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Lands in Araucanía, Chile (1871–1916)

ABSTRACT: This article explores the vision, process, and reaction to the privatization ofMapuche
lands in Araucanía, Chile, from 1871 to 1916. It shows how politicians developed a racial vision
for Araucanía between 1871 and 1882 during the final battlewith independentMapuche forces.
Chilean government officials and elite societies created land policies that targeted the removal of
indigenous populations from fertile lands to expand industrial agriculture by favoring large
Chilean-owned estates and partitioning small to medium-sized plots to European settler-
farmers. From 1883 to 1896, the Chilean government put its vision into practice, investing
in the recruitment of European farmers and reconsidering new laws regarding colonization,
land rights, and indigenous settlements. However, after the 1891 civil war, the government
retreated from expensive state-building projects. From 1896 to 1916, Chilean small farmers
intensified land grabs and, in response, indigenous communities formed organizations to
defend their lands. At the core of the conflict were the issues of land and racialized policies
that defined land access. By examining laws, government reports, missionary chronicles, and
indigenous writings, this article demonstrates the progression of a racialized language that
excluded indigenous peoples from their lands, founded in the desire to privatize native lands
and accelerate the making of a modern Europeanized nation.

KEYWORDS: state-building, indigenous histories, state colonization, agrarian history,
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I n his 1915 essay ¡Tierras de Arauco!, Manuel Manquilef (1887–1950), then
an established Mapuche intellectual and later a politician, described his
dislike of government engineers who surveyed indigenous lands. He
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recounted hearing the fearful yells of the Mapuche, “Engineer! Engineer!” as the
surveyors approached a rural community.1 Manquilef characterized the engineers
as lacking in morals and as “the dandys of the town,” who filled their time
frequenting questionable establishments while indigenous land claims went
unheard.2

Manquilef knew that Mapuche land ownership, either private or communal,
would determine indigenous people’s relationship with the Chilean state.
Engineers knew that land distribution for use by either the state, private
enterprises, indigenous communities, or foreign settlements would dictate the
future of national progress.3 Manquilef ’s essay reacted to the foreboding and
frustration felt by Mapuche communities as the colonization process
intensified, securing them their place as second-class citizens. It captures the
tension between cultural legacy and productive destiny that emerged in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries over plots of land and how it
produced the racialized language that framed regional politics in southern
Chile. Even though Manquilef ’s belated protestations could not restore the
large swaths of native lands already taken, his views embodied Mapuche
political actors’ proclamation of equal status and their awareness that access to
land would determine the extent of political and social equality within Chilean
society.

The colonization of Mapuche lands transpired in small waves between the 1850s
and 1870s, advanced by unauthorized farm settlements and conflict with the
Chilean military. During this time, Chilean statesmen hotly debated ways to
advance the colonization of Araucanía and the question of Mapuche inclusion
or exclusion as citizens. Between 1871 and 1882, the Mapuche-Chilean conflict
intensified, resulting in the 1883 Mapuche surrender, which happened in
conjunction with Chile’s win over the Peruvian-Bolivian Alliance and the
extension of Chilean territory to both north and south. These victories proved
a turning point for the Chilean elite: they spurred large-scale government
projects throughout the 1880s, including the growth of public education, the
Prussianization of the Chilean army, and the colonization of Araucanía,
Magallanes, and Rapa Nui.4 As the Mapuche defeat became imminent in 1882,
government officials formulated a plan that positioned European farmers as

1. Manuel Manquilef, ¡Tierras de Arauco! (Temuco, Chile: Imprenta Modernista, 1915), 9.
2. Manquilef, Tierras, 19.
3. E. Bradford Burns, The Poverty of Progress: Latin America in the Nineteenth Century (Berkeley: University of

California Press, 1983).
4. H. Glenn Penny, “Material Connections: German Schools, Things, and Soft Power in Argentina and Chile from

the 1880s through the Interwar Period,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 59:3 (2017): 519–549; William
F. Sater, The Grand Illusion: The Prussianization of the Chilean Army (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999).
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ideal settlers capable of converting the so-called tierras baldíos (vacant lands) of
Araucanía into productive farms and estates.

This article builds on recent studies of theMapuche and social, agrarian, and rural
histories of the Araucanía region.5 It concords with Pilar M. Herr’s analysis that
the Chilean-Mapuche conflict and the colonization of Araucanía were
foundational to Chile’s state formation in the nineteenth century and challenges
Chilean historiographies that place these developments solely in the Central
Valley and the northern mining regions, considering those areas as the cultural
and political birthplace of the nation. It also concurs with Claudio Robles’s
critique of Chilean agrarian studies, which assumes that agricultural units and
labor relations in Araucanía simply mimicked the Central Valley hacienda
system.6 Considering Robles’s argument, this study asks what happened to
Mapuche lands.

Rather than focus on the Chilean-Mapuchemilitary conflict, which several studies
have examined quite well, I instead examine the key laws utilized to privatize
Mapuche lands between 1871 to 1916, focusing on how race figured into land
access. Like Kelly Bauer, I view public policy not as an outcome but as a
“middle space where Mapuche demands and Chilean governance are
consequentially contested.”7 To understand that “middle space,” I have drawn
from multiple archives to paint a cohesive state plan, highlighting
disagreements and impasses along the way. Reports by state engineers in
Araucanía describe how they enacted state policies on the ground in
determining indigenous communal plot sizes and the placement of German
settlers. Elite society bulletins show how elite groups steered colonization
policies toward their goal of incentivizing modern farms and agricultural estates.

The inclusion of indigenous writings andmissionary chronicles provides personal
accounts and observations about native land loss and the political divisions among
Mapuche leaders regarding private versus communal land titles. Also, while new
scholarship by Joanna Crow, Jorge Pavez Ojeda, and Pilar M. Herr has been
pivotal in constructing new Mapuche histories, my work, in contrast, probes
the impact of Chilean immigration-settler policies on the colonization
experience. In sum, my analysis locates policies and developments foundational

5. Joanna Crow, TheMapuche inModern Chile: ACultural History (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 2013);
Pilar M. Herr, Contested Nation: The Mapuche, Bandits, and State Formation in Nineteenth-Century Chile (Albuquerque:
University of NewMexico Press, 2019); Jorge Pavez Ojeda, Laboratorios etnográficos: los archivos de la antropología en Chile,
1880–1980 (Santiago: Ediciones Alberto Hurtado, 2015).

6. Claudio Robles, “The Agrarian Historiography of Chile: Foundational Interpretations, Conventional
Reiterations, and Critical Revisionism,” Historia Agraria 81 (August 2020): 1–29.

7. Kelly Bauer, Negotiating Autonomy: Mapuche Territorial Demands and Chilean Land Policy (Pittsburgh,
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2021), 9.

LAND AND THE LANGUAGE OF RACE 71

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.143 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.143


to the Chilean state-building process in Araucanía that favored those of European
descent and socially and economically marginalized the Mapuche, keeping them
from equal participation.

While land has always figured as a protagonist in human history, capitalism
transformed land from territories of influence to plots of economic value. In
the mid nineteenth-century political context, land value and industrial
agriculture developed jointly to fuel the industrial economy. Australian
anthropologist Patrick Wolfe has noted that the “primary objective of settler
colonialism is the land itself rather than the surplus value to be derived from
mixing native labor with it.”8 The transition from colonial empires to
nineteenth-century nation-states that enclose lands spotlights the entry of land
as a capitalist commodity.9 For Wolfe, that shift also captures the diverging
treatment of black and indigenous labor, due to the latter’s hereditary claims to
land. Chile’s use of colonization laws and processes similar to those of Australia
and those of other American nations accentuates the global nature of these
nineteenth-century developments, which defined modern understandings of
land, labor, and private property.10

Defining Chilean race politics has been difficult due to “Chile’s traditional
avoidance of biological conceptions of racial inheritance.”11 As Michela Coletta
notes, this is partly due to the Chilean elite’s views that education would
determine progress, in contrast to the Argentine elite’s view that race
determined its social order.12 The historiographies of Argentina’s politics of
whiteness and the complex racial politics of Peru do not fully capture the
history of racial ideas and debates in Chile.13 In addition, Chile’s literary
criollismo at the end of the nineteenth century romanticized the countryside and
represented an urban, middle-class response “to the dominance of the
Europeanized oligarchy.”14

8. Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology (London: Cassell, 1999), 163.
9. Brett Christophers argues that land should be treated as real (rather than fictitious) capital that is set in motion as

a financial asset. See Christophers, “For Real: Land as Capital and Commodity,” Transactions 41:2 (2016): 134–148.
10. José Bengoa, Historia del pueblo Mapuche. Siglo XIX y XX (Santiago: LOM, 2008); Pekka Hämäläinen, The

Comanche Empire (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008); Douglas W. Richmond, Conflict and Carnage in
Yucatán: Liberals, the Second Empire, and Maya Revolutions, 1855–1876 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2015).

11. Michela Coletta, Decadent Modernity: Civilization and ‘Latinidad’ in Spanish America, 1880–1920 (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2018), 97.

12. Coletta, Decadent Modernity, 99.
13. Nicholas Shumway, The Invention of Argentina (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Marisol de la

Cadena, Indigenous Mestizos: The Politics of Race and Culture in Cuzco, Peru, 1919–1991 (Durham: Duke University Press,
2000).

