The Chilean Experiment:

REVOLUTION
IN THE
COUNTRYSIDE?
by Jose Yglesias
n creating the newsworthy, journaUsts reporting the Agrarian
Reform program of Chile's socialist government have burdened us with
false drama. Landlords beseiged,
Mapuche Indians knocking at the gates
of Santiago, thriftless peasants despoiling the orchards: everywhere, long
suppressed passions unleashed. Not so.
In fact, the latifundios have been
ended, the big landlords have lost their
exclusive hold on political and economic power in the countryside,
100,000 peasant families on expropriated lands live significantly different lives, and the hopes of many have
risen, exerting pressure for greater
changes. Still, Agrarian Reform has yet
to prove that it can solve the problem
that brought it into being. By cultivating stagnant lands and creating new
relationships in work, can it increase
production enough that Chile will be
able to feed itself? Of course it can,
say the experts, given Chile's fertile
valleys; but the factors in this equation
do not, in real life, fall so neatly into
place. The solution to the problem in
increasing production is not technical
but political, and its working out does
not, like peasants impatient with legalism taking over lands, provide exciting
news reports.
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Indeed, so much emphasis has been
placed on land seizures, many of which
were legalized, and so highlighted the
speed with which the Unidad Popular
government implemented the Agrarian
Reform begun by the Christian Democrats that the government itself was
surprised to learn at year's end that
only 35 percent of basic hectares (a
legal description I'll explain later) falls
into what is called "the social area."
Jose Yglesias is a novelist who has written
about Cuba in In the Fist of the Revolution
(Vintage) and about Latin America in Down
There (World). This article is based on his
observations during a recent visit to Chile.

The rest remains in private hands. One
third of this 35 percent had already
been expropriated by the Christian
Democrats when Salvador Allende became president in 1970; then, as now,
the old owners were paid, part in cash
and the rest in bonds whose value
could be adjusted to take into account
inflationary losses. Sober facts. The
Unidad Popular promised to end the
latifundio; it has done this. It naturally
wants socialist agricultural production
and has taken some steps to lay the
basis for it, but its goal is far away.
One reason the sociaHst government
cannot organize the countryside as it
would like is that the Agrarian Reform
Law was not tailored to its program. It
was passed in 1967 during the Christian Democratic government of Eduardo Frei, and there is no chance of
its being amended or superseded. Parhament remains under opposition control, and to get its program under way
the Unidad Popular can only rely on
either a rigorous application or reinterpretation of the law. Even then its actions must pass the constitutional
checks that two Chilean institutions,
the Supreme Court and the Contraloria, can exercise. Also, more than 50
percent of the bureaucracy of CORA
(the Agrarian Reform Corporation, an
agency of the Ministry of Agriculture
that administers the law) were appointed by the Christian Democrats;
they can, perhaps, be won over, but
not, under civil service, be fired.
The law provides for expropriation
when the estate is not in use; when it
is badly exploited; when its size is
greater than 80 basic hectares of irrigated land (about 198 acres). A basic
hectare is defined as the equivalent of
a hectare in the valley around Santiago, which is considered, for purposes
of the law, the most fertile and best
irrigated. A table of equivalents for the
entire country was set, and this can
mean that in another section one basic
hectare can equal as much as 80 hectares of contiguous land. Expropriation in most cases does not mean
that the owner is left with nothing; he
can keep up to 80 hectares of his
choice. The Christian Democrats always interpreted this as 80; the Unidad Popular announced immediately
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that it could be less and has so decided
in many cases.
There are exceptions. The landlord
can be left with nothing if he has left
his land abandoned for several years or
if he owns other estates as well. He can
be exempt from expropriation of up
to 320 hectares if he runs a "superior"
operation. This means that besides
almost total utilization of his lands for
agriculture or artificial pasture, he
practices better-than-average scientific
methods and his workers receive good
pay or are involved in profit sharing.
Of this last there cannot be too many
cases: Chile's landed aristocracy, like
most, felt it was necessary for status to
own large tracts that were not to be
vulgarly exploited; and the new urban
middle class, as in most Latin countries, emulated the aristocracy and also
believed land must be accumulated as
an investment, nqt to be turned to
profit but held as a hedge against the
time when their real businesses suffered.
At the beginning of my stay in
f \ Chile, when I had yet to study
-/ A-the Agrarian Reform Law or
talk to officials, I wandered into an
estate that might well, I thought then,
have qualified for exemption. But it
had not; and the conversation I had
with its owner can serve as illustration
of the new application of the law, the
complaints of the expropriated, the
unexpected complications that any
social upheaval brings, and the misapprehensions that an innocent American, familiar only with heated news
reports, can fall into. I had decided to
travel to the south on my own in my
pristine state of ignorance about agrarian reform and see what I could learn
without biased guidance.
After three days of talking only to
peasants and finding landlords always
absent, 1 was lucky enough to turn
into the driveway of a beautiful estate,
partly visible from the road, whose
owner lived and worked there. The approaches to the three-story stucco and
stone mansion were lined with magnificent poplars and much of the
house was covered with ivy. There
were outbuildings far from the house.
The place was a dairy farm but these

