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The Seizure of "Los Cristales":

A Case Study of the Marxist Left in Chile

By TERRY L. McCOY 1\1

With the exception of Cuba, Chile features by far the largest,
most active Marxist political movement in Latin America. Be
cause the Popular Action Fr-:>nt (FRAP), compo!)ed of the Com
munist party (PC) and the Socialist party (PS), has decided to and
is permitted to function as a legitimate political movement acting
within a representative democracy, there is a tendency to forget that
it is ultimately committed to remake Chilean society along Marxist
lines. Generally the FRAP has chosen to follow the "Peaceful
Road" to revolution, but it occasionally deviates from its legitimate
role to sponsor illegal revolutionary acts. The purpose of this article
is to describe and analyze the significance of a recent instance in
which the revolutionary potential of the FRAP was realized, the
seizure of the /rmdo "Los Cristales".1

'" Research assistant of the Land Tenure Center/Chile, a program of
the University of Wisconsin which is supported in part by the Agency for
International Development. The author also wishes to recognize the finan·
cial support of the NDEA - related Fulbright.Hays program. The views
expressed in this paper are those of the author and not necessarily those of
the supporting or cooperating orgat';zations. Tn the research for this
paper th~ author was ai<led by Patricio Gastdo, Nery 9arrientos and Rafd
Espinoza while Colin Dradford, John Strasma, and Elsa Chancy read and
commented on the preliminary draft. The author accepts all responsibility
for errors.

I In Chile the term "1/11/(10" refers to l:r""e agricultural holdings or
estates.

73



74 INTER-AMBRICAN BCONOMIC AFFAIRS

POLITICS AND AGRARIAN REFORM IN CHILE
The 1964 presidential election represents a wa~ershed in contem

porary Chilean politics, It not only brought tel power the reform
ist Christian Democratic government of Eduardo Frci, but it also
signaled the eclipse of the traditional conservative and middle-of
the-road parties and confirmed the position of the Marxist FRAP
alliance as the second most powerful political group in the country,
The pre.1964 political alignment with the traditional parties of the
right and center in control gave way to the present situation in
which the moderate left government of Frd finds its strongest
challenge coming from the Marxist left. Thus, while the election
conferred victory on a reformist movemen~ dedicated to the ideals
of the Alliance for Progress, it also secured the position of a revolu
tionary movement of the type which the Alliance is designed to
undc'fIninc,2

A paramount issue in the 1964 presidential campaign was
agrarian reform, In Chile the pressure for agrarian reform stems
from a severe concentration of agricultural land in a relatively few
hands plus the fact that a potentially rich agriculi:ural country im
ports foodstuffs,a The conservative Alessandri. administration
passed an agrarian reform law in 1962, but it lacked the inclination
to implement the somewhat cumbersome law and move in the direc
tion of a meaningful reform program, In the 1964 campaign,
Frei and his FRAP opponent, Salvador Allende, each promised
that if elected he would immediately launch a drastic structural

2 The unequivocal commitment of the United States to the Frei govern
ment is indicated by the fact that Chile receives the highest per capita
amount of U.S. Foreign aid in Latin America. U.S. Congress, Senate,
Committee on Government Operations, United St(/Ies Foreign Aid in
Action: A Crue Stfldy, 89th Cong., 2d Sess., 1966, p.VIII,

3 JI1 Chile 6.9 percent of the total number of farms contain 78.5 percent
of the toml agricultural surface while at the other extreme 37 percent of
the total number of holdings contain only .3 percent of the total agricul.
tural surface. Cbile: 'j'enencid de la 'j'iel'I'(1 y De!(JrJ'ol/o Socio-Et'on6mico
dfl Sfclol' AgrJcol(1 (Santiago: Comite Interamericano del Desarrollo Agrl
cola, 1966) p. 43.

Regarding the need to import food, President Frei pointed out that for
the year 1964 Chile imported $159,000,000 worth of agricultural products,
only $37,000,000 of which were tr0pical products Chile could not have
grown. MenS<tje de ,(/ Ley do R''10rwtl Agl'<tt'i(/ (II Congroso Nacio1U11
(Santiago: Mimeo, [1965J, PI" 2·3.
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transformation of Chilean agriculture. As presented in the cam
paign, the proposed agrarian reform of the Christian Democrats
appeared just about as radicat ~s that of the FRAP.