14. Coletta, Decadent Modernity, 78. For an additional analysis of Chilean criollismo, see Chapter 3 in Patrick
Barr-Melej, Reforming Chile: Cultural Politics, Nationalism, and the Rise of the Middle Class (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2001).
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This article examines the racial views of the Europeanized Castilian-Basque
landed aristocracy that ruled governmental politics from the colonial period to
the late nineteenth century and whose interests are best represented in the
National Society of Agriculture (SNA).15 I investigate a period of transition
among the elite when bankers and financiers of British and French descent and
German manufacturers, exporters, and estate owners entered their ranks. The
Chilean oligarchy’s European identity helps explain its preference for specific
European settlers and their slow acceptance of mixed-race Chilean small
farmers as national settlers.16 As for the Mapuche during this period, they
articulated little distinction between Chileans and recent European arrivals,
referring to them both as wingkas, meaning the “new Inca” or new invaders,
and often describing Chileans (both poor and wealthy) as Spaniards.

The racial component of nineteenth-century land politics is an under-studied but
expanding area of research.17 Most agrarian studies focus ( justifiably so) on the
people: those doing the colonizing, those doing the farming, and those
experiencing the hardships of colonization. In considering land politics, I am
primarily interested in the legal and political process of land usurpation and
privatization. In addition, I examine how those processes produced local race
politics by focusing on their impact on the Mapuche, and on their responses.
This article’s makes a methodological contribution through a critical
examination of the lasting effects of the 1866 and 1874 colonization laws by
sketching out their later implementation by colonization agents in Europe and
state engineers in Araucanía. Through an engagement with recent scholarship
on racial politics in Chile, the article interrogates the racial discourse embedded
in laws, reports, and testimonials.18 I suggest that what characterized
Araucanía’s land conflict was a racial language that dictated land access and the
privilege to farm without conflict. By exploring the ideological and legal

15. Maria Rosaria Stabili, El sentimiento aristocrático: elites chilenas frente al espejo (1860–1960) (Santiago: Centro de
Investigaciones Diego Barros Arana, 2003).

16. The elite’s reluctance to allow Chilean small farmers as national settlers also coincides with their reluctant
embrace of criollismo in the early twentieth century (see Coletta and Barr-Melej). For many decades, the
Castilian-Basque aristocracy married only within their ethnic social class. Stabili’s study examines elite marriage
patterns, noting that not until the late nineteenth century did English, French, German, and Italian last names begin to
mix with the Castilian-Basque surnames. Stabili, El sentimiento, 49, 95–96, 203.

17. Wolfe, Settler Colonialism; J. K. Kauanui, Hawaiian Blood: Colonialism and the Politics of Sovereignty and
Indigeneity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008); Piergiorgio Di Giminiani, Sentient Lands: Indigeneity, Property,
and Political Imagination in Neoliberal Chile (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2018).

18. Guillaume Boccara and Sylvia Galindo, eds., Lógica mestiza en América (Temuco: Instituto de Estudios
Indígenas, Universidad de La Frontera, 1999); Javiera Barandiarán, “Researching Race in Chile,” Latin American
Research Review 47:1 (2012): 161–176); Joanna Crow, The Mapuche in Modern Chile: A Cultural History (Gainesville:
University of Florida Press, 2013); Heidi Tinsman, “Rebel Coolies, Citizen Warriors, and Sworn Brothers: The
Chinese Loyalty Oath and Alliance with Chile in the War of the Pacific,” Hispanic American Historical Review 98:3
(2018): 439–469; Alberto Harambour Ross, Soberanías fronterizas: estados y capital en la colonización de Patagonia
(Argentina y Chile, 1830–1922) (Valdivia: Ediciones UACh [Universidad Austral de Chile], 2019); Juan Eduardo
Wolf, Styling Blackness in Chile: Music and Dance in the African Diaspora (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2019).
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framework that defined Chile’s modern colonization scheme and the indigenous
counternarrative to that vision, this article begins to answer how land ownership
at the turn of the last century came to embody Chilean race politics.

The historical time frame of this article (1871–1916) centers on the period when
theMapuche in Araucanía saw their lands appropriated throughmilitary conquest
and government policies. These events did not take place in concert but in three
distinct stages, which is how this article is divided. The first section examines the
colonization vision debated among the Chilean elite between 1871 and 1882. In
this period, the government decided to claim all colonized lands as fiscal territory,
or state lands, requiring indigenous communities to prove five years of effective
occupation to receive a land title or have the legal ability to sell their land.
When the remaining Mapuche territory was colonized in 1883, as the second
section of this article describes, the National Society of Agriculture played a
pivotal role in the colonization process by financing a large-scale government
program to recruit European farmers. The 1891 civil war marked the downfall
of the colonization project, accentuating economic woes and divisions within
the elite and resulting in a fiscally conservative government.

The final section of the article begins with 1896, when the government allowed
Chilean small farmers in Argentina to receive homesteading rights as national
settlers. Another series of laws, passed in 1897 and 1907, expanded land access
and motivated thousands of Chilean small farmers to conduct land grabs.
Chilean farmers, usually described as squatters (ocupantes) in government
documents, targeted Mapuche communities, taking advantage of either their
inability to speak Spanish or the willingness of local racist government officials
to side with Chilean or European complainants.19 But, as that section
demonstrates, a generation of educated Spanish-speaking Mapuche, at times
aided by Capuchin priest allies, organized to defend their lands, while others,
like Manuel Manquilef, urged his fellow Mapuche to forego their communal
lands in favor of private land ownership. As this final section highlights, the
increase of land conflict and the creation of the first Mapuche political
organization in 1907 marked the Mapuche’s emergence as political actors who
challenged the Chilean elite’s racial and economic vision for the territory. By
exploring the ideological and legal framework that defined Chile’s modern
colonization scheme and the indigenous counternarrative to that vision, this
article begins to answer how land ownership at the turn of the last century
came to embody modern Chilean racial politics.

19. Bengoa, Historia; Thomas Klubock, La Frontera: Forests and Ecological Conflict in Chile’s Frontier Territory
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014).
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THE COLONIZATION VISION AND THE 1874 LAW (1871–82)

In the 1882 annual report to the Chilean congress by Foreign Relations and
Colonization Minister Luis Aldunate described the urgent need to colonize the
“depopulated southern regions” for “the development of our agricultural
progress.”20 Aldunate explained that the SNA had proposed to his ministry the
creation of an office of European colonization to recruit farmers “to bring
[with them] the [methods of] agricultural colonization to the southern
fields.”21 The SNA’s colonization project was both ambitious and strategic. It
envisioned a large-scale government-funded colonization project that would
recruit and transport up to 20,000 European settlers a year who would sign
five-year contracts in exchange for land. In addition, they projected the
modernization of Chilean agriculture aided by scientific studies that would
reinforce “the unity and cohesion of our race.”22

What Aldunate meant by “our race” was subject to interpretation by the
government official in charge of European recruitment, as examined later in
this article. For decades, the SNA and the congress had resisted the idea of
government-funded immigrant recruitment. They instead advocated for an
abierto (open) immigration policy that would require minimal government
investment and avoid a return to open military conflict with the Mapuche.
Beginning in the 1850s, the Chilean government allowed small waves of
German immigrants to establish and replenish colonies in Valdivia, Llanquihue,
and Osorno in southern Araucanía, with the aim of opening the southern
frontier.23 Yet state advancements in colonizing indigenous territory were
mainly acquired through costly open military conflict, influencing many
congressional leaders to oppose expansionist proposals.

Opinions about foreign settler recruitment and territorial expansion began to
shift in 1871, once government officials began to see land value in a different
light. That year, the House of Deputies debated ways to manage the lands
captured during the 1867-70 Chilean-Mapuche conflict, in which Chile gained
control of the Bío Bío and Malleco regions.24 Col. Cornelio Saavedra, who led
the southern frontier offensive and proposed the original project to colonize

20. Memoria del Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores [hereafter Memoria del MRREE] de 1882 (Santiago: Imprenta
Nacional, 1882), 50.

21. Memoria del MREE de 1882, 50.
22. Memoria del MREE de 1882, 54.
23. Woodruff Smith, “The Ideology of German Colonialism, 1840–1906,” Journal ofModernHistory 46:4 (1974):

641–662; Susan Zantop, Colonial Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and Nation in Precolonial Germany, 1770–1870 (Durham:
Duke University Press, 1997), 10; George F. W. Young, Germans in Chile: Immigration and Colonization, 1849–1914
(New York: Center of Migration Studies, 1974), 69–88.

24. Bengoa, Historia, 255.
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Araucanía, advocated for state control of occupied lands to an unconvinced
Congress.25 It took three additional years before Saavedra’s positions were
codified in the 1874 colonization law, demonstrating that the debate ultimately
proved to be a turning point in molding the Chilean government’s colonization
plan for the autonomous Mapuche territory.

The issue that convinced Congress to support a new colonization law was the legal
conflict over ownership of colonized lands. Prior to 1874, the courts recognized
land contracts made between Mapuche individuals and private buyers.
Government reports also begrudgingly described the territory as “indigenous
lands,” adding racist commentaries about the inability of the Mapuche to exploit
the land.26 The state entered into legal conflict with private buyers, railroad
companies, and speculators over land titles, due to unclear or contrived
arrangements made with Mapuche sellers and leasers. Conflict arising from these
arrangements was exacerbated further by speculators who attempted to block
government land auctions by claiming land ownership or outstanding debt for
the plots to be auctioned, following one-on-one deals made with Mapuche
sellers.27 To win legal claims, private land purchasers accused the Mapuche of
fraud for selling their land to multiple buyers, or when more than one Mapuche
declared effective occupation of the same plot. According to Andrea
Ruiz-Esquide, the courts sometimes favored Mapuche claims but could not stop
speculators and squatters from usurping land.28 Government officials, frustrated
with mounting legal claims by speculators, stated that they were unable to
protect Mapuche communities from fraudulent agreements and moved decisively
to recognize through the 1874 law all colonized territory as a priori Chilean lands.29

In recognition that the government would need to become more involved with
indigenous land claims, the 1874 colonization law expanded the role of the
Protectorate of Indigenous People. The Protectorate had been reinstated a
decade earlier in 1866, following passage of the first significant colonization
law and after the republican government dissolved the office in 1819 as an
outdated colonial office.30 This law was part of a group of legal codes that

25. Herr, Contested Nation, 93; Cornelio Saavedra, Ocupación de Arauco (Santiago: Imprenta Libertad, 1870).
26. Andrea Ruiz-Esquide makes this analysis regarding Col. Basilio Urrutia’s 1877 report, describing theMapuche

as wasteful subsistence farmers who did not produce for the market. Col. Urrutia oversaw the governance of the recently
occupiedMapuche territory post 1874. Basilio Urrutia toMinister of Colonization, report, May 1, 1877, in “Memoria del
Intendente de Arauco de 1877” in Memoria del MRREE de 1877, 212. Citation in Andrea Ruiz-Esquide, “Migration,
Colonization, and Land Policy in the Former Mapuche Frontier: Malleco, 1850-1900” (PhD diss.: Columbia
University, 2000), 248, 250.

