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T his article examines the development of Chilean agrarian historiography in 
the last four decades, by means of an introductory overview organized as a 
chronological reconstruction. It selectively focuses on relevant authors and 

works, the problems and questions they addressed, their main arguments and contribu-
tions, as well as their flaws and limitations. In doing so, the article constructs debates 
that never took place, because development of this field has been limited by the scarcity 
of specialized works, the different contexts in which they were produced, and the lack of 
institutional spaces for systematic debate. Agrarian historiography has only recently be-
come a distinctive discipline in Chile and is therefore an incipient field. In the last fif-
teen years, a new revisionist agrarian historiography has begun to revitalize the study 
of Chilean rural history through critical dialogue with foundational interpretations from 
the 1970s, leaving behind the conventional reiterations of the 1980s.
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Este artículo examina el desarrollo de la historiografía agraria chilena en las 
últimas cuatro décadas, por medio de una revisión introductoria y organizada 
como una reconstrucción cronológica. Esta se enfoca selectivamente en auto-

res y trabajos relevantes, los problemas y preguntas que tratan, los principales argumentos 
y contribuciones que ofrecen, así como sus limitaciones y debilidades. Este ejercicio cons-
truye debates que nunca tuvieron lugar, ya que hasta hace poco tiempo el desarrollo de 
esta disciplina fue limitado por el escaso número de trabajos especializados, los diferentes 
contextos en que fueron producidos y la falta de espacios institucionales para el debate 
disciplinario sistemático. En tanto disciplina especializada, la historiografía agraria se 
ha constituido recientemente en Chile; así, es todavía un campo de trabajo incipiente-
mente cultivado. En efecto, sólo en los últimos quince años una nueva historiografía agra-
ria revisionista comenzó a revitalizar el estudio de la historia rural chilena, por medio 
de un diálogo crítico con las interpretaciones fundacionales de la década de 1970, de-
jando atrás las reiteraciones convencionales de los ochenta.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This article analyzes the trajectory of the agrarian historiography of Chile, broadly un-
derstood, from the 1970s to the present. Focusing selectively on relevant works, it dis-
cusses the problems and questions that these previous studies examined, the main argu-
ments and contributions they proposed, and critically reflects on their flaws and 
limitations. This exercise implies constructing debates that, for the most part, never took 
place because of the small number of works in the field, the different contexts in which 
they were produced, and, especially, the lack of systematic disciplinary debate. Thus, this 
article is an effort to provide an organized account of what has been until recently a rather 
fragmented scholarship. Despite any arbitrariness it surely involves, this critical account 
seeks to contribute to the transformation of Chilean agrarian historiography into a co-
herent disciplinary field. 

Chilean rural, agrarian, and agricultural history have been dealt with in works of dif-
ferent nature and quality, produced in several disciplinary areas. However, these works 
have also dealt with similar issues, which have been the themes of a rather peculiar agrar-
ian historiography. General economic history concentrated on agriculture’s role in the de-
velopment of the Chilean economy, especially in the era of export-led growth based in the 
nitrate industry (1880-1930) and the so-called agricultural stagnation after the Great De-
pression. For other scholars, in turn, the central problem was whether rural society, es-
pecially that of Central Chile, remained traditional or backward, or if agriculture under-
went any degree of modernization, and took part in the transition towards capitalism that 
the economy underwent from the middle of the nineteenth century. General social his-
tory, rural sociology, and human geography studies shared an interest in the agrarian struc-
ture, the persistence of the large rural estate and its role as latifundium, while, at the same 
time, discussing inquilinaje as a “pre-capitalist” labor system. More recently, the agrar-
ian reform (1967-73) is another example of a subject addressed by scholarship in differ-
ent disciplines, such as economics and agrarian political economy1. 

Therefore, it can be argued, agrarian historiography has just recently formed in Chile 
as a distinctive discipline. Thus, it is still an under-cultivated field of scholarship. There 
are insufficient research and publications, both books and journal articles. As a result, 
agrarian historiographic debates are incipient, at best. The exception is the work by schol-
ars who have carried out their research being informed by and in dialogue with scholar-
ship produced in international academic communities. Further, agrarian historiography 

1. The Chilean agrarian reform was implemented from 1967 to 1973, and then, after the 1973 coup 
d’état, unraveled by the military dictatorship; a valuable, yet underrated, introduction in Huerta (1989).



in Chile is under-represented in the university curriculum and is just beginning to gain 
its own institutional place, such as regularly-held conferences and specialist journals. In 
sum, there is much ground to cultivate. 

To make sense of past, recent, and current scholarship on Chilean rural society, the 
following five sections of this article proceed as follows. The next section discusses the foun-
dational interpretations that established agrarian history as a scholarly discipline in the 
1970s, namely, the contributions made by Arnold Bauer and Cristóbal Kay. Then, the ar-
ticle deals with the conventional reiterations in the works by Chilean scholars in the 1980s 
and 1990s, which, basically, restated or oversimplified arguments proposed in the foun-
dational historiography. The following section discusses what can be called revisionist 
agrarian historiography, comprised of works produced in the past decade and a half and 
in critical dialogue with Bauer and Kay’s interpretations. Next, the article examines cur-
rent and research by Chilean and foreign scholars. Finally, the last section offers sugges-
tions for future research. 

2. FOUNDATIONAL INTERPRETATIONS 

The study of agrarian history gained traction in the 1960s when rural society and the agri-
cultural sector were at the center of the intense political conflict that was rapidly polari-
zing Chilean society. At the same time, academic interest in agrarian history was a re-
flection of the imminent agrarian reform that the progressive social and political forces 
of Chilean democracy were just about to carry out, and which soon would drastically 
transform the countryside. In that context, growing attention to the “agrarian problem”, 
stimulated research not only in the social sciences but also in academic historiography. 
That was the case of what we can consider being the “foundational interpretations” of Chi-
lean agrarian historiography, which Arnold J. Bauer and Cristóbal Kay proposed more 
than four decades ago, from economic history and agrarian political economy, respecti-
vely. These scholars’ main works were virtually contemporary and informed by the same 
pressing agrarian issues Chile faced in the 1960s; yet, they featured quite different theo-
retical and methodological approaches, and thus also offered contrasting interpretations 
of the course of Chilean rural society. 

Arnold J. Bauer, who grew up working at his family’s farm in Kansas (Bauer, 2012), 
began his intellectual journey as a historian of Latin America by writing a doctoral dis-
sertation at UC Berkeley in 1969, under the unpretentious title “Chilean Rural Society 
in the Nineteenth Century”. This pioneering study on the export-led phase of Central 
Chile’s estate agriculture (c. 1850-1890) became Chilean Rural Society from the Span-
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ish Conquest to 1930, an engaging monograph published in 1975 in Cambridge’s presti-
gious Latin American Studies series that remains to this day the best book on Chilean ru-
ral history2. Bauer not only expanded his thesis into a more comprehensive interpreta-
tion of the oligarchic rural economy and society gone with the Great Depression but also 
developed a reflection on the long-term trajectory of rural Chile, by then experiencing the 
repressive, military aftermath of the agrarian reform.  

