

initiatives in regards to child labour. Hence, I mainly used the interview to get as much data about 

the initiatives as possible, and information about the government’s perception of child labour.      

 
Christian Ponce    
(Sociologist). Interview conducted 19.05.2017  

I conducted an interview with Christian who has an educational background in sociology as well as 

an extensive knowledge of the different cultures in Bolivia. In his current work, he is conducting 

projects in indigenous communities and he therefore has a deep insight into the indigenous norms 

and values. The interview was, above all, used to get a broad understanding of how labour and child 

labour is perceived in the indigenous communities as well as an understanding of the indigenous 

philosophy of the world.  

Fundación Munasim Kullakita    
(Assistant Director, Ariel Quiroga). Interview conducted 19.05.2017  

Munasim Kullakita is an NGO located in the heart of El Alto. Munasim Kullakita assists children 

involved in sexual exploitation, which is not the scope of my research. However, due to the deep 

anchoring of the organisation in the community in El Alto, Ariel could provide me with information 

about child labour in the community of El Alto as well as explain how child labour is perceived in 

the indigenous communities in El Alt. Moreover, I had the opportunity to do observations with 

them in El Alto, which gave me access to see child labourers working at night.    

 
Rúben Mayta    
(Anthropologist). Interview conducted 19.05.2017  
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Ruben Mayta (henceforward Mayta) is an anthropologist who is very engaged in the topic of child 

labour in Bolivia and especially in El Alto, where he is a resident. Mayta has been a social worker 

for DyA Bolivia, an NGO that, among other things, works to prevent and eradicate child labour. 

DyA recently closed their office in Bolivia, so Mayta is currently working independently 

investigating the phenomenon of child labour for a book, which he is writing on the topic. Mayta 

has published several articles on child labour, which are mainly concerned about how the 

government discourse in Bolivia legitimizes child labour. He is very critical of the Bolivian 

government’s discourse and policies on child labour as he claims it allows for exploitation of 

children in the indigenous communities in the rural areas.  

 

Mayta is Aymara and migrated with his family from the rural area to El Alto when he was a child. 

Since he was a small child, Mayta has worked with his family and he thus knows what it means to 

be a child labourer in El Alto. His work as a writer and social worker has given him a reflective 

stance towards the child labour phenomenon and he therefore assesses it from many angles. Mayta 

is very passionate about the issue of child labour and he was thrilled that someone from abroad 

would come and investigate the child labour phenomenon in El Alto and he therefore provided me 

with literature and other contacts. Mayta has contributed greatly to this study due to his extensive 

knowledge of the topic, his previous experiences as a child worker himself and, not least, due to his 

local anchoring in the community of El Alto. I conducted one interview with Mayta and this was 

followed up by a more informal interview at his house, where I also interviewed his mother to get 

her opinion on child labour. After my arrival in Denmark, I also wrote a few follow up e-mails to 

Mayta, as I had a few supplementary questions for him to answer.  

 
4.2.11 UNICEF   
(Child Protection Oficer, Sandra Arellando). Interview conducted 27.05.2017  

Prior to my arrival, UNICEF was one the actors that I knew I wanted to interview. UNICEF has 

worked for many years in Bolivia and they therefore have a lot of knowledge of the child labour 

phenomenon in the local context. The interview at UNICEF was conducted with Sandra Arellano 

who works as a Specialist in the Protection of Children and Adolescents. Due to the various studies 

that UNICEF has conducted in collaboration with the government, Sandra could provide me with a 

broad understanding of why children start to work in El Alto and in Bolivia in general. Yet, as a 

result of UNICEFs collaboration with the government, Sandra may on various topics have felt 

compelled to give responses favouring the government’s initiatives on child labour.   



 86 

 

By interviewing a wide range of people with knowledge of child labour in El Alto, and Bolivia in 

general, this study has gained an extensive knowledge of child labour through the eyes of people 

anchored in the local context (McIlwaine, 2006). In order to understand the plurality of meanings in 

regards to child labour, it has been useful to interview various children as well as people with 

different stances towards the phenomenon. 