27. Ruiz-Esquide, Migration, 239.
28. Ruiz-Esquide places that transitionary period between 1874 and the early 1880s. Ruiz-Esquide, Migration,

248, 53-264.
29. Government reports described occupied lands as indigenous lands but also as future fiscal lands.
30. President Bernardo O’Higgins dissolved the Protectorate of Indigenous People in a decree of March 4, 1819.
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legalized settlement on indigenous lands but also stipulated that indigenous
people could receive land titles upon demonstrating five years of effective
occupation as either a family unit or a community.31 The Protector in this early
period was usually a state engineer who wore many official hats. The
Protectorate bore similarities to its colonial predecessor, acting like “a father in
defense of the Indians,” never losing sight of the conviction that indigenous
interests were contingent on meeting the state’s primary needs.32 The
Protectorate was expected to manage complaints from native communities and
mediate on their behalf, but the Protector’s standing was dependent on the
Minister of Foreign Relations and Colonization and the military commander
overseeing the occupation.33 To hasten the distribution of native lands, the
secretary of the Commission of Engineers (CE) took over the Protectorate’s
work from 1875 to 1883, giving military officials the green light to do as they
saw fit with the territory.34 Once the Chilean military fully occupied Araucanía
in 1883, the state revived the Protectorate’s work as a government office, and it
became an institutional fixture affecting the lives of Mapuche communities.

Another development that altered the state’s view of indigenous lands was the
profitable venture of land auctions. Ruiz-Esquide explains that initial land
auctions took place in 1873 but experienced roadblocks due to legal conflicts
with speculators, as discussed earlier. The 1874 colonization law gave the state
greater jurisdiction over land claims, leading to the first state-organized auction
of Malleco lands in 1875, an auction held regularly until the 1890s.35

Coincidentally, the 1875 auction took place in the same year as an economic
downturn that decreased agricultural exports and caused the decline of the
Chilean peso, meaning that land auctions gave the state much-needed revenue.

The financial crisis did not stop the landed elite from pushing for access to
agricultural lands, believing that they could introduce mechanization that
would increase productivity and generate new markets.36 Land auctions
prompted the development of medium and large estates in the new territories;
buyers could purchase unlimited numbers of plots until 1895, and even then

31. Effective occupation means that those who work the land own the land. It was a legal term used by colonial
regimes to justify occupation, recognized by the 1884 Berlin Conference accords. Chile used it primarily for native
populations. According to the 1866 law, indigenous communities kept land they inhabited or farmed, excluding land
they used for livestock herding.

32. Julio Zenteno Barrios, Recopilaciones de leyes i decretos supremos sobre colonización, 1810–1896, Volumes 1 to 3
(Santiago: Imprenta Nacional, 1896), 128–133.

33. Ruiz-Esquide, Migration, 247–249, 260, 280.
34. Zenteno, “Ley 1 de mayo de 1875,” Recopilaciones, 139.
35. Ruiz-Esquide, Migration, 237, 267.
36. Arnold Bauer, “Chilean Rural Society in the Nineteenth Century” (PhD diss.: University of California

Berkeley, 1969), 206.

LAND AND THE LANGUAGE OF RACE 77

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.143 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.143


limits were not enforced.37 Poor rural Chileans unable to purchase farmland via
auctions often squatted, demanding land titles with no success.38 This was in
stark contrast to the 150 hectares—amounting to a medium-sized estate—that
was given to foreign-born settlers under the 1874 law. Some scholars highlight
that Chilean newspaper editorials described regions of the southward agrarian
expansion as a “New California,” composed of small farmers.39 While that may
have been the dream of a few newspaper editors, government policies
prioritized large landholdings for the landed elite, military officials, and foreign
settlers, while excluding Chilean and Mapuche small farmers.

The 1874 law undoubtedly privileged the expansion of agrarian capitalism by
prioritizing the formation of medium and large landed estates, but it also
reinforced racist conceptions about progress, civilization, and modernity. How
government officials perceived the Mapuche within (or outside of) the Chilean
economy is best exemplified in the language used in an earlier government
report. In 1870, naturalists and scientific explorers surveyed Mapuche
communities and detailed their diverse economic activities, including herding,
metal production, wool, and agricultural products to state officials. They noted
multiple large ironworks and silver production workshops with hired
employees run by Huilliche Mapuche communities located between the Cautín
and Toltén Rivers.40 The author of the scientists’ report stated that the
Mapuche communities near Chilean merchant communities were more
prosperous, attributing their success to racial mixing. He detailed each
Mapuche community’s phenotype, underscoring which community showed
more European features and associating their economic success to their degree
of Europeanness. There were many other scientific expeditions to Araucanía in
the early 1870s that mapped the territory’s geography (especially navigable
rivers) and natural resources. As the potential for profit became more apparent,
the Mapuche featured in official reports as obstacles to progress, placing their
status as a protected community in question. The 1874 law was the legal
culmination of removing said obstacles—those who owned the land would
now dictate the development of modern capitalist agriculture in the region.

37. The 1866 colonization law set the limit on auctioned lands to 500 hectares per buyer, but presidential decrees
granted exceptions. See Ruiz-Esquide, Migration, 279.

38. Squatters who produced wheat were allowed to harvest but were evicted soon after. Zenteno, “Ley 24 de
agosto de 1886,” Recopilaciones, 1220.

39. This argument is made by Bengoa even though the ideal of a NewCalifornia seems to be rarely mentioned after
the 1870s. Bengoa cites El Meteoro (1866): “With time Araucanía will disappear, and in its place a new California will rise
(la Araucanía desaparecerá con el tiempo y en su lugar se alzará una nueva California). Bengoa,Historia del pueblo mapuche,
161; Ruiz-Esquide, Migration, 3.

40. “Jeografías—La Araucanía i sus habitantes (Anuario estadístico, 1868 i 1869),” Anales de la Universidad de
Chile 35 (Santiago: Imprenta Nacional, 1870): 185; Jaime Flores, “La ocupación de la Araucanía y la perdida de la
platería en mano mapuches,” Revista de Indias 73:259 (2013): 825–854.
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Both Chilean and Mapuche small farmers were excluded from the state’s
agricultural colonization project, yet government officials treated the two
groups differently. The Mapuche had a specific relationship with the land and
the natural world that differed from Western perspectives on private property
and capitalist production.41 This difference is made apparent in their cultural
name in which mapu means earth and che means people; thus the name
Mapuche means “people of the land.”42 The Chilean elite’s preconceived ideas
about indigenous people took root during centuries of Spanish colonial rule,
influencing their prejudices and disposition for racial exclusion. Scholars Nancy
Stepan and Richard Graham have demonstrated that conceptions about race
and nation shifted in late nineteenth-century Latin America, influenced by the
emergence of scientific racism.43 Foucault identifies the shift earlier, with the
birth of nationalism, under which, according to Ann Laura Stoler’s analysis of
Foucault’s argument on state racism, “a discourse of class derives from an
earlier discourse of race.”44

Chile was not an exception. Government functionaries and intellectuals viewed
Europeans as inherently modern compared to Chilean small farmers, who were
perceived as different due to possible racial mixing but even more so to their
class standing. Yet, unlike the Mapuche, they were part of the agricultural
economy as farmhands and inquilinos on rural estates.45 In contrast, the
Mapuche were forcibly removed from their land and categorized by state
engineers as squatters unless they could prove effective occupation.46 The initial
exclusion of Mapuche labor from the new economic system shows
commonality with the United States’ and Australia’s settler-colonial processes—
meaning that the existence of a large pool of non-indigenous agricultural
workers contributed to the exclusion of native labor.47 The decision to
distribute indigenous lands to European settlers while initially excluding

41. For the Mapuche, their ancestral territory is integral to their religious beliefs, identity, and culture, yet their
relationship with the land has been severed over the centuries due to colonization policies. Di Giminiani, Sentient
Land, 57–59.

42. Guillaume Boccara, “Organisation sociale, guerre de captation et ethnogenèse chez les Reche-Mapuche à
l’époque coloniale,” L’Homme 39:150 (1999): 85–117.

43. Nancy Stepan, ‘The Hour of Eugenics’: Race, Gender and Nation in Latin America (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1991); Richard Graham, ed., The Idea of Race in Latin America, 1870–1940 (Austin: University of Texas Press,
2004).

44. Foucault argues that the nineteenth-century nation gave birth to state racism.Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be
Defended”: Lecture at the Collège de France, 1975–1976 (New York: Picador, 1997); Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the
Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things (Durham: Duke University Press,
1995), 30.

45. Inquilinos were estate workers under official capacity and often contracted, conducting various jobs for the
estate including overseeing farm laborers and doing needed labor. Some inquilinos received plots of land in addition to
housing but were not sharecroppers. See Arnold Bauer, Chilean Rural Society.

46. Commission of Engineers Secretary to local authorities, October 11, 1873, Archivo Nacional de Chile
[hereafter AN], Fondo Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores [hereafter Fondo MRREE], Vol. 155.