Bauer emphasized that “traditional” Chilean rural society did not experience sub-
stantive transformations before 1930, while other cereal-producing agrarian systems 
modernized, or newly constituted capitalist agriculture emerged on frontier societies un-
der the stimulus of the Atlantic market (Bauer, 1975)3. As land was abundant and labor 
cheap, landowners expanded production by bringing more land under the plow, and ex-
tending the labor tenant system known as inquilinaje, but in a harsher form, with fewer 
benefits and more labor obligations (Bauer, 1971, 1975). Thus, unlike their Russian or 
American counterparts, who ended serfdom and slavery, respectively, in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, large landowners did not abolish rural Chile’s “peculiar insti-
tution”. In addition, they hired more waged laborers as seasonal peons, especially for the 
labor-demanding harvest season. Agricultural modernization was limited to the con-
struction of irrigation channels and late and superficial introduction of machinery. Fol-
lowing the ground-breaking work by Chilean geographer Silvia Hernández (1966), 
Bauer held that mechanization, a distinctive element of agricultural modernization, took 
place only within a minority of properties, which indeed became “model estates” but were 
not representative of the rural landscape at large.  

Interestingly, Bauer also explained the absence of modernization in agriculture by look-
ing at Chile’s broader social and political context. Until the late nineteenth century, large 
estates were micro-societies where power was exerted and contested in the framework of 
paternalism and deference. At the same time, after the 1874 electoral reform, which en-
franchised them, rural workers constituted a source of votes that allowed landowners to 
retain a great deal of influence in the State. In sum, landowners had compelling reasons 
not to transform rural society; thus, the insertion of Chilean agriculture into the Atlantic 
market reinforced traditional rural society4.  

2. Indeed, albeit belatedly, this book merited the, at the time, rare privilege of a Spanish-language 
edition in Chile; see Bauer (1994).

3. Bauer would not conceptually elaborate on what he exactly meant by traditional but, unlike con-
temporary Marxist Chilean scholars, he avoided such vague notions as semi-feudal or neo-feudal to 
characterize nineteenth-century rural society.

4. An important work on internal migrations that is relevant to an understanding of the agrarian 
expansion, was Johnson (1978), a doctoral dissertation supervised by Bauer. 
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Chilean Rural Society’s merits notwithstanding, Bauer did not study several topics or 
discussed them with limited empirical data, which called into question important elements 
of his interpretation. First, he dealt only with Central Chile, leaving aside other regions 
and rural societies, whose formation, trajectory, and agrarian structures were different, 
as La Frontera or Llanquihue. Further, Bauer did not examine the economic perform-
ance of the agricultural sector before 1930. In fact, given the poor quality of the Chilean 
official statistical sources, his main interest [was] not a futile quest for numerical accuracy 
but rather the effect that an undoubted expansion had on the agrarian structure and rural 
society (Bauer, 1975: 123). Moreover, assuming that statistical sources were not suitable 
to estimate machinery imports or stocks, Bauer did not establish the trends in mecha-
nization. Although his book includes valuable information from account books of three 
large haciendas, it did not offer an analysis of the dynamics of the units of production, ei-
ther haciendas or lesser rural estates. This is especially relevant regarding Bauer’s argu-
ment about the extension of inquilinaje, which is based only on the case of Viluco, a wealthy 
hacienda in the Maipo Valley, just south of Santiago, according to a report published in 
1872 in the Boletín de la Sociedad Nacional de Agricultura (BSNA). Most significantly, 
Chilean Rural Society did not offer a systematic study of rural conflicts; yet, Bauer argued 
that the absence of social conflict was a distinctive aspect of Chilean rural society until 
late in the twentieth century. In particular, he regarded rural workers’ first expressions of 
collective action in the early twentieth century, discussed in Brian Loveman’s (1976) 
groundbreaking study of rural politics, as circumstantial. Thus, Bauer pointed out that, 
unlike Revolutionary Mexico, there were not massive rural revolts in Chile5.  

Working almost contemporaneously with Arnold Bauer, Chilean economist Cristóbal 
Kay, then a member of the Centro de Estudios Socioeconómicos (CESO) at the Uni-
versidad de Chile, produced what might be considered the heterodox foundational in-
terpretation of Chilean agrarian history. In his “Comparative Development of the Euro-
pean Manorial System and the Latin American Hacienda System: An Approach to a 
Theory of Agrarian Change for Chile”, a doctoral dissertation in Development Studies, 
completed at Sussex in 1971, Kay advanced a theory of change to agrarian capitalism in 
Chile, although not focusing on agriculture as an economic sector, or on rural society, but 
on the long-term evolution of the hacienda system, conceptual approach that he con-
structed to examine the Chilean variant of the Latin American large estate (Kay, 1971, 
1980). This was, in fact, not only a pioneering effort in agrarian political economy but also 

5. Since Brian Loveman’s book was published in 1976, Bauer discussed the former’s arguments 
on rural conflict as presented in his doctoral dissertation; see Loveman (1973). In addition, impor-
tant contributions on rural conflict produced shortly after the publication of Bauer’s book included 
the works by Carrière (1977), and Stickell (1979).



The agrarian historiography of Chile: Foundational interpretations, conventional reiterations

Historia Agraria, 81 ■ Agosto 2020 ■ pp. 93-122 99

an exceptional work, because of its theoretical complexity and explicitly comparative per-
spective.  

Drawing on Chilean geographer Rafael Baraona’s (1965) multi-enterprise approach to 
the Latin American hacienda Kay conceptualized the large estate as a hacienda system, 
that is, a complex of conflicting economic and social relationships between peasants and land-
lords (Kay, 1979: 24). Thus, the hacienda system comprised the “landowner enterprise” 
(or demesne, if we employ the European conceptualization), the external peasant enter-
prises of smallholders (typically called minifundistas), and the internal peasant enterprises 
represented by inquilinos or tenant laborers. The vast majority of these permanent resi-
dent workers were campesinos, in the most precarious sense, as the landowners gave them 
small land allotments (raciones de tierras) within the estate as part of their perquisites 
(called regalías), earning a daily wage (jornal), in addition. Frequently, the inquilinos were 
also sharecroppers; thus, and the relationship known as mediería (sharecropping) also 
played a role in the functioning of the hacienda system. 

Furthermore, Kay placed the Chilean case in a broader comparison between the Latin 
American hacienda system and the East European manorial system, especially that of East-
ern Europe, which he approached through the conceptualization developed by the Ger-
man liberal agrarian historiography (Hagen, 1998). From that perspective, in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, the Chilean hacienda system transitioned from a peasant-
dominated grundherrschaft to a landowner-dominated gutsherrschaft. Landowners, Kay 
argued, expanded direct cultivation on the landowner enterprise, which increased the de-
mand for labor and land value. In response, they augmented inquilinos’ labor obligations 
and reduced their land allotments and perquisites, and, in partial compensation, intro-
duced a wage paid in money. At the same time, instead of settling more inquilinos, Chilean 
hacendados hired more peons, who engrossed the ranks of waged laborers. Thus, the ha-
cienda began to depend on the external supply of wage labour, and reduced the relative im-
portance of tenant labour supplied by the inquilinaje system. Those changes, combined with 
technological improvements, set in motion the dissolution process of the hacienda system, 
as reflected in the proletarianization of its labor force, especially after 1930 (Kay, 1971: 
120-21). Kay’s criticism of Bauer’s narrow conceptualization of proletarianization was of 
particular relevance. This process, Kay (1977) noted, included the experiences of peas-
ants who could no longer find access to land and had to migrate permanently to other 
regions and take up other activities. It also comprised the increasing integration as tem-
porary hacienda system laborers of many others who, not being able to support themselves 
from their fragmented smallholdings, became a rural proletariat that inhabited towns and 
rural villages. Finally, proletarianization also affected inquilinos, whose land and pasture 
benefits were reduced, and their ability as producers was thereby curtailed, so that their in-
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come derived from wages as opposed to production fringe benefits became increasingly im-
portant (Kay, 1977: 65). In sum, the hacienda system began transitioning to agrarian cap-
italism through a Junker road. 