were not working barns; one contained
a brooding oven for chickens; another,
filled with baby turkeys, had overhead
lights to control the heat. After we
had talked, the owner took me outside
and showed me the dwarf trees he was
developing-a hobby-and a caged pair
of small wolves native to Chile. He was
an agronomist. The farm had belonged
to his father but he had worked on it
since he finished college;he was proud
of the place and the work he had
done. He was also part owner of a
cheese factory in the nearest city. Obviously an enhghtened businessmanfarmer, he was not the target against
which the Agrarian Reform Law was
passed.
He owned 133 hectares and had
made plans when the law was first
passed to turn over the amount over
80 that the law takes over. (I am paraphrasing him.) But it was not until the
Unidad Popular came into power that
CORA became interested in his place.
The negotiafions began in 1971 and a
year later (last June) he was expropriated. The law is so full of vague
phrases that many injustices can occur.
Take the price: it is supposed to be
negotiated, but CORA waited until a
few days before the year was up to set
a ridiculously low price and there was
nothing he could do. The land and
buildings (workers' homes) that they
took were valued at 2,190,000 escudos
(officially 46 to the dollar; 300 to the
dollar on the black market at the time)
ten percent of which he was supposed
to receive immediately but had yet to
be paid. "With inflafion at the rate it is
going," he added, "it will be about
enough to buy a pair of shoes."
Another injustice: he was left with

only 40 hectares. "The law says 80,"
he explained.
I was amazed. I had just that morning seen 90 abandoned hectares which
had not been expropriated. "Why did
they bother?" I asked. "Isn't yours almost too small an estate to go through
all that legal procedure?" He paused
and I was to learn a few days later
why. "Yes, it is very small," he said.
But that was not the end of it. A
couple of months eariier there had
been an attempt on the part of the
peasants to take over the 40 hectares
with all its cattle, buildings-even the
main house. They locked the gates at
the end of the poplar-lined driveway
and allowed no one in or out. They
had been encouraged by some leaders
of the local CORA, who were members of MAPU, a left offshoot of the
Christian Democratic Party which has
joined the Unidad Popular. They had
their eye on the large house; they
hoped to turn it into an agricultural
training school. The gates were
mobbed by peasants who had never
worked on the place. The owner heard
them say that they had calculated that
without their doing a day's work the
coming year the dairy farm would, as a
cooperative, net them all a good
profit.
The owner knew how to defend
himself and he obtained a hearing on
the seizure from the CORA tribunal of
the zone. Here the ironies begin. The
peasants who tried to take the estate
are all Chrisrian Democrats (the largest
party in opposition to the Unidad Popular) and the owner gained his most
important support at the hearing from
the Socialists (one of the two largest
parties in the government). "You be-