47. Wolfe, Settler Colonialism, 163; Arnold Bauer, Chilean Rural Society, 217.
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Chileans from the new economic process reveals the intentionality of the state’s
racial vision.

Scholars of nineteenth-century Chilean agrarian history, in particular, have looked
to European scholarship, mainly British and German, for dialogue, focusing on
labor relations, mechanization, and changes in the landed estates.48 The value
of those historical analyses notwithstanding, Chilean territorial expansionism,
land privatization, and its use of settler colonialism place the Chilean historical
experience in closer proximity to the laws and economic processes experienced
in the United States and Australia. Both countries used settlers and land
auctions to transform occupied lands into economically productive units,
giving way to a newly forming agrarian society that, from its inception,
represented capitalist interests. It is essential to highlight that the privatization
of indigenous lands was not equivalent to the enclosure of common lands. The
economic process that proletarianized peasants and artisans and removed
indigenous populations from their lands was similar, but the racial politics that
determined second-class citizenry within the nation was not. As argued by
Wolfe, nineteenth-century settler-colonial policy was characterized first by the
seizure of land and second by the eviction of native populations from that land,
initially excluding them from participating in the wage-labor system. Whether
in the United States, Australia, or Chile, indigenous people’s entry into the
capitalist labor market was a scattered process dictated by specific state policies
regarding land and assimilation.

Above all, the 1874 colonization law formalized state ownership of occupied
lands. It enabled the government to win in litigation against squatters,
regulated state auctions of native lands, set aside land for foreign settlers, and
defined settlers as individuals from Europe and the United States. The 1866
colonization law had also declared state ownership of occupied lands but
acknowledged the individual contracts with Mapuche sellers that were the
source of pre-1874 legal disputes. The centralization of land distribution
through government auctions minimized legal disputes, nullifying the
Mapuche’s negotiating power in the process.49

Until the late 1880s, the military oversaw land reorganization and distribution,
including land auctions, alongside state engineers. The government also faced
increased tensions with its neighboring countries, leading to diplomatic
negotiations with Argentina and open conflict with Peru and Bolivia. After
claiming victory in both the War of the Pacific (1879-83) against the

48. For a historiographical analysis of Chilean agrarian history, see Robles, “AgrarianHistoriography of Chile,” 1–29.
49. Ruiz-Esquide, Migration, 261–264.
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Peruvian-Bolivian Alliance and the occupation of Araucanía (1881-83), the
Chilean government could proceed to the next stage in colonizing the northern
and southern territories.50 The SNA’s 1882 proposal to the Ministry of Foreign
Relations and Colonization (MRREE) had predicted Chile’s military victory
over the Mapuche and mapped a new process for the region. As the next
section will explore, initiating the colonization process meant expanding
institutions and funding a transatlantic project. It is through that process that
the elite’s racial ideology was enacted, reconfiguring national race politics.

THE COLONIZATION PROCESS (1883–97)

The 1883 Mapuche surrender initiated a new phase in Chilean colonization. In
the previous decades, government officials, intellectuals, scientists, and elite
societies had presented proposals about what to do with the indigenous
territories and how to take advantage of their lands and natural resources. As
politicians began to revise past understandings about indigenous land
ownership through laws and statutory interpretation, a way of thinking
emerged that exemplified nation-building tenets and the needs of the
capital-holding elite. From 1883 to 1891, the central government invested in
large-scale projects from public education to colonization. While many state
officials shared positivist perspectives favoring capitalist economics, their policy
goals represented competing views about progress and civilization.51 The
process of land colonization was as much about national advancement as it was
about government revenues, which included urban planning and expansion of
the railroad system to strengthen the domestic and global markets: a successful
process from the Chilean state’s standpoint and a setback for native communities.

FROM VISION TO PROCESS

In 1883, the SNAmade another significant proposal, this time to the Ministry of
Finance. They suggested creating the Society for Industrial Development
(SOFOFA), a guild for industrialists to advocate their interests and conduct
studies to support their business ventures. Eight of the first 18 SOFOFA board
members were members of the SNA, and several others came from
hacienda-owning families, highlighting a strong correlation between agriculture

50. Maurice Zeitlin, The Civil Wars in Chile (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); Anderson Perry,
“Argentina and Chile: The Struggles for Patagonia 1843–1881,” The Americas 3:3 (1980): 347–363.

51. Wallerstein contended that positivism’s wide support included notable differences between supporters of
capitalism and Marxism. Immanuel Wallerstein, “The Development of the Concept of Development,” Sociological
Theory 2 (1984): 102–116.
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and industrialization. As noted in its founding document published in 1884,
SOFOFA’s primary role was to initiate industrial development. They
underscored that “[Chile] must be industrial through its agriculture” because of
its fertile lands and to strengthen its ability to compete in the world market.52

Their prospectus further stated that Chile “must be industrial per the
conditions of its race, intelligence, and strength, apt to comprehend and run
any machine.”53 They emphasized Chile’s place in an evolutionary societal
order that tied racial identity to economic development, seen as one and the
same.54

In the first decade of SOFOFA’s monthly bulletin, the topic of colonization drove
its research articles, discussions of investments, reviews of agricultural machinery,
and selection of excerpts from government reports. SOFOFA, along with the
SNA, had a direct relationship with sections of the Ministry of Foreign
Relations and Colonization, including the General Agency of Colonization’s
offices in Europe and the Inspector General of Colonization in Araucanía. The
SNA, for that matter, financed the initial years of the Agency of Colonization
in Europe, covering the operation of its offices and transportation costs for
European settlers.55 SOFOFA emerged as an intermediary for Chilean
businesses wanting to hire foreign workers, placing requests on their behalf to
Chile’s colonization agents in Europe. Both SNA proposals—to open an office
of colonization in Europe (1882), and the founding of SOFOFA (1883)—
were meant to jump-start a new phase in Chilean settler-colonialism,
reaffirming a specific perspective of how to incorporate indigenous lands into a
capitalist agricultural economy.

Chile’s colonial project took root in the state bureaucracy, as it first set various
schemes into motion and later assessed how to manage them. In the early 1880s,
the government created new offices dedicated to colonization and moved other
offices to streamline decision-making. For example, the General Agency of
Colonization in Europe (known as the Agency of Colonization) and the
Inspector General of Colonization in Araucanía were placed under the Ministry
of Foreign Relations and Colonization. The Commission of Engineers—
formalized by the 1866 colonization law—was overseen by the Public Works
Ministry from 1881 to 1888 and moved to the Foreign Relations Ministry in
1889. Furthermore, the new provinces and cities in Araucanía established local

52. “Prospecto: Constitución de la Sociedad de Fomento Fabril,” Boletín de la Sociedad de Fomento Fabril [hereafter
BSFF] 1:1 (enero 5 de 1884): 3.

53. “Prospecto: Constitución de la Sociedad de Fomento Fabril,” 3.
54. “Prospecto: Constitución de la Sociedad de Fomento Fabril,” 3–4.
55. The budget of the Inspector General of Colonization stipulated that the SNA would finance colonization

expenses. Memoria del MRREE de 1886 (Santiago: Imprenta Nacional, 1886), 69.
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governments following the Chilean expansion, adding more another layer of
authority, such as mayors and judges. Last, in response to the ongoing conflict
with Mapuche communities, the state created in 1883 the Indigenous Settlement
Commission (ISC) to communicate with the Commission of Engineers
regarding indigenous land titles and disputes. Government offices collaborated
though memos and ministry directives, at times in concert; at other times, local
officials imposed their interests. I read these interactions in government
documents as a discord within the accord, meaning that despite the bouts of ego
and disputes over recognition the colonization project chugged along and the
Mapuche continued to be the focus of that process.

Yet, within the labyrinth of colonization offices, state engineers were effectively at
the forefront of the state’s land colonization operation, mapping and surveying
the land, deciding on whether plots would be available for settlement or
offered in government auction, and determining the establishment of railways
and towns. According to Teodoro Schmidt (1834–1924), the German-born
head engineer who directed the surveying of indigenous lands from 1867 to
1897, the engineers and surveyors’ overarching responsibility was to transform
the territory into a “stable culture.”56 Schmidt was a university-educated
agronomist and engineer contracted in Darmstadt by the Chilean merchant and
future politician Vicente Pérez Rosales in 1858 to work on the Catapilco Estate
in the Chilean Central Valley. In 1867, the Finance Minister hired Schmidt to
set up irrigation systems on recently occupied native lands in Bío Bío and
Malleco. That same year, the Interior Minister named Schmidt head engineer
to survey lands for state use.

In early 1883, the Commission of Engineers worked on surveying lands in
Malleco and would not begin to measure Cautín (southern Araucanía) until
1887. The 1866 and 1874 colonization laws guided state engineers’ work in
general terms, giving Schmidt the authority to determine the commission’s
day-to-day activities until 1889. Chilean colonization agents’ recruitment
efforts in Europe, compounded with the fast-moving pace of railroad
expansion, pressured the engineers to hasten their progress. The creation of the
Indigenous Settlement Commission required the Commission of Engineers to
assign engineers to the settlement office to streamline decisions. As was
expected of them, the engineers sent maps and lists of surveyed lands ready for
auction, settlement, or the granting of indigenous land titles to the appropriate
offices for approval. Maps and lists circulated between local and Santiago-based
offices, increasing the possibility of disputes that included ignoring the
commission’s work entirely. For example, in 1883, the Commission of

56. Teodoro Schmidt, report, March 2, 1889, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 233.
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Engineers’ secretary complained that there were still ongoing legal disputes over
land plots that dated back to government officials’ decision in 1878 to auction
lands initially allocated for Mapuche communities.57

Not until 1889 did the government detail a job description for the state engineers.
The bylaws for engineers offered detailed rules about the process of surveying
lands and the ideology that guided their work.58 The bylaw’s first article
described vacant lands as the state’s property, reaffirming the 1874 law that
defined native lands as predestined Chilean territory. The third article further
characterized vacant lands as uncultivated due to the territory’s distance from
civilization, emphasizing the need for physically fit engineers capable of
making their way through rugged terrain. The fourth article detailed the
commission’s organizational hierarchy, stipulating a head engineer who would
direct two first-class engineers and two second-class engineers, with noted
room for advancement. The seventh article defined plot size as an average of
200 to 500 hectares, with exceptions. However, the law instructed engineers to
demarcate units of 50 to 200 hectares near planned towns and railways and in
areas with high-quality soil, and lots of 1000 to 2000 hectares near the Andes.
The eighth article confirmed previous decrees and laws, reiterating that natural
boundaries such as creeks, rivers, and forests would be used to delimit properties.