Interestingly, Kay’s heterodox foundational interpretation of agrarian expansion was 
consistent with other scholars’ characterization of Chilean agriculture, as being capital-
istic from the beginning of the twentieth century. This view implied rejecting as erroneous 
the mainstream view among left-wing intellectuals, for whom it was either traditional, non-
capitalistic or even semi-feudal, as historians affiliated with the Communist Party suggested. 
From the “new left,” in contrast, the determination of the character of the agricultural sec-
tor was quite different. As human geographer Silvia Hernández (1972) argued, capital-
ist development in the countryside was taking place since 1930. Similarly, economists Ser-
gio Aranda and Alberto Martínez (1970: 118) characterized the agricultural sector as 
capitalistic because wage labor was the dominant social relationship, but stressed that it 
was a weak capitalism, limited by the non-agrarian interests of the monopolistic bourgeoisie. 
Yet, unlike Bauer’s interpretation, which became the conventional wisdom, at least in Chile 
Kay’s contribution remained unfortunately a rather unknown alternative view. This was 
the case even though a Spanish-language abridged version of Kay’s dissertation was pub-
lished in Chile by Grupo de Estudios Agro-regionales (Kay, 1986). 

In sum, Arnold Bauer and Cristóbal Kay offered quite different treatments and con-
tradicting interpretations about the character of the agrarian expansion that took place 
in Chile during the export-led economy period, c. 1850-1930. This was especially the case 
regarding the degree of transformation of the large estate and rural labor systems, which 
led these authors to reach opposite conclusions on broader themes, such as the develop-
ment of agrarian capitalism. Likewise, Bauer and Kay produced contrasting “grand re-
flections” on the long-term trajectory of Chilean rural society. For Bauer, it remained a 
traditional society well into the twentieth century, until the agrarian reform (1967-1973), 
and the counter-agrarian reform imposed by the military dictatorship (1973-1990) that 
instituted agrarian capitalism. Kay, in contrast, argued that the transition towards agrar-
ian capitalism was developing before 1930 and it was almost completed when the state 
implemented an agrarian reform aimed at improving the efficiency of the agricultural sec-
tor. From the standpoint of agrarian historiography, however, the foundational interpre-
tations shared some essential elements. In both cases, the authors dealt with Central Chile, 
certainly the agricultural core of colonial origins, but just one of the several distinct agrar-
ian regions and societies that developed and still exist in Chile. Along with a limited ge-
ographic scale, their treatments of agrarian history were chronologically restricted. Bauer 
empirically dealt only with the 1850-90 phase of export-growth, while Kay did not carry 
out detailed empirical treatment of agrarian development before 1930, as his organizing 
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focus was the agrarian reform. Furthermore, neither Bauer nor Kay worked with primary 
sources directly produced by the large estates, the unavailability of which, is to date, an 
important limitation in Chilean agrarian historiography. 

3. CONVENTIONAL REITERATIONS  

Following the 1973 coup d’état, the military dictatorship shut down research centers and 
university institutes, persecuted many researchers or forced them into exile, and destro-
yed a wealth of documentation related to the agrarian reform. As a result, most of the re-
levant scholarship on agrarian topics came to be done by researchers working outside Chile, 
especially in the form of doctoral dissertations at European and American universities, and 
articles in international disciplinary journals, to which Chilean scholars had limited, if any, 
access. The exceptions to this decline were the invaluable efforts made by Chilean scho-
lars working at several NGOs, the new institutional environment that, at least partially, 
compensated for the marginalization of agrarian studies at the university level.  

At the same time, in Chile, agrarian historiography was prevented from developing into 
a robust academic discipline, which was reflected in the scant number of new works and 
the absence of historiographic debate. Indeed, the few works by Chilean authors dealing 
with agrarian history published in the 1980s can be regarded as conventional reiterations, 
since they did not make substantial contributions to what the foundational interpretations 
of the previous decade had offered. More specifically, these works restated or presented 
over-simplifications of arguments proposed by either Bauer or Kay. This limitation resulted 
from the fact that they were not based on substantial archival research and, therefore, con-
tributed little significant new empirical evidence to what had been produced in previous 
works. In addition, the authors of “conventional reiterations” focused on the same period 
and topics, namely, Central Chile’s hacienda and its labor systems in the second half of 
the nineteenth century. This article will briefly discuss the conventional reiterations ac-
cording to the dates they were published. In evident consonance with Cristóbal Kay’s in-
terpretation, Chilean human geographer Roberto Santana (1980) argued in his Paysans 
dominés that the development of Chilean agriculture could be understood as the mod-
ernization process of a dependent agrarian capitalism. Further, his discussion of nine-
teenth-century agriculture reiterated Kay’s point regarding the inquilinaje system as, San-
tana writes, a case of rural proletarianization, for, in his view, this labor regime underwent 
a process of gradual differentiation since 1930 (Santana, 1977, 1980). Nevertheless, with-
out presenting any supporting evidence, Santana went on to add that the proletarianiza-
tion of inquilinaje took place in the second half of the nineteenth century. Thus, Santana’s 
version is a reiteration of Kay’s, even though there is no reference to the latter’s work. That 
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is also the case in the Spanish-language, extended edition of Paysans dominés, published 
in Chile in 2006.  

The hacienda system in the phase of agricultural export growth (c. 1850-90) was also 
discussed by historian Gabriel Salazar (1984) in some chapters of his general economic 
history doctoral dissertation on Chile’s transition to industrial capitalism (c. 1820-78, ac-
cording to the author); partially published later as a social history of the rural popular 
classes (Salazar, 1985). Departing from Bauer, Salazar discussed mechanization, inter-
preting it as part of a significant economic transformation […] in the agricultural enterprises, 
which had a clear capitalist content (Salazar, 1984: 234). As Kay previously suggested, 
Salazar underscored a transition to agrarian capitalism. However, this was for only a mi-
nority of agricultural enterprises, restating Bauer’s idea of modernization being restricted 
to “model estates”. Similarly, Salazar attributed mechanization and agrarian capitalism 
among large estates to capital investment by the “merchant-bankers”. This point was al-
ready made by Bauer, who stressed that for wealthy merchants and miners, buying a large 
estate was both a secure investment and a way to climb into the ranks of the landed oli-
garchy. As for transformations in rural labor systems, the author leaned towards Kay’s view, 
making a case for the semi-proletarianisation of inquilinaje. Salazar (1985: 165-66) argued, 
with no evidence, that during the first half of the nineteenth century the inquilinaje system 
underwent a drastic change: peonization, that is, it became a form of resident peonage, 
and that by 1870 the majority of inquilino families [were] families of permanent peons. The 
author uses the Viluco case, the same hacienda Bauer discussed using the BSNA 1872 
report to demonstrate the extension of inquilinaje. However, Salazar’s notion of the in-
quilino falling into the ranks of peonage comes from Lloyd (1915: 114-15) who charac-
terized the inquilino as a farm-labourer, stating that Until perhaps thirty years ago he was 
a simple serf, with innumerable duties and few rights; peonaje, the system which enveloped 
him and gripped him remorselessly, has been described as “wage slavery without the wage”, 
and in those days such a description did it no injustice.  