With Frei's victory and the strong showing by Allende, there
were high expectations - both hopeful and fearful - that pro
found agrarian reform was about to begin. Building up the ex·
pectation for reform proved easier than implementing it, however.
In spite of his campaign promise to create 100,000 new agricultural
proprietors within his six year term, it took the first year of Frei's
mandate to draft a new agrarian reform bill. Once submitted the
bill met the determined opposition by what remained of the right,
which used parliamentary maneuvers and endless lobbying to try
to get Congress and the Executive to soften the bill's provisions.
For its part the FRAP declared that the bill was not strong enough
but that the FRAP Congressmen would support it and attempt to
strengthen it. The FRAP's backing of the bill, however, did not
prohibit the Communists and Socialists from capitalizing on the
growing unrest in the countryside over the delay of the much
heralded reform. While the Christian Democrats steadily built up
support for their party (PDC) among the peasantry through their
control of the administration and sponsorship of agrarian reform,
the Marxist parties stepped up their own activities among the
peasants, organizing unions, fomenting strikes, and in isolated in·
cidents supporting forcible take-overs of fundos. \'(fhat follows is
the description of one such violent act.

"LOS CRISTALES" •
The Seizure. "Los Cristales" is a :l1i'ge (undo of approximately

1,600 acres located south of Santiago in the rich agricultural prov
ince of Curic6. On October 28, 196'\, under the leadership of a
Socialist member of the Chamber uf Deputies, the peasants who re
sided on "Los Cristales" as sharecroppers (merlieroJ) and farm

t l11c information for this sc(tion comes from a variety of sources, the
principal one bcin~ a series of in-depth personal interviews carricd out by
the author in the last Iwo months of 1966. The interviews werc held
both in Curic6 and Santiago with government officials, political leaders
fro/11 the FRAP and PDC, union officials, large landholders ami the
peasants of "I.os Cristales". This information \ViiS supplemented with
accounts of the scizlIl'e carried in a variety of Santiago newspapers reprc
scnting all views on thc political spcctrum, in UI Pre!lJ(1 of Curic6 and in
misccllaneous articles and documents. Furthermor(', a limited amount of
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laborers (inqlliJinos) barricaded themselves on the fundo and took
it over. An analysis of the events surrounding the seizure of "Los
Cristales" provides a C0::.~!'ete means for arriving at an understand·
ing of the contradictory role played by the Marxist left in contem
porary Chilean politics. ft

The principal figure in the seizure of "Los Cristales" personifies
the dilemma of a revolutionary movement that accepts a legitimate
position in a society which it is dedicated to destroy. Oscar
Naranjo, a member of the PS, was elected to the Chamb~r of
Deputies from Curico. In this capacity he serves as a legally con
stituted representative in the Chilean political system. Yet as the
organizer atld personal leader of the peasant take-over of "Los
Cristales," he attempted to undermine that system.

Naranjo occupies a unique position in contemporary Chilean
history. He is universally and ironically referred to as the "man
who defeated Allende," Running as a fervent Socialist in a special
election held in Curico in the spring of 1964 to fill the seat vacated
by the death of his father, he won such an overwhelming victory
that the presidential candidate of the Democratic Front coalition of
Conservative, Liberal and Radical parties resigned and the conserv
ative sectors united behind Frei in order to block victory by Allende
and the FRAP.6 In retrospect, Naranjo's victory should not have

data was derived from structured questionaires administered to 33 of the
11 members of the peasant union of "Los Cristales". Systematic data fcom
these questionaires forms the basis of a forthcoming study by the author
which analyzes the political consciousness of peasants who have taken p"rt
in a rcvolutionarv act. The author wishes to thank Malll'ice Zeitlin and
Marion Drown of the University of Wisconsin for permbion to use the
questionaires which they designed and administered to a national sample of
Chilean peasants in a 1966 study of p<:asant attitudes.

6 Although not common there have been a few other {undo seizures re
cently in Chile. For the description of one such seizure, also conducted by
a prominent Socialist in the Mapuche Indian province of Arauco, see
Wdliam Thicsenhusen, "Grass Roots Economic Pressures in Chile: An
Enigma for Development Planners", Land Tenur~ Center, Research Paper
No. 28, Madison, Wisconsin. (November 196q.

(l The Democratic Front candidate, Julio Duran, eventually reentered the
race as the Radical candidate in a gesture aimed at holding his faction
ridden party together, but he received only 5 percent of the vote as the
bulk of the Conservatives, Liberals, Radicals, and independents who had
elected Alcssandri in 1958 voted for Frei. Naranjo's victory was such a
set back for the right, which was so confident that it had insisted on giving
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been a surprise. He was such an attractive candidate that the
Christian Democrats even considered not entering a candidate and
supporting Naranjo.7 He had the support and sympathy which
existed for his father plus growing statnre among the politically
awakening peasantry of the province.