Besides preparing the plots, which included hiring individuals to clear the land,
Article 16 tasked engineers with handing over lands to state functionaries,
buyers at auction, settlers, and indigenous communities. After detailing
engineers’ salaries, billable expenses, vacation time, and land grants for years of
service (500 hectares for every ten years), Article 23 specified land use. The
government authorized engineers to inspect partitioned lands, because the
right of usufruct depended on the land’s usage, specifically to “plant wheat,
exploit the forests [by] using machinery, raise animals, or work alongside
indigenous people.”59 In other words, the article empowered the state to evict
those not meeting modern agriculture standards.

Government officials expected foreign settlers to lead the modernization of
Chilean agriculture alongside large estate owners, but the nationality of the
recruits remained contentious. Minister Aldunate’s 1882 congressional report
warned against introducing to the southern territory a foreign population
whose social habits, language, and “aptitudes and necessities” ran contrary to

57. A. Larenas to the Minister of Foreign Relations, September 28, 1883, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 275.
58. Teodoro Schmidt to Minister of Foreign Relations, report, “Reglamento para los ingenieros ocupados con la

mensura y hijuelación de los terrenos baldíos del Estado,” April 11, 1889, AN, Vol. 233.
59. Teodoro Schmidt to Minister of Foreign Relations, report, “Reglamento para los ingenieros ocupados con la

mensura y hijuelación de los terrenos baldíos del Estado,” April 11, 1889, AN, Vol. 233.
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Chilean culture.60 He underscored that “such conditions could generate an
obstacle to assimilating the more or less perfect settler,” highlighting that
assimilation intends to “maintain undisturbed the unity and cohesion of our
race.”61 Government texts expressed concern about racial assimilation, viewing
race and national culture as one in the same. Aldunate did not identify which
foreign populations would resist assimilation but considering that Germans
were the largest foreign settler group and noticeably different, he seemed to
allude to them. Nevertheless, Germans who settled in Valdivia and Llanquihue
in the 1850s and 1860s were mostly professionals and businesspeople, with
only a few laborers and farmers.62 In 1882, the Chilean government
constructed a new profile of the ideal settler-farmer.

Aldunate preferred the Basque, noting their ability to assimilate, yet the Basque
settler strategy quickly fell through, ending in an international scandal with
Basque societies in Uruguay accusing the Chilean government of sending
settlers to a territory populated by “puros salvajes.”63 Meanwhile, the Office of
Colonization decided to grant 40 hectares per settler family, with an additional
16 hectares for every son over ten years of age.64 By 1884, the Agency of
Colonization emerged as its own political entity as Chilean attachés in Europe
became enamored with Prussian state-building, especially military reform,
education, industrial and scientific innovations. Its director, Benjamín Dávila
Larraín, placed greater focus on recruiting German-speaking settlers in Prussia
and Switzerland, perceiving Germans as an advanced race, naturally inclined to
scientific thinking and industrialization.65 From 1884 to 1887, Dávila Larraín
penned propaganda pamphlets and negotiated with government officials to
expand their migrant quota to Chile, accounting for the most settler
recruitment by the Office of Colonization during his tenure.66

Even though Chile failed to reach the anticipated 20,000 settlers a year, the
colonization process continued uncurtailed. In Europe, Dávila Larraín

60. Memoria del MRREE de 1882, 54.
61. Memoria del MRREE de 1882, 54.
62. Jean-Pierre Blancpain, Les Allemands auChili, 1816–1945 (Eschwege: Böhlau Verla KölnWien, 1974); Young,

Germans in Chile.
63. Aldunate’s bias also reflects his desire to recreate the previous migration of Basque landowners who still account

for a large percentage of the Chilean elite; Estrada Turra, “Los frustrados intentos de colonización española en el sur de
Chile,” Revista de Estudios Fronterizos del Estrecho de Gibraltar 1 (2004), 6; Maria Rosaria Stabili, El sentimiento
aristocrático: Elites chilenas frente al espejo, 1860–1960 (Santiago: Editorial Andres Bello, 1996).

64. Memoria del MRREE de 1882, 57.
65. Benjamín Larraín, Chili, Its Advantages and Resources for European Emigrants (Zurich, Typ. Orell Füssil & Co.,

1887), Biblioteca Nacional de Chile; For further discussion on Larraín’s racial and immigration policies, see: Romina
Green Rioja, “To Govern is to Educate: Race, Education, and the Colonization of La Araucanía (1883–1920)” (PhD
diss.: University of California, Irvine, 2018), 50–51.

66. Benjamin Dávila Larraín, Chili, Its Advantages and Resources for European Emigrants (Zurich: Orell Füssil &
Co., 1887); Nicolás Vega, Memoria Sintética de Operaciones de la Agencia General de Colonización de Chile en Europa
desde su creación en 1882 hasta 1894 (Paris: Imprimerie Paul Dupont, 1895), 9.
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launched an aggressive recruitment effort. In Araucanía, government institutions,
like the Commission of Engineers, prepared lands for foreign settlement. When
Schmidt designed Temuco in 1887, he earmarked surrounding city plots for
foreign settlers, accounting for space for landholders to expand.67 Indigenous
people received significantly smaller plots of land at an average of three to four
plots per person. Yet, in 1880, the government stipulated 20 hectares per
indigenous colony or family unit, a standard that was reiterated in the 1884
MRREE annual report.68 The Commission of Engineers and the Indigenous
Settlement Commission circumvented the 20 hectares dictum by assigning land
to communities and not individuals, allowing the distribution of fewer hectares
per person. Schmidt explained in an 1891 report that between 1867 and 1887,
approximately 20 percent of surveyed land was distributed to Mapuche
communities, justifying the figure by stating that one-third of the indigenous
population simply left Malleco and the other third died.69 From 1888 to 1891,
Schmidt noted that indigenous communities received 50 percent of surveyed
land in the Cautín region. This study cannot confirm whether Schmidt’s data is
correct; nevertheless, Schmidt inadvertently describes either a change in the
survey process or government pressure to settle more indigenous communities.70

Regardless, a large portion of Araucanía remained unmeasured when Schmidt
wrote his 1891 report, and soon after the colonization project changed directions.

Schmidt’s government reports demonstrate Western and growing global
understandings about race and colonization from the time. In 1883, in an
attempt to influence settler recruitment policy, Schmidt translated a German
newspaper article for the Foreign Relations minister that discussed the history
of German colonization societies and argued that non-Western territories would
benefit from German settlement and scientific thinking.71 Schmidt’s initiatives
went unnoticed and he felt disregarded when the MRREE did not consult him
for advice regarding the hiring of engineers.72 He thought that government
officials practiced nepotism by sending him surveyors lacking in training, which
slowed the commission’s work and made him appear unproductive. In one
report, Schmidt quotes Adam Smith, who discerned that professionally trained
individuals produced items of better quality and in larger quantities.

67. Teodoro Schmidt, map of Temuco, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 678.
68. José Aylwin, Estudio sobre tierras indígenas de la Araucanía: antecedentes históricos legislativos, 1850–1920

(Temuco: Instituto de Estudios Indígenas, Universidad de la Frontera, 1995), 31; Memoria del MRREE de 1884, 140.
69. Teodoro Schmidt, report, June 10, 1892, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 233.
70. Further work comparing Aylwin’s study data with Schmidt’s figures, government land auction data, and

Indigenous Settler Commission records will be an important contribution for the field.
71. Teodoro Schmidt, trans., “La cuestión de colonización en Alemania,” (2 de abril de 1883), AN, Fondo

MRREE, Vol. 275.
72. Schmidt urged the government to send Chileans to study in German universities. Teodoro Schmidt report,

October 19, 1889, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 275.
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For Schmidt, civilization’s steady advancement depended on the state’s sound
business practices. He also applied the criteria of efficiency and usefulness in
determining who was deserving of land. Schmidt believed that foreign settlers
held superior skills and expressed annoyance at their low immigration numbers
and scattered arrival.73 After describing the almost complete removal of the
indigenous population from Malleco, Schmidt underscored that indigenous
people, like private and capitalist interests, would benefit from colonization. He
criticized native peoples and large landowners as obstacles in “the advancement
of civilization,” alluding to hacendados as resistant to capitalist innovation due
to antiquated economic and social relations, and indigenous people as resistant
due to their lack of education.74

Schmidt had no control over the deals made by government functionaries with
buyers at land auctions, but he and his colleagues did have authority to decide
where to place foreign settlers and how much land to grant indigenous
communities. The human consequences of those decisions are captured in a
Mapuche farmer’s testimony:

Look at this beautiful valley. There is our pantheon [and] there my parents and
grandparents are buried. Our animals grazed over there, and we had many.
Suddenly, the engineer came and said that we should become a settlement and
put the line here, taking away most of our soil, [making us] poor. Is our
property perhaps less holy than that of the Spanish, or is the Christian law
invented only for the [Mapuche]?75

The preceding passage, recorded by the Capuchin friar Gerónimo de Amberga
(1866–1952), describes the sorrow felt by Mapuche communities. It
communicates the state’s transgression in dividing familial burial grounds and
limiting land ownership, which harmed the community’s economic livelihood.
The farmer, aware of who he was speaking with, utilized Christian argot when
describing his property as holy and the treatment under Christian law as unjust.
The Mapuche farmer’s description of the preferential treatment given to “the
Spanish” (Chileans) captures the unfolding racial order.