On balance, there was not much really new in Salazar’s treatment of the hacienda sys-
tem and rural labor in the export-led growth phase, both in terms of arguments and em-
pirical material. In fact, his work reiterates ideas proposed by either Bauer or Kay, the main 
difference being his pseudo-theoretical language compounded by the use of ill-defined 
terms (bajo pueblo, labradores, campesinado, for instance), instead of analytical categories 
articulated in a recognizable conceptual approach. Likewise, there is almost no informa-
tion on actual rural estates, except for observations taken from travelers’ accounts and the 
like; thus, the hacienda system is dealt with from the outside. In addition, given its lim-
ited data, this account of rural society in the period of agrarian expansion is confined to 
Central Chile and does not go beyond the 1870s. 
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Although conceived as an introduction to Chilean rural history, and thus geared for 
a non-specialist audience, anthropologist José Bengoa’s works are also conventional re-
iterations. Moreover, Bengoa’s works are flawed by his selective use of non-representa-
tive evidence, impressionistic treatment of topics, and self-contradicting interpretations. 
A salient element in those works is the oversimplification of arguments that Bauer had 
already offered, particularly on rural labor systems, agrarian capitalism, and social con-
flict in rural society. The author restated what Bauer proposed as extension of inquilinaje, 
calling it re-inquilinización; further, instead of providing a documented analysis of rural 
labor, his treatment of the subject is, basically, a description of the landed oligarchy’s views 
on rural workers. Bengoa also produced a simplistic version of one of Bauer’s most de-
batable arguments: the absence of social conflict in rural Chile until after the 1920s. Bauer 
did not research the subject but pointed to increasing social tensions in the late nineteenth 
century, and labor movement activists’ efforts to bring modern social conflict to the coun-
tryside after the First World War. Moreover, Bengoa (1990a: 156-57) held that labor sys-
tems in the La Frontera region were similar to those in Central Chile, especially the in-
quilinaje, to the point of stating that it seemed as if a part of the central region of the country 
had been moved to the area close to Temuco (1990a: 157). However, Bengoa’s lack of rigor 
in using his only source misled him to quote uncritically a report on fundo Poco a Poco, 
where the author, a graduating agronomist, (Baeza, 1910: 25-6) plagiarized whole para-
graphs on both the inquilinos and peons in Central Chile, not in La Frontera, written 35 
years earlier by Juan N. Espejo (1876: 139-41) for the so-called Primer Congreso Libre 
de Agricultores (1875)6. 

Bengoa did not study rural conflict either, but reduced the matter to the absence of 
peasant revolts, maintaining that rural workers remained a quiet and submissive peasantry 
until the twentieth century (Bengoa, 1988). Moreover, in the reprint of this work (Ben-
goa, 2015), such notion grows into a pax hacendal, which, however, is neither substan-
tiated, nor plausible at all. In fact, the author ignored Brian Loveman’s (1976) funda-
mental contribution: modern social conflict began taking place in the Chilean countryside 
as the first wave of rural workers’ mobilization between 1919 and 1927. Furthermore, 
Bengoa also ignores that, before mass politics reached the countryside, Chilean rural work-
ers contested landowners’ power employing everyday forms of resistance, as discussed in 
recent works on Central Chile (Robles, 2017).

6. KLUBOCK (2014: 320, note 18), who also used this report, did not notice the plagiariasm and 
Bengoa’s uncritical use of the source, for he writes José Bengoa also discusses this thesis in a very use-
ful analysis of southern labor relations.



In addition, Bengoa has produced self-contradicting opinions on the development of 
agrarian capitalism in Chile, which is related to his view of inquilinaje as an obstacle to 
capitalist development. Thus, the author argued that the 1880-1930 period witnessed in-
complete capitalist agrarian development [because] inquilinaje was maintained, that is, there 
was no modernization in labor relations (Bengoa, 1988: 8). However, since he did not ex-
amine changes in labor regimes, he missed the process of proletarianization of the in-
quilinaje, which began in the 1870s in Central Chile. At the same time, Bengoa does not 
take into account that, especially on large haciendas, wage laborers outnumbered in-
quilinos, as shown by data available in his own work (Bengoa 1990b: 168-70). Thus, his 
views rest on a narrow conceptualization of proletarianization, as Kay (1977) pointed out 
about Bauer’s interpretation. Yet, in the 2015 reprint of his works, which features as a new 
chapter an article on hacienda Quilpué originally published in 1990, the author reiterates 
that modern relationships do not expand in the countryside, neither capital nor capitalism 
expand (Bengoa, 2015: 236-37). This opinion is consistent with his idea that the trend 
towards agrarian capitalism stagnated after the 1930 crisis and until the 1960s: a small 
group of fundos […] became agricultural enterprises, while those that had not achieved sig-
nificant modernization retrogressed into agrarian traditionalism (Bengoa, 1990a: 8, 211-
12). However, this assertion contradicted what the author stated in an earlier work. Dis-
cussing trends in the period between 1930 and the agrarian reform, he stressed that 
Haciendas modernized and specialized production [and] labor was increasingly becoming 
wage labor, so that there were large regions of the country where the trend pointed to the elim-
ination of the inquilinaje. Thus, although There were, of course, other areas where until the 
1960s no cash payments existed […] the general trend was different. The number of inquilinos 
and obligados diminished, and that of voluntarios or rural waged laborers increased (Ben-
goa, 1983: 163-64). 

In sum, works by Chilean authors focused on the same process that Bauer and Kay had 
discussed in the previous decade7. Despite their differences, these new renditions reiter-
ated or oversimplified the foundational interpretations’ main arguments. Further, Bengoa’s 
self-contradicting versions on the development of agrarian capitalism are but another in-
dication that this subject was long neglected in Chilean economic and agrarian historiog-
raphy. Indeed, Kay’s alternative interpretation asserting that agrarian capitalism gained trac-
tion after 1930 remained until recently “a path not taken” by historians of rural Chile. 