Before being elected Naranjo~ a doctor, was well known among
the peasants for giving free medical care. As a Socialist militant,
h~ was also active in organizing them politically. Once Naranjo
was in office, his peasant constituency continued to come to him
for medical care and political leadership. Naranjo personally con
ceives of his mandate as using his influence as a deputy to serve the
peasants and to balance out their Jack of economic voice with poli
tical power. As a result much of his time in Curic6 and in Santiago
is spent helping the peasants to penetrate the bureaucracy by
opening the doors for which only an elected official has the key.
Yet for Naranjo, serving the peasants is more than tending their
medical needs and guiding them through the bureaucracy. He
sees his task in larger terms: following through on his ideologic<t\
commitment to revolutionize Chilean society on the Marxist model
where the peasants as a class supposedly cease to exist. He has
made clear his commitment by stating publically in the chamber of
Deputies: "I am an agitator. More: I am proud to be one." R

Naranjo's revolutionary commitment entails helping peasants form
unions, write petitions, plan strikes, and ultimately using his privi.
lege of parliamentary immunit) from arrest to plan and direct
illegal seizures of property. Such was his role in the take-over
of "Los Cristales."

Another member of the PS also played a key role in the events
leading up to the seizure of "Los Cristales." He has been a Social-

the Cudc6 election a national significance, that the presiJents of the three
Democratic Front parties also resigned. The significance of Naranjo's
victory is evidenced by the fact that it is univers~lly known as the
"Naran;azo."

7 Luis Hernandez Parker, "Frei: Revoluci6n en las Venas," El'cil/(l, No.
1.529 (9 de Septiembre de 1964), p. 11. The PDC eventually entered its
own candidate since the FRAP insisted on making the Curic6 election com·
plementary to th-- presidential election with the slogan, "To vote for
Naranjo is to vote .or Allende."

8 "Intervenciones de los HH. Diputados Socialistas, scfiore~ Oscar
Naranjo y Luis Aguilera en Dcfensa ael Cumpesino Chileno," reprint of
the Bole/Jl1 de la camara de Diputados, Rep(lblica de Chile, [1965], p. 7.
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ist militant for over 30 years, has held responsible positions in the
party, and was a subsecretary in the Ibanez admiuistmtion (1952
1958) during the phase when the left formed part of the govern
ment. Not withstanding his Marxist affiliation, he rented the
fundo "Los Cristales" for the five years immediately preceding the
take-over.

As a national leader of the PS. the renter opened the fundo to
political activities, thus exposing the peasants to the party and its
ideas. During the 1964 campaign, "Los Cristales" was a FRAP
staging center for Cnrico. Allende stayed on the fundo during
his campaign swings through the area and one campaign speech
at "Los Cristales" drew several thousand spectators. Furthermore,
although the renter publically denied at the time of the seizure that
his fundo was used to train Socialist militants in agitation and
violence, in private FRAP members admit that "Los Cristales" was
utilized for snch purposes.9 It is clear that the existence of such
activities was a key factor in awakening the political consciousness
of the peasants of "Los Cristales." The renter, as a Socialist, likes
to take full credit for inspiring and organizing the peasants. The
facts, however, indicate that, while his role in the events leading
up to the sei:-:ure was important, his motivations were, at best,
questionable.

He originally rented the fundo with the best capitalist intentions
of improving the property and operating it for handsome profit.
Unfortunately the fundo was in such bad shape that it required a
tremendous investment. The financial strain on the renter was
increased, by such things as crop failures, to the point that he could
pay neither the rent payments to the owner nor the salaries of his
workers. The peasants, who in retrospect, at least, hold a sympa
thetic view of him, tolerated the lack of pay for as long as possible,
but in October 1964, they began to form a union for the purpose
of seeking a solution to their grievances. In the process they sought
Naranjo's advice. The deputy, whose opinion of the renter as a
Socialist is not very high, urged the peasants to take whatever

U The renter's denial is found in a letter prominently displayed in the
Communist paper, EL Siglo, 5 de Noviembrc de 1965. On the other hand,
the rumor was corroborated by FRAP militants and peasants on the fundo.
They told the author that the PS's Gmpo de Choqlle, a strong-arm elite
used to incite and lead demonstrators, did in fact train on the more relllote
sections of "Los Cristalcs."
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measures were necessary to obtain their salaries. 10 Eventually,
however, a ~~ttlement was reached without open conflict between
the renter anli his workers. The formation of a union was also
halted although the renter now claims that he helped the peasants
form and operate a union during his tenure on "Los Cristales."
In fact it appears that, once it became clear that he would lose the
fundo because of defaulting on the rent, he did encourage the
peasants to begin forming a union which would be ready when the
owners reassumed control. Bitter over losing "Los Cristales," the
renter was determined to get even with the owners oy turning the
workers against them. This desire for personal revenge led him
to organize and start the workers on a path which ultimately culmi
nated in the take-over.