Government officials expanded the colonization process in Araucanía throughout
the 1880s. Yet, some Congress members began to question the futility of artificial
immigration, seeing significant revenue from land auctions but focusing on

73. Teodoro Schmidt, report, March 19, 1889, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 233.
74. Teodoro Schmidt, report, March 8, 1888, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 23.
75. Fray Gerónimo de Amberga, “Estado intelectual, moral y económico del Araucano,”Revista Chilena de Historia

y Geografía 33:7 (1913): 24.
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growing expenses in the European recruitment effort that never reached the
projected settler numbers. To offset growing disillusionment, SOFOFA
published in 1888 a series of articles by Julio Pérez Canto (1867–1953) that
compared and described colonization schemes in the United States, the United
Kingdom and Australia, Argentina, and Chile, among others. The future
diplomat insisted that Chile needed to invest in artificial immigration to reap
the same benefits as other advanced nations. He concluded that it was not
sufficient to send “men to confront nature’s brutality and invite them to work,”
and argued that the state must prepare, adapt, and modify colonized lands.76

He emphasized the historical achievement inherent in “civilizing” Mapuche-
controlled territory, distributing the land to foreign colonies, and
institutionalizing indigenous property for the state’s benefit, difficulties
notwithstanding. Throughout the text, he referred to indigenous lands and
vacant lands interchangeably.77 He cited Paul Leroy Beaulieu’s De la
Colonization chez les peuples modernes (1886), which underscored British
economists’ role in planning the United Kingdom’s colonial pursuits,
highlighting the Australian case as the most relevant.78

Pérez Canto also emphasized the economic benefits of settler colonialism by
calculating the income and expenses for the 3,716 settlers who had immigrated
to Chile between 1883 and 1888, accentuating their financial gains even
though exceptions were made for some income categories.79 He showed that
foreign settlers had cultivated 4,948 hectares of the 44,820 hectares distributed.
To solve that discrepancy, he urged the state to forgive portions of their loans,
extend their contractual time to establish an efficient farm from five years to
eight, improve records of property limits, and allow settlers commercial
freedom. He quoted an 1886 report in which Dávila Larraín stated that Chile
needed “knowledgeable individuals to exploit [its agricultural lands]
industrially.”80 He closed by arguing that Chile’s commercial success had
resulted from immigration and mixing with civilized populations. “‘To
populate is to govern,’ said an eminent Argentine publicist,” asserted Pérez
Canto.81 “If our government followed in [Argentina’s] footsteps, what levels of
evolution would be at play in our country!”82 However, Pérez Canto’s 1888
study could not halt a looming civil war led by a conservative government

76. Julio Pérez Canto, “Estudios sobre colonización e inmigración,” BSFF 5:11 (1888): 494–508.
77. Pérez Canto, “Estudios sobre colonización e inmigración,” 498.
78. For an analysis of the influential role of Paul Leroy-Beaulieu’s writings, especially “América Latina” published

in El Pensamiento Latino (1902), see Coletta, Decadent Modernity, 53, 106.
79. Pérez Canto, “Estudios sobre colonización e inmigración,” 500–503.
80. Pérez Canto, “Estudios sobre colonización e inmigración,” 508.
81. Pérez Canto, “Estudios sobre colonización e inmigración,” 506.
82. Pérez Canto, “Estudios sobre colonización e inmigración,” 506.

88 ROMINA GREEN RIOJA

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.143 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2021.143


faction concerned about government expenses and resulting in the ouster of the
liberal president José Manuel Balmaceda.83

Following the 1891 civil war, the Commission of Engineers and the Agency of
Colonization continued their work. However, new policies to reduce spending
gradually affected the colonization offices in Europe and Araucanía. The first
warning sign was in 1892 when the state directed Schmidt to measure 310,000
hectares south of Temuco in eight months. As Schmidt explained to the
Minister of Foreign Relations, the Commission of Engineers had surveyed an
average of 20,000 hectares per year from 1867 to 1892, demonstrating that the
new demand was unattainable.84 The proposal to measure an unreasonable
amount of land may have been due to officials’ inexperience or to a greedy
push to expand land auctions, or both. In 1894, the Minister of Foreign
Relations expressed concern about the state’s ability to follow through with
land auctions due to the number of unsettled indigenous communities. He
introduced a law to increase indigenous land titles and conduct a census of the
native population, but it would take another decade for the law to be acted on.
These examples highlight the discord between central and local government
officials, as state officials made directives without expanding the number of
employees needed to complete such a task.

The gradual defunding of the state’s Araucanía enterprise forced the MRREE to
change directions. Even though government reports continued to express
enthusiasm for foreign settler-farmers, the 1897 MRREE report described the
decade-and-a-half venture as a failure. In 1895, Minister Claudio Matte—an
early proponent of European settlers—underscored, “The result of foreign
colonization in Araucanía cannot be judged by its agricultural efforts but by its
general results.”85 In a last attempt to salvage the colonization project, he
proposed in 1896 a private colonization agreement with French businessman
Charles Colson, which fell through.86 That same year, the Agency of
Colonization halted settler recruitment in Europe.87 Meanwhile, in Araucanía
Schmidt grew increasingly disillusioned with turnover in the MRREE, which
put the commission’s work in disarray. He retired in 1897 after 30 years of
service, citing frustration with “wavering politics.”88 According to Schmidt’s

83. Zeitlin, Civil Wars.
84. Teodoro Schmidt report, July 8, 1892, AN, Fondo MRREE, Vol. 233.
85. Memoria del MRREE de 1895 (Santiago: Imprenta Mejía, 1896), 90.
86. Further research is needed to analyze the early twentieth-century boom of private colonization schemes in

Chile, in contrast with the European-based colonization societies. Colson’s 1896 plan never transpired. Sesta Memoria
del Director de la Oficina de Mensuras (Santiago: Imprenta Universitaria, 1913), 67.

87. Even after the recruitment of foreign settlers ended, the agency continued to function in conjunction with
SOFOFA to recruit experienced industrial workers and professionals for specific job openings in Chile.

88. Andrés Montero, Teodoro Schmidt: un inmigrante ejemplar (Santiago: Ediciones El Librero, 2020).
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calculations, he measured approximately 800,000 hectares during his tenure.89

Following the retirement or forced removal of many political figures who led
Chile’s colonization venture from 1882 to 1897, that chapter of history came
to a close. However, the impact of that project never dissipated but was
redirected and challenged in later years.

CHALLENGES TO CHILEAN COLONIZATION (1896–1916)

In the two opening decades of the twentieth century, Araucanía experienced an
acceleration of land consolidation, causing violent conflicts and legal disputes.
It was also at that time that, according to Fabian Almonacid, the reality of what
was happening to the land superseded the colonization ideal.90 The 1866,
1874, and 1883 colonization laws were foundational in privatizing indigenous
lands, even if they were implemented only haphazardly over the years. In the
early 1900s, state officials placed pressure on local administrators and engineers
to finalize the process, fomenting two reactions. On one hand, government
functionaries, annoyed that land colonization remained unfinished, viewed the
process as a burden. On the other hand, although land occupations had indeed
increased once the government allowed Chileans as homesteaders beginning in
1896, the occupations forced the Mapuche to organize more effectively. They
were able to halt land privatizations at times, while ushering in a new cycle in
the colonization process. This section places greater focus on exploring what
Bauer calls the “middle space”—the space where power is contested—by
highlighting the emergence of Mapuche demands and the response by
government officials as they attempted to manage legal expectations with social
realities.91

Throughout the nineteenth century, multiple laws and decrees reaffirmed both
state control over occupied lands and the prohibition against private individuals
purchasing indigenous lands as measures to protect native people from abuse.
In that sense, an illusionary social contract emerged in which the government
presented itself as the legal protector of its indigenous populations, promising
land through settlements. Nevertheless, the slow process of distributing land
titles to indigenous communities offered squatters time to claim lands.
National settlers appeared in large numbers in the region following the 1896
repatriation law that included plans to resettle the 25,000 Chileans who had
emigrated to Neuquén, Argentina. The government offered 80 hectares per

89. Montero, Teodoro Schmidt.
90. Fabián Almonacid, “El problema de la propiedad de la tierra en el sur de Chile, 1850–1930,” Historia 42:1
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male head of family, plus 40 hectares for every son over 16 years of age. The plan,
which ultimately gave 948 families 71,715 hectares of land, was suspended in
1898 when the government reduced the grant to 50 hectares but was reinstated
in 1912.92

National homesteading prerequisites included proof of citizenship, literacy, a clean
criminal record, and status as a male head of household. However, many of the
individuals given land were soldiers or company employees new to the region
with minimal to no farming skills. In 1907, the government added further
requirements such as living on the land for three years, building a home of
specified dimensions within a year, and sowing half the land and enclosing the
property within two years. The 1907 decree included proof of physical land
occupation (meaning squatting) before January 15, 1901, sparking land grabs
throughout the territory. By 1912, some 2,236 families owned 135,169
hectares of land as national settlers.93

Faced with the influx of settlers, the Mapuche had to generate new forms of
resistance to maintain control over their lands. For the Mapuche, the process of
obtaining a land title was arduous and often futile. Eulogio Robles, the
Protector of indigenous people in Cautín from 1872 to 1891, underscored that
the laws did not protect native people from abuse, since the government had
not created the infrastructure to enforce those laws.94 Furthermore, local
judges, many of them settlers themselves, often ruled on the side of colonists
and enforced decisions using the local police, regardless of decisions made by
state engineers, the Indigenous Settlement Commission, or the Protectorate.