 

8.2 Appendix 2 Original quotes 
Quote 1 (Rubén)  
“Me gusta trabajar porque así puedo ayudar a mi familia”  
 
Quote 2 (Lizeth) 
“Ingles es algo que te abre puertas”  
 
Quote 3 (Cynthia) 
“Querría apoyar a mi familia” 
 
Quote 4 (Cynthia) 
“Me aprendí expresar mas ya no soy tan tímida” 
 

Quote 5 (Lizeth) 
“Estudiamos para trabajar y trabajamos para estudiar” 
 
Quote 6 (Kim Esmark) 
“Sagt på en anden måde er kapitalbegrebet I sin kerne en måde at tænke historien ind i sociologien 

på. Det sociale live er ikke, fremhæver Bourdieu, som et spil roulette, hvor spillet begynder forfra 

på lige vilkår for hver ny runde, hvor ethvert nummer statistisk set er lige godt at spille på, og hvor 

alle deltagere har lige chancer for at vinde og med ét slag blive millionærer. Det sociale live er 

derimod struktureret af alt, der er gået forud, af arv og historie, og præges derfor af inerti og 

gentagne mønstre. Forskellige agenter har forskellige forudsætninger, alt efter hvilken social og 

familiemæssig historie de bærer på”  

 
Quote 7 (Brondi) 
“La categoría ‘infancia’ es una construcción social originada en el occidente moderno, por ello 
mismo es discutible la noción del niño universal”  
 

Quote 8 (Jimena) 

“Hay familias que tienen hijos porque es mano de obra barata” 
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Quote 9 (Mayta)  
“me sentía que no estaba haciendo parte de todo el equipo y te sentías como una indignación como 

que estas perdiendo unos derechos  estabas perdiendo tu personalidad y no trabajar un día y no 

ayudar a los padres era visto como lo peor que puedes hacer y a veces te castigaban así. Entonces 

eso es una muestra de cuando el trabajo es importarte en el migrante aymara” 

 
Quote 10 (Sandra)   
“Yo me siento mejor en el trabajo, me siento más reconocido, perteneciente a algo”  
 
Quote 11 (Mayta) 
“cuando un profesor tiene problemas legales, o problemas de acosos sexuales lo que sea como 
castigo lo mandan al colegio nocturno”.  
 
Quote 12 (Mayta) 
“5 personas, Steffen para abordar a una problemática de 1 million de niños en Bolivia es una 
barbaridad” 
 
8.3 Appendix 3 Interview guides 

1. Interview guide for the Samuel, Miguel and Rubén 
Por que trabajas? 
 
Cuantos años tenías cuando empezaste a trabajar?  

Y que tipo de trabajo? 

Y cuales son los beneficios de trabajar? 

Y cuando podrías ganar cada mes? 

Y trabajabas cada día?  

Las cosas que has aprendido son cosas que puedes usar hoy en día? 

Y era vos que tomaste la decisión que ibas a trabajar?  

Y que pensaba tu familia de que querrías trabajar?  

Qué piensan tus padres de que estas trabajando?  

Tus padres trabajaban cuando eran niños también?  

Qué es tu trabajo?  

 

2. Interview guide for Jorge Domic and Marlena Fernandez 
Perception of Child labour   
 
Cuales son los factores que influyen la cantidad de trabajo infantil en Bolivia? 

La cantidad de niños trabajando han disminuido o aumentado en los últimos 10 años?  
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En general, el trabajo infantil es aceptado en la sociedad boliviana?  

Hay algunas culturas o partes en Bolivia donde el trabajo infantil es mas aceptado que en otras?  

Como se entiende el trabajo infantil en las culturas andinas? 

Usted cree que la violencia intrafamiliar afecta a la cantidad de trabajo infantil en Bolivia?  

 
Kids and families 
Qué piensan los niños sobre trabajar?  

Cuales son los beneficios para los niños que trabajan?  

Cuales son los perjuicios para los niños que trabajan? 

Qué piensan las familias de que sus niños están trabajando?  

Hay algunas culturas bolivianas o clases sociales donde es mal visto si los niños no trabajan?  

 
Politics 
Cuales podrían ser las acciones políticas para disminuir los trabajos infantiles que podría causar un 

daño físico y psicológicamente? Que debe ser el enfoque del gobierno y las ONG’s?   