In addition to the “conventional reiterations” in the history works that we have just ex-
amined, in the 1980s and 1990s there were other developments in the study of Chilean 

7. Bauer himself noted these variations on both his own and Kay’s interpretations in the works 
Chilean scholars published in the 1980s; see BAUER (1995). 
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rural society and agriculture that should be mentioned. A great deal of the research car-
ried out at NGOs based in Chile dealt with recent processes, that is, the unraveling of the 
agrarian reform and the so-called counter reform imposed by the military dictatorship. 
Likewise, social science scholars examined the unprecedented impacts of the “neoliberal 
model” on Chilean agriculture and rural society. Thus, Gómez y Echenique (1988) pio-
neered the analysis of the “agricultural modernization”, that is, the emergence of new sec-
tors of capitalist agriculture, like fruticulture, that proved highly successful in the inter-
national market. As discussed in several works by Valdés (1988, 1992), another important 
development was the study of changes in rural labor, especially the formation of a new 
rural proletariat comprised of mostly women residing in villages and towns, and bused 
to plantations and packing facilities. At the same time, scholars studied rural women’s life 
stories, to examine their experience in the hacienda-centered rural society (Valdés, 1988). 
If these, mostly sociological, works exposed the negative social consequences of the so-
called neoliberal model, an outstanding work by agricultural economist Lovell (“Tu”) Jarvis 
(1981) critically examined the performance of the agricultural sector under military dic-
tatorship. Jarvis demonstrated that using “severely biased” data produced by Chile’s Ofic-
ina de Planificación Nacional (ODEPLAN), the military dictatorship overstated agri-
cultural growth in national accounts from 1973 to 1981, as an indication of the positive 
effects of the government’s policies. Instead of the dynamic sector that the dictatorship’s data 
showed, the truth was that even according to official corrected data, the sector was grow-
ing very slowly, and the use of modern, purchased inputs had been declining (Jarvis, 1981: 
34-5). Finally, an important contribution to the study of Chilean agriculture and rural so-
ciety was Kay and Silva (1992), an edited volume particularly informative for the ne-
oliberal period. 

4. A REVISIONIST AGRARIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY  

In the last 15 years, a new, revisionist agrarian historiography revitalized the study of 
Chilean rural history, by critically examining the interpretations on the agrarian expan-
sion (1870-1930) proposed in previous works. Thus, Robles (2002) analyzed the economic 
performance of the agricultural sector, transformations in the large estate, technological 
innovations, primarily mechanization, and the agrarian expansion’s impact on rural la-
bor. At the same time, the author reconsidered Cristóbal Kay’s hypotheses, and adopted 
the latter’s hacienda system approach. As a whole, Robles (2002, 2009a) proposed an al-
ternative interpretation of the agrarian expansion, regarding it as the first phase of the de-
velopment of agrarian capitalism in Central Chile’s hacienda system. Resting on selec-
tive mechanization and irrigation, the expansion of the “landowner enterprise” resulted 
in the marginalization of inquilinos’ precarious “peasant enterprises”, and gradual prole-
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tarianization of inquilinaje. This process was part of a general trend towards the diffusion 
of wage labor, for waged peons outnumbered inquilinos; as a result of these trends, in the 
1920s a rural working class was emerging, primarily on large haciendas located next to 
large cities. 

Revisionist works have also shed new light on technological change during the agrar-
ian expansion, particularly mechanization, a subject not thoroughly researched in the ear-
lier historiography (Hernández, 1966; Bauer, 1975). The introduction of agricultural ma-
chinery was carried out by a sector of “progressive landowners”, through an exchange of 
practical knowledge with the foreign firms that dominated the importation of farming 
equipment (Robles, 2007). That interaction also involved agricultural experts and insti-
tutions, which contributed to the development of a mechanical culture in the countryside, 
thus facilitating the adoption of the new technology. The experimental importation of agri-
cultural machinery in the 1840s built up into a “first wave” of mechanization in the ex-
port booms of the 1850-90 period, when Chile exported wheat first to California, Aus-
tralia and, then, England. As landowners needed to solve recurring labor shortages during 
the harvest seasons, the use of machines increased on properties in which the area under 
cultivation was considerable, and in the most labor-demanding operations, above all, the 
harvest of wheat. In the 1870s, labor-saving machines, that is, reapers, mowers, and, above 
all, threshers, were extensively used to carry out the harvest of cereals and fodder crops 
(Robles, 2018b). After the 1880s, mechanization proceeded along with the increasing ori-
entation of the agricultural sector to the internal market. By 1910, iron plows, a variety 
of tilling instruments, and harvesting machines were widely employed in the production 
of cereals and fodder crops, especially in Central Chile and La Frontera region. Moreover, 
beginning with the introduction of the steam engine in the 1850s, large landowners and 
lesser agriculturists introduced a series of power sources, which coexisted until First World 
War when the tractor made its debut in the Chilean countryside (Robles-Ortiz, 2009a).  

The revisionist historiography also examined the economic performance of the agri-
cultural sector in the period of agrarian expansion, c. 1870-1930. Since there was no analy-
sis of agriculture’s economic trends before 1930, this was a conspicuous lacuna in economic 
history; even so, general interpretations portrayed a declining sector after the 1874-78 eco-
nomic crisis. In contrast, Cariola and Sunkel (1982) suggested that growth of the domestic 
demand stimulated agricultural expansion and diversification in the period of export-led 
growth based on the nitrate industry, c. 1880-1930. However, scholars of Chilean agri-
culture ignored this significant contribution. Yet, adopting Cariola and Sunkel’s hypoth-
esis, and constructing a whole new set of quantitative data series, Robles (2009b) estab-
lished agriculture’s macroeconomic trends. The sector underwent a considerable 
expansion, which reflected in the spectacular increase in the area under cultivation and 
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in the output in all the crop groups, especially cereals, above all wheat, by far the most 
important single crop. Significantly, land productivity in wheat slightly increased over this 
long period of sustained expansion of the area under cultivation, which is indicative of the 
impact of biological innovations introduced in Chilean agriculture before 1930. The main 
implication of this new view of agriculture’s economic performance is that the sector’s 
slower growth after 1930 was not the consequence of a supposedly stagnant sector prior 
to the Great Depression, but provoked by other factors, especially economic policy 
aimed at fostering the industrial sector.  

In addition, institutional studies in the revisionist historiography expanded the study 
of the Sociedad Nacional de Agricultura (SNA), established by upper-class landowners 
in 1869 to foster the modernization of agriculture (Carrière, 1981; Wright, 1982). This di-
mension of SNA’s action did not receive further attention in decades, perhaps because of 
its role as a political right-wing actor in twentieth-century politics. More recently, however, 
Robles (2007) argued that SNA’s nineteenth-century positivist modernization project not 
only sought to promote mechanization and create agronomic institutions, but also to pre-
vent class conflict in rural society, by regulating inquilinaje, attracting European colonists, 
and reducing the rural proletariat of peons. The author also analyzed SNA’s role as a pres-
sure group in the economic policy debate, especially regarding tariff reforms (2009c). Fur-
ther, this institutional research studied SNA’s agrarian ideologues, knowledgeable analysts 
who represented elite landowners’ interests in the public sphere, above all the impressive 
Julio Menadier, editor of the SNA’s bulletin (Robles, 2010b, 2012, 2016). 