Following the late eighteenth-century expulsion of the Society of Jesus fromLatin
America, the Franciscan order had taken up much of it work. In Chile, Italian
friars from the order of Friars Minor Capuchin—a religious order of the
Franciscans—took to evangelizing among the Mapuche. In 1896, a group of
young Bavarian Capuchin friars replaced their Italian brethren, building new
missions and boarding schools for indigenous children.95 The friars appeared at
a moment when the Mapuche needed allies to defend their lands, and the
Capuchins were willing to play an intermediary role between the Mapuche and
the Chilean state. Longkos (community chiefs) and Capuchin fathers built an
understanding in which the friars spoke out and supported their claims, and
the longkos urged community members to baptize and send their children to

92. Aylwin, Estudio sobre tierras indígenas, 52.
93. Aylwin, Estudio sobre tierras indígenas, 53-54.
94. Eulogio Robles, Memoria de la Inspección General de 1902 (Santiago: Imprenta Moderna, 1902), 162.
95. Julio Pinto and Fray Uribe Gutiérrez, “Misiones religiosas y la Araucanía,” Cultura, Hombre y Sociedad 3
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mission schools. The extent to which the friars supported the Mapuche
communities and their cause, and Mapuche communities proved willing to go
along with what the friars wanted, varied depending on the community.

FORGING OF ORGANIZED RESISTANCE

Father Sigifredo de Frauenhäusl (1868–1954) was the most outspoken advocate in
the Church against the injustices committed against the Mapuche. In 1902, he
invited longkos from “Putue, Purakina, Marken, Lumalla, Chalupen, Pucura,
Trailafquen, Cheski, Puron and Leltune” to visit the Villarrica Mission and learn
about its work.96 He described the longkos as agreeable to “the need for
civilization, Christianity, marriage through the church, [and] the need to receive
the Holy Sacraments at the hour of death.”97 At the second meeting, however,
the longkos reversed the script. They described the abuses committed against
them by settlers and judges. Although this was the first meeting of its kind for
Father Sigifredo, he would hear and witness many such cases over the years.

In the first decade of 1900, the Mapuche emerged as political actors, due to a
combination of intensified land grabs and access to education that allowed
them, especially men, entry into the public sphere. The first notable Mapuche
political gathering took place in 1907 in Coz Coz near the town of Panguipulli,
where Father Sigifredo ran the mission. Mapuche representatives from Chile
and Argentina gathered to discuss the abuses committed against them by
wingkas. Father Sigifredo invited the young journalist Aurelio Díaz Meza to
report on the Coz Coz Parliament proceedings. In describing the parliament’s
goals, Díaz Meza noted that it was the Mapuches’ desire to live in tranquility
on “their land, their ruca (home), and with their animals.” He described the
many testimonials he had collected with the help of his 20-year-old translator,
José Antonio Curipán, who was the nephew of Longko Manuel Curipán-
Truelén from Coz Coz.

The longkos from around Coz Coz described multiple incidents with Joaquín
Mera, the large landowner in the area. Mera’s brother, Rafael, often did his
dirty work by assaulting Mapuche or calling the police to enforce evictions.
The longkos emphasized their inability to work on their lands due to the
ongoing livestock killings and theft, physical violence, and never-ending court
proceedings.98 For example, Naguilef Loncón from Llongahue explained that

96. Father Sigifredo de Frauenhäusl,Crónica de la Misión de Villarrica, Archivo del Diócesis de Villarrica [hereafter
ADV], Crónica Villarrica (1902), 73–74.

97. Frauenhäusl, Villarrica, ADV, Crónica Villarrica (1902), 73–74.
98. Eulogio Robles also mentions examples of national settlers stealing land fromMapuche after working the land or

becoming an inquilino. Eulogio Robles,Memoria de la Inspección General de 1904 (Santiago: Imprenta Moderna, 1904), 181.
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he had allowed the landless Abel Peña to build a small ranch on his land with his
wife and two daughters. Peña promised to pay rent and to leave as soon as he
could find a better plot, which led to the two men signing an agreement in
Valdivia. Loncón later learned that Peña tricked him: the deal in the agreement
made Loncón and his Mapuche community Peña’s inquilinos.

As Longko José Cheuquefilu from Cayumapu stated:

We go to Valdivia, where we stay ten to fifteen days, unable to speak to anyone
because they tell us that we are a nuisance. When we complain to the
Protectorate of Indigenous People or the Judge, nothing happens in the courts.
They ask that we bring witnesses; we take witnesses [with us, and we] pay for
translators, which does not include what we pay to the secretary and, ultimately,
they tell us our witnesses are no good. We cannot even pay for justice.99

Díaz Meza heard testimony after testimony that illustrated the Mapuche reality of
ongoing violence and legal proceedings at the hands of a system that typically
ruled against them.

Following the Coz Coz Parliament, the Mapuche experienced no changes in their
reality. Father Sigifredo had urged them to make use of institutional channels, but
the 1907 law intensified land conflict in the region and engendered distrust
between longkos and friars. While some Capuchin fathers continued to champion
the Mapuche cause, they never lost sight of their evangelizing mission and
civilizing project. The Bavarian friars promoted the work with the Indigenous
Settlement Commission, advocating for individual land titles instead of communal
landholdings, a notable argument from an order that at its inception opposed
property ownership.100 Friar Gerónimo, for example, felt that the Mapuche had
natural abilities as farmers, unlike the immigrants who arrived unprepared to
farm.101 Father Sigifredo and other friars aided the settlement commission by
visiting homes and urging the Mapuche to formalize land titles. Karl Kohut
explains that the settlement commission’s attempts were complicated by “both
Chileans and Mapuche [who] made the surveyors’ work difficult because they
both feared losing their lands.”102 Kohut notes that some indigenous

99. Aurelio Díaz Meza, Parlamento de Coz Coz. 18 de enero de 1907 (Santiago: Ediciones Serindigena, 2006).
100. The Capuchin order’s position on land ownership changed over the years. Significantly Pope Leo XIII’s 1891

encyclical Rerum Novarum constituted a middle way between critiquing communism and capitalism by encouraging
support for private property while emphasizing the need to expand charitable work. Rev. Father Ignacio de Pamplona,
Historia de las misiones de los PP. Capuchinos en Chile y Argentina, 1849–1911 (Santiago: Imprenta Chile, 1911).

101. Amberga, “Estado intelectual,” 20.
102. Karl Kohut, “Introducción: un capuchino bávaro entre los Mapuches,” in En la Araucanía: el padre Sigifredo

de Frauenhäusl y el Parlamento Mapuche de Coz Coz de 1907, Carmen Arellano Hoffmann et al., eds. (Madrid:
Iberoamericana, 2006), 17.
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communities did not receive official titles, benefiting landowners like Joaquín Mera.
Once the settlement commission’s business came to a close in Panguipulli in 1912,
Father Sigifredo focused on running the mission school. He continued to aid
Mapuche causes but he became less active and more impatient, describing
Mapuche requests as “typical complaints.”103

In 1910, a group of educated Mapuche founded the Caupolicán Society in Defense
of Araucanía, whichwas the firstMapuche political organization to advocate actively
for their rights. The society’s inaugural president was Manuel Neculmán, the first
recorded Mapuche primary school teacher, who arrived at Temuco Fort with the
Chilean military in 1882.104 Other members included Mapuche teachers and
translators, and Temuco High School graduates such as Manual Manquilef and
José Segundo Painemal.105 The majority of Mapuche boys who attended Temuco
High School were the children of Mapuche leaders who supported the Chilean
army or whose parents had the means to live in Temuco. The society spotlighted
crimes committed against native people and initiated campaigns promoting
temperance, education, and opposition to the taxation of communal lands.
Through those efforts, its members backed aspects of Chile’s civilizing project by
advocating the politics of uplift and assimilation to achieve social equality.

The society’s political foundation wasmiddle class and conservative but its leaders
presented themselves as representing the Mapuche. Mapuche communities took
them at face value, putting forward their own claims. According to Foerster and
Mendocino, rural Mapuche communities called on the society to publicly
denounce abuses. In one instance, in 1913, Painemal attended and spoke at a
Mapuche-organized protest in Imperial.106 The society emerged at a moment
when Capuchin friars had pulled away from active participation in the
Mapuche cause, filling a political void at a time of increased land conflict.

Also in 1910, Congress created the Colonization Parliamentary Commission to
investigate the colonization process in Araucanía. The commission’s priority
was to review petitions by national settlers, but their work was interrupted
when a Mapuche delegation presented their demands, forcing the commission
to include their claims in the final report.107 The commission’s 1912 report

103. Father Sigifredo de Frauenhäusl, “Crónica de la Misión de San Sebastián de Panguipulli” in En la Araucanía,
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concluded that there were legal inconsistencies regarding land laws and that
underfunding had created personnel shortages, slowing the settlement process.
These issues, noted the commission, contributed to the state’s inability to
monitor land grabs and other conflicts in the region. The report included a
graph that classified the types of petitions presented by national settlers and
indigenous claimants. National settlers requested an increase in the number of
land titles, while the Mapuche in contrast asked for “protection against abuses
by colonizing societies and individuals.”108 The differences in the type of
petitions each group introduced highlight the dissimilarity of their situations:
one group demanded something they believe was owed to them, and the other,
from a position of limited influence, requested protection.