lieve that it is unfair for the patron to
keep a reserva, with the cows and the
buildings?" the Socialists asked the
peasants. The peasants said yes. "But
it was you who made the Agrarian Reform Law and the law is the law," one
Socialist replied. The owner won.
Sometime before this matter was
settled, CORA personnel tried to convince the owner that he ought to let
the dairy farm go and join CORA himself. They would put his knowledge
and experience to use. The owner said
no. He believes there should have been
an agrarian reform, but expropriation
should have only occurred with latifundios that were uncultivated. In
cases such as his CORA should have
approached the owner and suggested
that he allow his workers a profitsharing partnership in the farm. As it
is, he believes the shiftless have been
favored and laziness encouraged. He
has run his place with strict cost accounting and made it grow without a
single bank loan. The asentamientos
(the name for the newly formed farms)
are given tractors, fertilizers, seeds, and
each member advanced a daily stipend
against future deliveries to a government distribution organization.
"No one is ever going to make them
pay for these things," the owner said.
"They take the money, deliver a bit of
their harvest, and the rest they sell on
the black market. Never have we seen
so many tractors in the countryside
and they drive them into town on the
slightest excuse. Think of the cost of
the products they produce on this
basis!"
One of his friends in the area, most
of whose lands were expropriated, did
not lose his best workers. They elected
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to stay with him. The others were alcoholics and they now make up the
majority of the asentamiento. formed
with the expropriated land. "You can
imagine what little work is being done
there," the owner said. "They drink all
the time."
The owner is a member of the National Party, the most conservative of
the opposition. I asked him about the
politics of his three sons away at college. He laughed good humoredly. One
is a National, another a Left Christian
(a party in the Unidad Popular) and
another a Mirista (a member of MIR, a
revolutionary party not in the Unidad
Popular which organizes workers and
peasants to push the government
toward more revolutionary actions). I
joined him in the laughter because it is
MIR that has led most land seizures,
particularly among the Mapuche Indians in the south. "It is their age,"
the owner explained, "and a passing
thing."
He walked me to my car, and I told
him how beautiful his driveway is. He
pointed to a bare area, about half an
acre long, beyond the poplars. "This
was really beautiful with flowers
once before 1 had to let it go."
He did not need to explain; we
both knew that he no longer could dispose of enough workers to keep that
much of a flower garden going. He

walked quickly away as soon as he said
goodbye, like a man with a lot to do. I
did not believe he had lied to me and I
did believe an injustice had been done
in his case.
ack in Santiago, I learned that
the government's interpretation
of the "up to 80 hectares" was
a valid one, as I've said earlier, so
CORA had not acted illegally when it
left him with 40. I also learned that
prices for payment of each estate had
long ago been determined. A geographer working for a UN agency
pointed out to me that after one of
the earthquakes of the '60s, an aerial
study was done of the country by a
Canadian firm, with a loan from the
United States. "Some people were
very exercised; they thought this was a
way of giving the CIA a great deal of
information about us. In any case, it
was a thorough study and it is on this
that valuations of all estates were
based foi tax purposes. They were revised each year to take care of inflation but even then the owners in the
main got the valuations lowered. They
cannot now complain that payment
for expropriation, which is also based
on these figures, is too low."
Another expert listened to my
story about the owner of the dairy
farm, and simply by being told the