Cual efecto tendrá la nueva ley según ustedes? 

Cuales podrían ser las consecuencias negativas con la nueva ley?  

Cuales podrían ser las consecuencias negativas con la nueva ley?  

Tu crees que la migración del campo a la ciudad ha provocado que los niños tengan que trabajar en 

situaciones en riesgo? 

 

3. Interview guide for Christian Ponce 
Cuales son las características de las culturas indígenas en Bolivia? 

Cómo se entiende la gente indígena trabajo y trabajo infantil? 

Es mal visto si los niños no trabajan en las familias indígenas? 

Cuantos niños tienen las familias normalmente? Por qué es así?  

Quien toma la decisión en la familia que los niños van a trabajar ? Tiene importancia para la 

decisión si es una niña o niño?  

A que edad empiezan a trabajar normalmente? 

En que tipo de trabajos los niños y niñas trabajan normalmente? 

Que crees que piensan los niños que trabajan? 

Cual es el valor que le dan las familias a que sus niños estudien?, le dan algún valor? 
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4. Interview guide for Rúben Mayta, Ariel Quiroga and Jimena Tito  
Perception of Child labour   

Cuales son los factores que influyen la cantidad de trabajo infantil en Bolivia? 

La cantidad de niños trabajando han disminuido o aumentado en los últimos 10 años? Por qué es 

así?  

En general, el trabajo infantil es aceptado en la sociedad boliviana?  

Hay algunas culturas o partes en Bolivia donde el trabajo infantil es mas aceptado que en otras?  

Como se entiende el trabajo infantil en las culturas andinas? 

 
Kids and families 

Qué piensan los niños sobre trabajar?  

Cuales son los beneficios para los niños que trabajan en Bolivia?  

Cuales son los perjuicios para los niños que trabajan en Bolivia? 

Qué piensan las familias de que sus niños están trabajando? 

Hay algunas culturas bolivianas o clases sociales donde es mal visto si los niños no trabajan? 

 

Politics 

Cual efecto tendrá la nueva ley? 

Cual efecto tendrá la ley en relación a la cantidad de niños trabajadores? 

Cuales podrían ser las consecuencias positivas con la nueva ley?  

Cuales podrían ser las consecuencias negativas con la nueva ley? (Riesgo de mas explotación?) 

Cuales podrían ser las acciones políticas para disminuir los trabajos infantiles que podría causar un 

daño físico y psicológicamente? Que debe ser el enfoque del gobierno y las ONG’s?   

Tu crees que la migración del campo a la ciudad ha provocado que los niños tengan que trabajar en 

situaciones en riesgo?  

 

5. Interview guide for Sandra Arrelano, UNICEF and Yuri Callisaya 
Perception of Child labour  

Cuales son los factores que influyen el trabajo infantil en El Alto y en Bolivia general?  

En general, el trabajo infantil es aceptado en la sociedad boliviana?  

Como percibe la gente de El Alto el trabajo infantil? 
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Hay algunas culturas o partes en Bolivia donde el trabajo infantil es mas aceptado que en otras?  

La gente discrimina a los niños que están trabajando? 

Por qué empiezan los niños a trabajar en El Alto y en Bolivia en general? 

Labour laws and child labour 

Que piensa usted sobre el nuevo código (548)?  

Cual efecto tendrá la nueva ley según ustedes? 

Ustedes creen que va a aumentar la cantidad de niños trabajando?  

Ustedes creen que la gente está a favor del nuevo código?  

Qué debería ser el enfoque de los ONGs para que la ley tendrá efecto? 

Qué debería ser el enfoque del Gobierno para que la ley tendrá efecto? 

Qué es lo positivo con la nueva ley? 

Qué es lo negativo con la nueva ley? Hay algunos riesgos con la nueva ley? 

Cuales podrían ser las acciones políticas para disminuir toda las formas de trabajo infantil en 

Bolivia?  

Donde deben las ONGs poner su enfoque para disminuir el trabajo infantil? 

(Cuales podrían ser las acciones políticas para disminuir los trabajos infantiles que podría causar un 

daño físico y psicológicamente? ) 

 

 
 
 
 