Furthermore, the new historiography on the agrarian expansion (1870-1930) also 
reappraised the possibilities that existed for agricultural modernization in Chile’s under-
developed economy, by analyzing the so-called fruit industry; thus, examining the expe-
rience of Chilean agriculture in the broader context of the long-term development of 
Mediterranean agrarian systems (Robles, 2010a). In the early twentieth century, along 
with a modern fruit-canning industry, Chile witnessed the formation of a fruit-growing 
sector, which Chilean “growers” envisioned as a “South American California”. Yet, de-
spite its expansion and growers’ expectations, the “fruit industry” did not emerge as a sig-
nificant export sector. Export markets were indispensable for the expansion and special-
ization of fruit growing. However, Chilean growers developed orchards primarily geared 
for the domestic market, and which still in the 1920s were not yet fully specialized. Shift-
ing to “export varieties” required capital, expertise, and biological inputs that many fruit 
growers could not afford. Yet, the incorporation of expertise-supplying state institutions 
was insufficient to correct inadequate fruit farming practices. Further, the lack of ap-
propriate transportation for safely shipping highly perishable goods like fresh fruits 
proved a decisive obstacle to the success of the fruit export sector. 
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5. RECENT AND CURRENT RESEARCH 

5.1. Economic history and agrarian capitalism 

Long neglected, agrarian capitalism has received more attention in recent publications, both 
in history and social science works. The latter, however, employ a general approach and out-
dated secondary literature, and thus can hardly substitute for historical analysis of such a 
long-term process. As part of an attempt to reappraise the agrarian reform, Chilean geo-
grapher Antonio Bellisario discussed agrarian capitalism in his doctoral dissertation (2002), 
subsequently published in several articles, first in English (2006, 2007a, 2007b) and then 
in Spanish versions (2013a, 2013b). Bellisario argued that before the implementation of the 
agrarian reform, Chile had not finished its transition to modern capitalism [sic] due to the 
persistence of the antiquated hacienda system. The process of land reform, which the author 
sees as taking place from 1964 to 1980, completed the long-postponed transition (Bellisa-
rio 2006: 167; 2013b: 342). This argument rests on a comparison of the number of inqui-
linos between the 1955 and 1965 censuses, and the land they held as land allotments (ra-
ciones de tierra), which grew by 2.6%, the author estimates using a data sample from 
previous researchers’ works. Such figures would demonstrate the unexpected structural con-
tinuity of the hacienda system, instead of supporting Kay’s thesis of rapid disintegration and 
proletarianization of its labor force in the 1950s and 1960s (Bellisario, 2006: 185-87).  

However, the author’s treatment falls short from being an analysis of the development 
of agrarian capitalism, a process that started in the late nineteenth century. It would have 
hardly progressed considerably in such a short period, as that between the 1955 and 1965 
censuses. Further, Bellisario sees the inquilinaje system as an unchanging pre-capitalist 
social relationship, failing to take into consideration that, according to the data that he ex-
amines, only 30 percent of inquilinos’ income was obtained as producers. Thus, inquilinos 
were resident workers, dependent on wages and perquisites calculated in monetary 
terms. This rather proletarianized inquilinaje, it is argued elsewhere (Robles, 2009a), re-
sulted from the gradual changes it underwent from the late-nineteenth century onwards. 
More significantly, the author does not consider the increase in the number of wage la-
borers as indicative of agrarian capitalism, even though those workers came to be twice 
as many the inquilinos, a trend in the agricultural workforce that was long developing, and 
thus recorded for the country as a whole as early as 1935, in that year’s agricultural cen-
sus (Robles, 2009a: 519).  

Unlike social science studies, recent research in history has emphasized the specificity 
with which agrarian capitalism unfolded in Chile’s different regions. Indeed, except for 
Central Chile (Robles & Kay, 2018), the lack of a substantial body of studies on the coun-
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try’s distinctive rural societies has been a characteristic of Chilean historiography. Thus, 
still today, there is no economic or agrarian history of La Frontera and Llanquihue re-
gions, two of the most important Chilean rural societies. However, recent research on La 
Frontera region, where agrarian capitalism began developing after the military occupa-
tion of the Mapuche territory (1863-88), shows that backed by the state, a new class of 
landowners created a capitalist agriculture via a regional variant of the landowner road 
(Robles, 2020a). In that process, landowners formed a new hacienda system, adapted to 
the region’s ecological conditions. Since forests covered vast areas, sharecropping made 
it possible to clear or improve land to form fields for growing crops; thus, the rural estate 
would transition from the exploitation of native forests to large-scale cereal growing and 
cattle raising. From the beginning, its workforce included waged laborers, mostly migrants 
that ultimately failed in their pursuit of becoming a land-owning peasantry or a class of 
small farmers. Wage labor, then, was a constitutive social relationship of the Frontier ru-
ral estate. 

The study of the agricultural sector in the twentieth century, as well as developments 
in specific sectors and activities, have also received attention by scholars working from dif-
ferent approaches, both in economic and agricultural history. Economic historian José 
Díaz (2006) assessed the sector’s performance in the period between Great Depression 
and the agrarian reform, thus revisiting the issue of “agricultural stagnation”. Contrary 
to conventional wisdom, Díaz’s thoroughly researched work established that land pro-
ductivity did not decrease, and even increased moderately in the 1950s. However, exports 
did decrease; but this can be attributed to the negative impact of economic policy. The 
development of capital intensive activities, and new dimensions of technological innova-
tions in the agricultural sector, broadly defined, have been discussed in recent works. Fo-
cusing on the so-called Nitrate Era (1880-1930), Bibiana Rendón (2015) has revealed a 
vibrant fruit-canning industry, which benefited from protectionist policies, and supplied 
both the domestic and external market. Along with expanding our knowledge of the in-
dustrialization process, and its relationship with the commercial horticultural sector, this 
pioneering work has also started a promising new research area in business history of agri-
culture. Similarly, through a transnational approach to the circulation of expert knowl-
edge, Eduardo Gallardo (2017) researched the modernization of the livestock sector from 
1917 until 1939 in Osorno, southern Chile, where the German-Chilean landowning elite 
benefited from close relationships with German institutions. Thus, prominent local sci-
entists and entrepreneurs introduced improved cattle breeds and updated production 
methods, such as “model slaughterhouses”. Further, Gallardo (2012, 2016) studied the 
role of local agronomy scholars in the development of both farming and livestock raising 
in southern Chile.  
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In addition, expanding the study of agricultural mechanization, Robles (2020) ana-
lyzes the introduction of the tractor as a technological learning process in Chile, c. 1910-
35. Enterprising landowners and state experts began to test tractors as early as 1907, pri-
marily as a solution to “poor plowing” and low productivity. Agriculturalists learned to 
determine what models would be more suitable to Chile, and thus they overcame the ini-
tial failure of steam caterpillar or “mammoth” tractors, to adopt wheel, light gasoline mod-
els marketed in the 1920s. By 1935, the majority of the existing tractors was in Central 
Chile, not in the southern provinces of German colonization that American geographer 
George McBride (1938) regarded as “progressive lands”. Dealing with a later period, Ro-
jas (2016) summarizes an official report showing that the stock tractors increased signif-
icantly in the 1950s and 1960s, and, unsurprisingly, this technology was introduced pri-
marily by large landowners. 