B

general area where he lived, deduced
that the 40 hectares he had been left
with were basic hectares and not a
simple measurement of his total land
area: outside the valley of Santiago no
estate that small had been expropriated. In the dairy farm's zone the
40 basic hectares came to some 3,000
in land area. No wonder the owner had
paused before he agreed that his estate
of 133 basic hectares was a small one!
Nevertheless, the owner's story was
full of details which indicate some of
the problems that the Unidad Popular
is not solving. No doubt alcohohsm is
one of too long standing to expect
agrarian reform to influence it greatly.
More amenable to change are the traditions of work on large farms; they allowed for little initiative on the part of
farm workers: the patron or more
usually the overseer was there to give
direct and explicit orders on what was
to be done. Now the workers themselves have to supply the initiative and
the directives, and it is not surprising
that there is so much of the dairy farm
owner called laziness. I even heard of
cases of new asentamientos hiring
afuerinos, farm workers with no ties to
any estate, to share-crop the land
while the members of the asentamiento themselves did not work. For
them the stipend that CORA advances
against future harvests had become a
salary—a considerably better one, incidentally, than that they earned with
the patron—for which there will never
be any accounting.
Estates are expropriated on the initiative of CORA or of the local peasants. (Peasants have been organized
into farm unions for many years, and
the knowledge of the law this association has given them, as well as their
land hunger, leads them often to take
action before CORA's bureaucracy
does.) For a period of five years, the
expropriated farms' titles remain with
CORA, and the farms are organized as
asentamientos or centers of production. In the asentamientos the heads of
families living there run matters; in the
centers of production every individual
living there or working for it has a
voice. Each family in the asentamiento
or center of production gets a home
(usually built voluntarily by the
group) and one or two hectares around
it for their own gardens and farm animals. The interim period before gain-
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ing titles to their lands is meant to give
the peasants time to decide whether
the farm will become a cooperative or
state farm. The asentamientos organized under the Christian Democrats,
when the law was passed in 1967, are
now reaching the moment of decision.
n one of my first forays into farm
country in the south I picked up a
hitchhiker who turned out to be
the president of an ascntamiento now
reaching its fifth year. I had taken a
dirt road (except for the north-south
central highway, almost no country
road is paved, and this too constitutes
a farm problem) leading west into Mapuche Indian country, my mind full of
those stories of land seizures, acts of
reivindicacion (recovery) on the part
of Mapuches reclaiming lands stolen
from them after the 1 880s when "pacification" of the Indians was completed. My experience was more prosaic. Tlie president of the asentamiento
was a Mapuche named Rafael Curiqueo
Marileo, elected some six months earlier by his colleagues in the asentamiento, who are mostly of Spanish descent. He was on his way to Cunco, a
town about three quarters of an hour
away by car, to ask for a third tractor
for the asentamiento. Tlie asentamiento
was called Huichahue, which means in
Mapuche, he said. The Place Where the
Warriors Arose.
I spent the day with him, going first
to the office of CORA in Cunco, then
back with him to the asentamiento. He
talked there to the production chief
for the zone, who agreed that another
tractor would be helpful. But they
were scarce even though the first Soviet imports had already made their
appearance. Alone with the production chief, I told him that Marileo said
that the ascntamiento had decided to
become a cooperative but that first
they wanted to have old debts renegotiated. The bookkeeping, Marileo had
said, had not been done under the
supervision
of the asentamiento.
"Right," said the production chief.
"They now have their own bookkeeper and the old debts are questionable and should be cancelled."
I spent the day with him, going first
to the office of CORA in Cunco, then
back to the asentamiento. He talked to
the production chief for the zone, who
agreed that another tractor would be

I

helpful. But they were scarce even
though the first Soviet imports had already made their appearance.
We sat in a meeting room of the
building used by the Consejo Comunal
of the region—an organization with
legal standing with CORA, composed
of officers of asentamientos—and it
was full of very militant MIR posters.
Some called for expropriation of land
as well as equipment, with no reserves
for nor payment to the patrones. "Our
main problem," said the CORA man
when I asked, "is that the law allows
for such little participation by the
peasants. The decisions all come from
above—there is little that the peasants
can do on their own."
What about the land seizures?
"Well, they are usually in the right,"
he replied. "Just yesterday we heard
of an asentamiento taking over 50 hectares of unused land. Just land—the
patron lives in the city and he does not
even have a house on it. But it is too
small a piece of land to qualify for expropriation. It is across the road from
the asentamiento, and because we cannot give them leave the asentamiento
has simply begun clearing the land and
getting to ready for planting."
I asked about the patron. "He does
not seem to care—what can he say,"
the CORA man said. "So we are not
going to do anything about it."
On the way back to Huichahue, I
asked Marileo if he thought they'd get
the tractor. "He said they would try,"
he answered; that seemed to satisfy
him. "They are easier to deal with
than the ones with the old government." Marileo is a tall, heavy man,
and speaks judiciously. After a
moment, he added, "We have to increase production. That is the way we
can help the government.
He led me proudly through the pastures of the asentamiento. The work
force is divided into three committees,
with a chief for each, to take care of
the livestock, the crops, and the
general repair and building on the
farm. They own 1,100 hectares, and
they also work the reserva for the old
owner, sharing its yield equally. (I
found in other places too that once
expropriation has happened there is
little residue of ill feeling left for t'he
patron.) Besides a small herd of cattle,
they grow mostly wheat and some
corn and beets. I asked what they did