The 1912 report confirmed the concerns expressed by numerous local officials,
yet Congress did not follow through with the commission’s recommendations.
The commission’s findings detailed the problems caused by insufficient
funding, which had destabilized a colonization effort directed by multiple
government offices. As had Eulogio Robles, it pointed out that the
colonization laws ultimately did not protect native people from abuse,
unwilling as the government was to create the infrastructure to enforce those
laws.109 It is possible that Congress’s inaction reflected the interests of sectors
of the Chilean elite, since landed families benefited from the lack of
supervision. Furthermore, a more distant process ultimately freed Santiago
officials from blame. In the end, the commission evidenced more of the same:
a well-meaning critique with minimal changes that continued to benefit large
estate owners.

The unchanging situation motivated Manuel Manquilef to write ¡Tierras de
Arauco! in 1915 to call attention to the injustices committed against
indigenous communities. ¡Tierras de Arauco! is a political critique that
combines anthropological survey with race politics analysis as policy proposal.
The piece opens by framing the Araucanía as belonging to the Mapuche,
noting that Chileans had stolen their lands through trickery, broken treaties,
and the spread of alcohol. He went on to criticize communal lands, arguing
that they inhibited Mapuche assimilation into Chilean society. Manquilef shared
Friar Gerónimo’s belief that for the Mapuche to integrate politically and
economically into Chilean society, they needed to become small landowners
benefiting from the same legal protections as Chileans. He proposed replacing
the paternalistic state with a patron-client system, similar to that of Ancient
Rome, that would institute harmonious class relations between large and small

108. Comisión Parlamentaria, xii.
109. Robles, Memoria de la Inspección, 1902, 162.
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agricultural landowners. He viewed the patron-client system as “necessary for
societies formed by diverse cultures.”

However, unlike Ancient Rome, the modern nation-state required uniformity built
on the national elite’s hegemonic illusion of racial and cultural unity. Jennifer Clark
best sums up the limits of cultural continuity for indigenous populations within the
modern state, noting that indigenous assimilation in the “spirit of democratic
equality” did not allow for “community independence.”110 Manquilef was aware
that the continuity of Mapuche culture was at stake and intertwined with land
and class systems quickly taking form in the region. He presented an alternative
to a national racial politic that denied the Mapuche protection of their land and
culture while denying the existence of racist policies that forced them into
second-class status. Manquilef ’s honest description of the state of regional
conflict and the duplicitous implementation of Chilean laws did not dissuade
him from upholding aspects of Western economic and social systems.

Local officials and Bavarian friars participated in the early twentieth-century
campaña reduccional (community land-grant campaign) that registered Mapuche
households to accept community land grants through the Indigenous Settlement
Commission. However most lower-level officials and friars, and Manquilef
himself, believed that private property—rather than communal lands—would
place the Mapuche on equal footing. In ¡Tierras de Arauco! Manquilef advocated
for land enclosure, arguing that open lands were the cause of widespread
livestock theft. He thought communal lands deprived the Mapuche of the
opportunity to own more land. On average, Mapuche families received three to
five hectares as part of communal land titles, compared to the 40 to 150 hectares
given to settlers. Manquilef thought state engineers and the Indigenous
Settlement Commission prioritized communal landholdings as a means to
distribute less land to the Mapuche, an opinion shared by many observers.111 He
argued that individually owned plots would give the Mapuche the right to sell
the land, if they chose to, and provide the state with the ability to “transform the
Indians as soon as possible into country estate workers.”112 He critiqued
communal lands as “contrary to civilization” and as “communist doctrine
impossible to put into practice.”113 Manquilef linked private property to the
patron-client system, underscoring that such an economic arrangement would
benefit the patron and “the Indians would at least become its good workers.”114

110. Jennifer Clark, Aborigines & Activism: Race, Aborigines & the Coming of the Sixties to Australia (Crawley:
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In other words, Manquilef undeniably endorsed capitalist class relations in
Araucanía but with a slight twist.

Manquilef made apparent his support for Western progress in a subsection titled
“Ways to Kill Indians” that seemingly references Captain Richard Pratt’s 1892
speech “Kill the Indian, Save the Man.” Pratt, who founded the Carlisle Indian
School in 1879 in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, aimed to “civilize” native people by
immersing them into “white society and [rejecting] anything Indian.”115

Manquilef ’s high school director and employer, Tomás Guevara, cited Carlisle
in Educación indígena (1902), where he proposed creating Carlisle-like
institutions that would “turn the Indian into a useful cultivator in the fields,
where they can benefit from their efforts and the love that they hold for their
customs and the soil of their ancestors.”116 Manquilef ’s text offers an
alternative to Pratt’s position, advocating the replacement of the plural identity
with an atomized Indian identity by promoting education and private
property.117 For Manquilef, the problem was communal landholdings. Unlike
Pratt and Guevara, he did not envision the disappearance of Mapuche culture
through the dissolution of communal lands but instead the growth of a
culturally diverse society through equal access to land and education. He
proposed “killing” aspects of Indianness such as communal landholdings, while
promoting the continuance of Mapuche cultural rituals and familial structures.

Manquilef ’s writings illustrate what Florencia Mallon describes as Manquilef ’s
“double consciousness,” which fought to reconcile the colonizer’s world of
individual capitalism with his Mapuche-informed cultural and political
practices, even when the two worlds collided around him.118 A year after the
publication of ¡Tierras de Arauco!, Manquilef became the Caupolicán Society’s
second president, following Neculmán. As word spread about his new position
and publication, the Araucanian Catholic Congress in Santiago organized a
speaking engagement for Manquilef to discuss his support for private property
and the breaking up of communal landholdings. Furthermore, his alma mater,
Temuco High School, published an excerpt from ¡Tierras de Arauco! in its
school newspaper El Estudiante, titled “El último cacique [The Last Cacique],”
focusing entirely on the topic of individual land ownership.119
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Eventually Manquilef ’s public promotion of dissolving communal lands
generated a rift within the Caupolicán Society.120 For longkos and Mapuche
communities, Manquilef ’s polemics regarding land distribution and organization
were an attack on their land claims. The possibility of breaking up communal
lands opened the door to losing more land, they thought. Even though
Manquilef inherited the title of longko of Pelal, he did not live consistently on
the land; his education gave him an urban-based career, and he eventually
became a congressional deputy. The nature of the intra-Mapuche debates is
unknown, but Manquilef was forced to step down as the Caupolicán Society’s
spokesperson. Regardless of Manquilef ’s eventual turn toward governmental
politics, he remained active in Mapuche political circles throughout his life.

Manquilef ’s prose reflects his lived “double-consciousness,” seen in his conflict with
the Caupolicán Society. Yet his opinions were an anomaly—outside of the typical
Mapuche experience. In 1916, Manuel Aburto Panguilef, an Anglican-educated
Mapuche, founded the Araucanian Federation to fill the void of Manquilef ’s lost
leadership, which had placed the society in disarray.121 Unlike Manquilef,
Panguilef was politically rooted in his rural community and centered class conflict
over class harmony. When Manquilef, in his capacity as state deputy, submitted a
law to Congress “for the division and privatization of communal lands,” it
sparked outrage from Mapuche comuneros who questioned his cultural
identity.122 While the fusion of rural class politics with the Mapuche land
struggle took hold in the 1920s, one can pinpoint 1916 as the moment when
Mapuche land discourse reoriented toward class politics, seen in its eventual
alliance with the Chilean Communist Party. It also signaled the emergence of a
Mapuche political discourse that distanced itself from the middle-class Mapuche
promotion of assimilation and social uplift. The Araucanian Federation was the
starting point at which the Mapuche reinitiated a confrontational approach to
land seizures. They were unwilling to be passive political actors, opening a new
stage in which the Mapuche centered their cultural legacy in their land claims.123

CONCLUSION

Land value is generated by the political economy and the social imaginations of its
inhabitants. Yet the consequences of how land value and ownership were enforced
by the Chilean government and its landed elite illuminate a racialized land policy
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that was deemed necessary for building the modern nation. As this article shows,
the years 1871 to 1916 proved to be a defining period, when the vision for and
the process and reaction to Chilean land policies laid bare the political and racial
language that justified its colonization schemes. The 1866 and 1874 colonization
laws were pivotal in shaping the legal language of the Chilean colonial nation.

However, it was the National Society of Agriculture’s 1882 proposal that
propelled the Chilean government to transform its vision for Araucanía into a
government-led project. In that period, the efforts by colonization agents and
state engineers in merging land value and race politics mirrored the ideological
raison d’être that positioned European settlers as ideal. The European farmer
emerged as the embodiment of modernity, while government officials
questioned the usefulness of Mapuche farmers and herders. In the end, many
European settlers and Chilean homesteaders proved to be lousy farmers. The
Mapuche, who had accumulated agricultural experience through contact with
Catholic priests and nearby farmers before the colonization of their lands,
proved to be the most able. Yet the curtailment of their lands forced many to
abandon their old professions in search of employment as estate or urban workers.

The series of government decrees between 1896 and 1912 that allowed Chilean
nationals to petition as settlers escalated land grabs across Araucanía. Within
that period, the Mapuche reorganized and began to articulate a political
discourse of land and civil rights. Although tensions materialized between the
state-educated and the rurally based Mapuche, a counternarrative nevertheless
emerged that contested the state’s hegemonic claim in dictating land access.
The Mapuche who organized and wrote publicly on the matter knew
unequivocally that race dictated government decisions about land distribution.
From that perspective, this article identifies pivotal shifts in Chile’s colonization
program while centering the racial politics that informed it.

Further research on this period of history is needed to paint a fuller picture of the
region’s transition from indigenous-controlled lands to a Chilean province, yet this
article offers a framework to research and comprehend what happened to
Mapuche lands. It places itself alongside up-and-coming scholarly works that
challenge the notion that race was an insignificant factor in the construction of the
Chilean nation by demonstrating that the legal explanations for the privatization
of indigenous lands in Araucanía were made through a language of race.
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