In contrast, the study of agriculture at a regional level has not yet been carried out ad-
equately. Thus, a great deal of the rural history of the Frontier region is still to be found 
in the unpublished doctoral dissertations by Castillo (1983) and Ruiz-Esquide (2000), 
while Blancpain’s (1974) detailed work on the German colonization remains the main 
source for the development of Llanquihue region’s rural society and economy. Further, 
the same can be said about the valuable study by Gloria Gallardo (1998) on the agri-
cultural communities of the Norte Chico region. Also worth-mentioning, Otero (2006) 
vividly documented the impact of human settlement on southern Chile’s forests. In the 
only recent study that makes a significant contribution, Klubock (2014) discussed 
forestry development in southern Chile, attempting to combine social and ecological his-
tory. The author documents how the reduction of the Mapuche communities led to a crit-
ical loss of land, while the Chilean state facilitated the fraudulent formation of large estates 
in the frontier territory (Klubock, 2014: 51). Yet, as Robles observed (2015) this work of-
fers a simplistic account of frontier agrarian development: absentee landowners set 
forests on fire to clear land for wheat production, while sharecroppers destroyed the soil, 
since they had neither interest in preserving the land, nor capital to invest in fertilizers. 
From a completely different perspective, Tinsman (2014) revealed the long-term exchange 
of new crops, scientific knowledge, and technologies that took place between California 
and Chile from the 1960s to present day’s “Davis Boys”, that is, the Chilean experts 
trained at the University of California, Davis who were so influential in what we may call 
the “Californization” of Chile’s modern, neoliberal agricultural sector.



5.2. Rural politics and agrarian reform  

The study of rural politics has been one of the least developed areas in Chilean histori-
ography. As we saw, Arnold Bauer did not study social conflict in nineteenth-century ru-
ral society, and Brian Loveman’s (1976) pioneering work on rural conflict in the twenti-
eth century remained virtually ignored until recently. Moreover, despite its political 
relevance, even the agrarian reform was superficially treated as a dimension of national 
politics in general political history works by Chilean scholars. In contrast, sociopolitical 
conflict was the core subject in works that foreign and Chilean scholars produced dur-
ing the agrarian reform period, and immediately after the 1973 military coup d’état.  

Yet, recent scholarship has expanded Chilean historiography’s treatment of rural pol-
itics, particularly social and political conflicts in twentieth-century rural society, especially 
during the agrarian reform. In light of the transformations that rural labor systems un-
derwent in the agrarian expansion, Robles (2009a) reexamined rural strikes in the first 
wave of unionization (Loveman, 1976), arguing that those forms of modern collective ac-
tion were carried out by rather proletarianized inquilinos and wage peons, that is, an in-
cipient rural working class that was becoming an active part in the labor movement. Fur-
ther, the author’s most recent work (Robles, 2018b), focusing on political practices in rural 
society, documented how, before the era of mass politics, rural workers did confront 
landowners or, rather hacienda administrators, by means of several forms of everyday re-
sistance, of which incendiarism was prominent. Therefore, in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries there was also a transition in the form of social conflict in rural soci-
ety, from the micro-politics of everyday resistance to collective action. 

After being a neglected subject, the agrarian reform, in turn, gradually regained aca-
demic interest in Chilean historiography. Initially, thanks to two pioneering studies on im-
portant social actors that previous scholarship had marginalized, namely, women and the 
Mapuche people. From a feminist labor history perspective, Heidi Tinsman (2002) 
stressed that gender inequality was a defining element of the agrarian reform, as women 
were excluded from the asentamientos created after the expropriation of landed estates, 
and state programs reinforced their role in the domestic sphere. However, the author 
shows, women did become active participants in the politics of agrarian reform in a va-
riety of ways, from organizing soup kitchens (ollas comunes) to joining radical mobiliza-
tion and carrying out land takeovers. Further, valuable works have dealt with the agrar-
ian reform from the perspective of the Mapuche people. Mallon (2004) discussed that 
process as an experience of fleeting prosperity; Correa, Molina and Yáñez (2005) provided 
an informative discussion of expropriations of landed estates, the role of Mapuche com-
munities, and the agrarian reform’s impact on land redistribution.  
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In addition, recent research has definitely re-established politics as the main perspec-
tive from which to study the agrarian reform, and has also placed this process as the cen-
ter of analysis of Chile’s recent political history. By focusing on a local society in south-
ern Chile, Robles (2011) studied the agrarian reform as a social conflict, whereby radical 
social mobilization led to politicization and increasingly violent polarization in rural so-
ciety during the Popular Unity Government (1970-73). Further, as the author documents 
for forestry workers in Panguipulli, who adopted land takeovers (tomas de fundos) as a 
strategy in the struggle for land and power, and joined the local expression of an emerg-
ing “new left”, radical rural mobilization was the basis of the “revolution from below” that 
challenged the “Chilean road to socialism” in the countryside and strongly influenced the 
trajectory of the national political conflict (Robles, 2018a). 

Foreign scholars too have made significant contributions to the study of the “politics 
of agrarian reform”, by considering new dimensions of political conflict, revisiting top-
ics in light of new information, and bringing diverse theoretical approaches. Adopting an 
institutional approach, Oscar Oszlak (2016) traced landowners’ political response, by fo-
cusing on the SNA and using relevant information from its board of directors’ meetings 
for the period 1958-69, the written records of which the author was allowed to consult 
in 1970, while conducting research on business organizations in Latin America. The au-
thor examined SNA’s internal debate on strategies to confront agrarian reform, and doc-
umented how that organization led landowners’ opposition to the Popular Unity. Reex-
amining radical rural mobilization by Mapuche communities in Cautín province, one of 
the centers of rural conflict during the agrarian reform, Jesús-Ángel Redondo (2017) pro-
vided a more nuanced account of that experience. A detailed inspection of local news-
papers revealed that half of the land takeovers were carried out by non-Mapuche peas-
ants, while several political organizations of differing political persuasions, not just those 
of the “revolutionary left”, promoted rural mobilization. In addition, violent confronta-
tion occurred in rather few cases, which resulted from the armed reaction of large 
landowners seeking to take back occupied estates. Daniel Carter (2019) has just analyzed 
Cautín landowners’ violent resistance to agrarian reform. Using written sources and oral 
interviews, he explains how they adapted the civilisation-versus-barbarism ideology to the 
prevailing anti-communist discourse, and coordinated violent resistance through extremist 
right-wing organizations, whose actions anticipated the military coup of September 1973 
(Carter, 2019: 28).  

Most recently, Brazilian scholars have directed their attention to the Chilean agrarian 
reform, a promising development for Chilean historiography since these researchers an-
alyze the Chilean experience informed by their previous study of other Latin American 
agrarian reforms. This is especially the case of historian Vanderlei Vazelesk’s explicitly com-
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parative work on the political conflict throughout the agrarian reforms (2017). Joana 
Salém (2020) examines the political-pedagogical strategies for “peasant training” (ca-
pacitación campesina), that Chilean and foreign actors implemented in their confronta-
tion over peasant cultural change, in the “Chilean roads”, first to capitalism and then so-
cialism, under the Christian Democratic government (1964-70) and the Popular Unity, 
respectively. Daniel Borges (2020) discusses rural workers’ challenge to landowners’ 
power, as the basis for the rise of peasant activism, by which Chilean campesinos defended 
their interests as a social class both in existing institutional political spaces and through 
their own new forms of political action. In response, landowners reformulated their po-
litical strategies to disarticulate rural workers’ political expressions, which they ulti-
mately accomplished with the 1973 military coup. 