about members who did not do their
share of the work. "Oh, we do not
have that problem. We have been together a long time," he replied. "But if
anyone is absent for long, the head of
his committee reports it and it is discussed at the monthly meetings of the
asentamiento."
Marileo had not worked for the old
patron. He had applied some years ago
to CORA for work on an asentamiento
and been assigned Huichahue. The
next day I ran into the president of a
farm only five months old; he and his
brother had been the only two families
working on the place before it was expropriated. It consisted of 1,900 hecowner as a place to spend his holidays.
Nearby peasants who owned tiny plots
approached them to propose petitioning CORA for expropriation. That was
last March, and this time the procedure took only four months, an
example of the speed with which the
Unidad Popular acts. The patron appealed but lost the case. The peasants
gave up their tiny plots and joined the
new farm.
"The patron came here immediately to live as soon as he heard," the
president said, "but what argument
could he use? The land had not been
farmed for years. CORA let him stay
until the end of this year and we just
gave him another 15 days."
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"Why does he want to be around?"
1 asked.
The president shrugged. "I guess he
likes the country, now that it is no
longer his."
Not only did expropriation take
place here quickly but the farm was
not called an asentamiento but a
Comite de Produccion, a Production
Committee. They are not going to wait
five years either to make up their
minds; they want to become a state
farm. "It is the best way to raise production," the president said, "and we
will have our own plots anyway for
our own needs."
The 22 families now on the place
—it is called Campesinos
Luchando
(Struggling
Peasants)-had
already
built themselves small homes with help
from CORA. At the moment 1 met the
president, a young man in his 20s, he
too was on his way to tlie nearest
CORA to discuss matters with them.
The farm had been organized too late
to clear and plant much of the huge
lands given it, and they wanted also to
build up a herd of cattle.
I came away from my trip south
having tentatively concluded that the
new asentamientos needed technical
help, and to get it the CORA production bureaucrats should be living in the
asentamientos; that the new CORA
chiefs were emphasizing state farms to
the peasants in order to create a socialist agriculture rather than the small
capitalist enterprises that cooperatives
could eventually become; and that the
campesinos all wanted titles to their
lands, whether they were electing
cooperatives or state farms, and there
was confusion as to when they'd get
them. I had heard enough stories
about their selling to the black market
to believe it was true but did not expect any to say so. CORA took me on
a one-day tour of asentamientos near
Santiago, but the guide, very unlike
the PR man I expected, along with the
peasants, were so direct and open that
the impressions I got were not appreciably different from those I obtained
on my own.

T

he best person in Santiago with
whom to check my new knowl
edge was, ironically, an American:
Solon Barraclough, a professor of agriculture on leave from Cornell University to FAO(the Food and Agricul-
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ture Organization of the United
Nations), He is an expert on Soutfi
American land reform, and FAO lenl
him to the Training and Research Institute on Agrarian Reform (ICIRA),
an independent organization created
by FAO and the Chilean government
during the days when the Christian
Democrats were in power. It was from
ICIRA's sober year-end report that the
government had learned that the
amount of land now in the social area
was less than anyone thought. Barraclough is project manager of ICIRA,
and has already trained a whole generation of agricultural experts throughout South America. His accent and his
manner remain invincibly Yankee.
Perhaps it would be better if technical experts lived in the asentamientos, he said, but that was not essentially the problem; the peasants
knew their jobs well enough. Nor did
it much matter, if your goal was a socialist organization of the countryside,
whether the farms became cooperatives or state farms; you had cooperatives in China which were indubitably
socialist, and state farms in Yugoslavia
which were more capitalist. In either
case, the peasants would receive title
to their small plots. The confusion, as
well as the inefficiencies and shiftlessness, derived from the failure of
CORA to define the rules of the game.
From that, too, arose the trading in
the black market-or at least made it
possible.
He made the point that the desire
of peasants for titles to the land is not
just a "reactionary" notion, as many
characterize it, but also a defense of
their rights. They do not trust that
subsequent governments will not attempt to take it all back. In the Mapuche country, where I'd just been,
only 20 percent of the land had
been expropriated, despite all the sensational stories of land seizures, but 95
percent of the latifundios expropriable
because of size had been. Indeed, in
that area 60 percent of the land was
made up of minifundos, tiny farms,
and whatever form of organization
CORA introduced was bound to be
more collective than present methods
of cultivation.
Looking at Agrarian Reform narrowly—at how it has dealt with inequities the peasants suffered—one
must judge it favorably. There haf
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been waste and confusion and overlapping bureaucracies, but the change
has come about without violence and
without an immediate loss of production; a large section of the population
has been socially and economically enfranchised. But more than that is expected. Agrarian Reform is the key to
the government's socialist program,
and has to be judged in the context of
national goals. Although in 1971 and
1972 food production rose slightly,
consumption increased 27 percent due
to greater employment, higher salaries,
and the buying fever that seems to afflict people during periods of social
change. This forced the government to
spend more than any previous government for food imports, almost 30 percent of consumption, something that
critical dollar shortages make impossible to continue. And this year food
production is expected to decrease. In
any case, many items from the countryside make their way into consumers' hands through the black
market. All this casts an onus on
Agrarian Reform, perhaps unjustly,
and shrouds it, especially in the urban
ambiance of scarcities and queues, in
an air of failure.
For pragmatists like Barraclough,
checks and controls have to be strictly
enforced. Norms must be set clearly
and the peasants told that if they do
not deliver what they produce to
government distribution agencies, their
salary stipends and credits will be cut
off. What is planted and how the fertilizer is used is also important. Less
sugar beets, for example, are being
planted because the only customer for
that is the government's own sugar
plant, and some peasants give their
own small plots preference when fertilizers are distributed: both evidence of
intent to sell on the black market.
ICIRA's year-end report said that production must increase 50 percent during the next four years to meet needs,
and urged the government to make
overall plans for not only production
but purchase and distribution of food.
The report also urged the government
to create,outside the market, a method
of rationing which insures per capita
distribution of basic foods. In January
the government announced rationing
of some 30 consumer goods—among
thern food—and it will have to be seen
(Continued on page 59)

"This is one of the reasons I fight
so hard and will continue to
fight with the behef I've
always had. I believe one man,
one man can make a difference
if he's sincere." —Ruchell Magee
nly one convict lived through the shoot-out foli lowing the dramatic prison outbreak at the Marin
f County Courthouse on August 7, 1970. Although Ruchell Magee recovered from the gunshot wounds, he was given little chance of surviving the trial
that awaited him. Following the acquittal of his celebrated
co-defendant Angela Davis, he alone was left to bear responsibility for the incident, in the course of which Jonathan Jackson, two black convicts, and a judge were killed, a
district attorney paralyzed, and an entire nation stunned.
The trial of Ruchell Magee developed into one of the
most pecuUar and expensive proceedings in California's history. In the beginning it seemed to have all the elements of
an easy prosecution victory. The defendant was black, an
admitted participant in the jaUbreak, obdurate in his courtroom defiance; he had been convicted of attempted aggravated rape and kidnapping, and was serving a life-term even
before becoming involved in the chain of events leading to
the murder of Judge Harold Haley, with which he was now
charged. A special environment was created that served as a
constant reminder to all concerned that this case involved
"dangerous criminal elements." A $15,000 bullet proof
window was specially installed in the courtroom, and every
day a phalanx of tactical poUce armed with automatic
weapons showed up to look down on those observers who
passed the skin search administered at the door.
After hearing over 11 weeks of testimony, the jury
reached what the local press described as "a million dollar
deadlock": eleven to one for acquittal on the murder
count, and eleven to one for conviction on the offense of
simple kidnap. Had the juror who held out for acquittal on
all counts changed his vote to guilty on simple kidnap, all
12 jurors would have found Magee innocent of murder. But
that one juror refused to compromise.
It was a startling victory, and no small share of credit
goes to a brilliant team of defense lawyers which included
Los Angeles criminal attorney Ernest Graves, who represented Magee from May 1971 to March 1972; former
Novato (Calif.) mayor Robert Carrow, chief counsel; and
former U.S. Attorney General Ramsey Clark who joined as
associate counsel during the last month of the trial.
Sherlock Holmes fashion, they destroyed the murder charge
by exhuming the body of the dead judge, calhng in renowned pathologists from Vienna and Baltimore to conduct a second autopsy, and proving conclusively that Haley
had been killed, not by the shotgun allegedly triggered by
Magee, but by a prior gunshot wound in the chest. Likewise, they disposed of the kidnap-for-extortion count with
the aid of Dr. Kenneth Clark, noted black psychologist and

O

s
o
o

Alexandra Close, a San Francisco Bay Area writer, has covered the
Ruchell Magee case for two-and-a-half years.
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