The agrarian reform has also been revisited in a series of testimonies and memoirs, 
by government actors, political militants, and former landowners. As some of these 
works show, conflicting memories of the agrarian reform matter in on-going political con-
flicts in Chilean society, both over recent history and present-day issues. Thus, anthro-
pologists Calderón and Fahrenkrog (2012) examined the experience of rural workers in 
the Norte Chico region. In contrast, Cousiño and Ovalle (2013) gathered several inter-
views with elite landowners, whose recollections are, unexpectedly, highly critical of the 
land reform, especially under the Popular Unity. If some actors may have demonized the 
agrarian reform, former CORA Vice-President and Christian Democratic Senator Rafael 
Moreno (2013), who also became a leading opponent to the UP, stresses its positive im-
pact in transforming rural Chilean society and agriculture. In turn, José Manuel Bravo 
(2012), offers an illuminating account of the political conflict under the Popular Unity, 
which he experienced as a forestry worker and then as new-left revolutionary in Pan-
guipulli, southern Chile, where he took a leading role in the radical mobilization that 
pressed the government to speed up the agrarian reform. The first Minister for Agricul-
ture in that government, Jacques Chonchol, dialogues with Claudio Robles (Chonchol 
& Robles, 2016), to recall his twentieth-century life as a Christian, non-Marxist revolu-
tionary whose political career took him to implement the agrarian reform of the “Chilean 
road to socialism”. These testimonies and memoirs, it must be noted, were produced be-
fore the fiftieth anniversary of Law no. 16,640 of Agrarian Reform (1967). In contrast, 
the commemorative opportunism sparked by the event did not produce works of signif-
icance, except for the volume edited by Rojas and Manríquez (2017), which provides in-
formative analyses of the agrarian reform; and Faiguenbaum (2017), an informative his-
tory of INDAP, the Institute for Agricultural Development.
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6. NOTES FOR FURTHER DEVELOPMENT AND RESEARCH  

Suggesting topics for a research agenda, and briefly discussing how future research 
should be conducted, seems a useful way to conclude this survey of Chilean agrarian his-
toriography. First and foremost, Chilean agrarian historians should carry out their rese-
arch paying close attention to, and in dialogue with, other rural historiographies in the in-
ternational academic community. A fruitful relationship with researchers abroad would 
facilitate the introduction of innovative theoretical and methodological approaches, but 
also historiographic debates, which would certainly enrich the study of Chile’s still in-
sufficiently analyzed rural history. Moreover, by taking part in the agrarian history inter-
national community, Chilean scholars could be able to study Chilean rural history in ways 
that would make it relevant for foreign researchers. Thus, scholarship on rural Chile would 
not only be “useful” for comparative purposes, but also by offering transportable kno-
wledge, that is, insights that can be adopted, or adapted, to study other countries. A first 
practical, indispensable step for Chilean scholars is reading, and writing for, internatio-
nal journals, especially those that are published in English, or those that publish articles 
in more than one language. 

At the same time, Chilean agrarian historiography would further develop if historians 
understand it as a complex field of scholarship. This may seem certainly inappropriate to 
say for a historiography that has not even yet developed in the “strict” (not “narrow”) sense 
of the so-called cows-and-plows agricultural history. However, the study of rural history 
will be much more productive if agrarian historians are determined to plow all sorts of 
fields. Thus, rural historians would deal with a wide range of topics, processes, and prob-
lems, from farming methods to politically charged cultural representations of the coun-
tryside, the study of which is, indeed, relevant for society, not just for historians. Rural his-
tory would be better also if historians study it considering all sorts of questions, not just 
“technical” ones. Thus, rural history would also significantly contribute to explain 
Chilean society, not “just the past”.  

Moreover, advancing rural history in Chile requires, perhaps more than in other dis-
ciplinary areas, to confront prejudices, and consider how scholars’ political opinion plays 
a role in research. Chilean historiography has concentrated on the so-called grandes 
terratenientes, and the dominant view stresses their role as a conservative, often reactionary, 
political actors opposing social change and democratization. The aggressive opposition of 
their business organizations and political parties to the agrarian reform, and their leading 
role among the social and political forces violently mobilized against the “Chilean road to 
socialism” are, many would agree, indisputable expressions of the role that the “landed oli-
garchy” has played in politics. From an agrarian-history disciplinary perspective, the de-
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nunciation of large landowners has been quite negative. It has given currency to political 
biases against agrarian history, not only as if it were the study of prosaic technical matters, 
but also as if rural historians’ interest in agricultural history were per se as conservative as 
the landowners themselves. Indeed, political biases and plain ignorance still are obstacles 
to teaching and researching agrarian history, particularly in certain academic departments.  

As a result, Chilean historiography as such has neglected, or poorly studied, many ru-
ral history subjects and topics. One of those is the very structure of a rather complex ru-
ral society. Thus, there is little research on the different classes and sectors of landowners 
and agriculturalists of Chile’s diverse rural societies. Indeed, not even Central Chile’s large 
landowners, usually treated as powerful and retrograde latifundistas, and perhaps the most 
detested social class in Chilean historiography, have been thoroughly studied as “agri-
culturalists”. One of the main consequences of lack of research on agriculturalists, large 
landowners or otherwise, is the still insufficient knowledge on the development of agri-
culture and its different units of production. Thus, we still know little on farming meth-
ods for the different crops, the evolution of agronomic culture, the trajectory of specific 
sectors and activities, or the dynamics and trajectories of different types of units of pro-
duction, among other relevant topics. At the same time, and as a consequence, we still are 
far from researching well the experience of other social actors, rural workers of many sorts, 
for instance, in the realms of work, labor conflict, and power relations in the countryside.  

Finally, I would suggest some more concrete actions to further develop agrarian his-
tory. Chilean universities and scholars should work towards the construction of agrarian 
histories of the distinct regions and rural societies that have developed in Chile. They have 
formed through different processes, have their own historical actors and structures, and 
have certainly had different trajectories and conflicts. In addition, Chilean historiography 
needs to be given more representation in the educational system and its institutions. It 
should be taught not only in history programs, but also in economics, agronomy, and so-
ciology programs, for instance. Likewise, rural history needs more institutional develop-
ment, such as its own conferences and journals. This is, precisely, what the Centro de Es-
tudios de Historia Agraria de América Latina (CEHAL) is doing, both through the 
Agrarian History International Colloquia and the new journal Historia Agraria de 
América Latina (HAAL). Further, agrarian historians need to protect and preserve 
Chile’s documentary rural patrimony; otherwise, it will continue fading away, and latter-
day scholars will encounter even more obstacles to study rural history8. 

8. The outstanding Chilean geographer Rafael (‘Don Rafa’) Baraona made an invaluable contri-
bution in this regard with the Biblioteca Conmemorativa José María Arguedas, comprised mostly of 
his own library, later donated to Chile’s National Library.
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