The owners of the fundo, a family of seven brothers and sisters,
reassumed control in July 1965. They had inherited "Los Cristales"
along with other property but intended to devote the majority of
their time and effort to "Los Cristales." With this in mind they
quickly invested what limited capital they had - given the fact
that the rent had not been paid four out of the last five years
in fertilizer and equipment to better exploit the fundo. On assum
ing control, however, they were greet~d by a hostile labor union
which immediately went on strike in the heart of the planting
season. Between July and October the union presented a series
of petitions (pliegos de peticiol1es), backed by strikes, demanding
better salaries and working conditions. At each instance the owners
signed contracts (aetas de avmimimto) agreeing to meet the
peasants' demands, but, beset by internal disagreements aed a
severe shortage of funds, they were subsequently unable to fulfill
the contracts. After months with no salaries, the peasants of "Los
Cristales" were desperate.

While Naranjo provided indispensable counsel and leadership,
he did not have to prod a reluctant group of peasants to act. They
assumed a great deal of initiative themselves. After the renter
departed, the peasants, acting in secret because they feared re
pressive measures by the owners, completed formation of the
union. When ready, they advised Naranjo, who called in labor in
spectors to supervise the election of officers and certif; that the

lU Personal Interview. Naranjo, to indicate the low esteem in which he
holds the rente( as a Socialist. refers to him as a "paternalistic Socialist."
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union was legal. Even with legal recognition, however, things
did not go well for the union. The president, who admits that he
knew practically nothing about running a union, had to rely in
creasinblyon the PS, in addition to Naranjo's aid. He journeyed
to the party's headquarters in Santiago where the Secretary-general
of the PS (who is also the head of the FRAP) helped him draw
up petitions. As conditions on the fundo degenerated, the Secretary.
general urged the peasants to seize it, and Naranjo assumed close
supervision of the planning. The central committee of the PS
also dispatched additional help in the person of an expert in such
matters who had helped direct the successful take·over of the fundo
"CulipHl.n" near Santiago earlier in the year.

The seizure itself was impeccably conceived and implemented.
It was carried out in complete secrecy and caught the Owners and
authorities by surprise. The success of the venture can be measured
by the obvious joy the eeasants take in relating the drama to visitors
on "Los Cristales." Beginning several months previous to the
seizure, Naranjo and the other organizers met with members of the
union in the dead of the night to plan the seizure. Every man,
woman and child (with the exception of two families who were
suspected because of their loyalty to the owners) were eventually
appraised of the impending event. They were repeatedly warned
of the dangers involved, bnt they wholeheartedly agreed to carry
the plan through regardless of the consequences. All were given
specific assignments, even the children who were instructed in the
arts of using sling-shots and throwing stones. Naranjo warned
the peasants against drinking wine, for fear that they might leak
plan of the seizure while under the influence of alcohol. After
one false start because of fear that the police had been tipped off,
in the predawn hours of October 28, 1965, the peasants sealed off
the fundo with barricades, trapping one of the unfortunate owners.
They proclaimed that they would not surrender the fundo until
their grievances were remedied. In fact, what began as a move
ment to force the owners to fulfill their legal obligations was sub·
sequently transformed into a struggle to win control of "Los
Cristales."

Simultaneously with the events leading to the seizure of "Los
Cristales," the peasants on the neighboring fundo of "m Porvenir"
laid the plans to take over their fundo. This seizure was also
directed by Naranjo and was to be coordinated with that of "Los
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Cristales." In the case of "El Porvenir," however, the owner, who
lived on the fundo and had a great deal of time and money invested
in it, was aware that Naranjo was meeting with peasants. Further
more, the peasants themselves lacked .the unity and resolve of their
counterparts on "Los Cristales" where conditions were much worse.
Therefore, when a group of them acting under Naranjo's leader
ship moved to take over the fundo on October 28, the owner met
the attempt with a threat to use force, and singlehandedly defeated
the seizure in the course of several hours. So great was the owner's
victory that he summarily dismissed all those taking part in the
plot,u With the seizure of "m Porvenir" el.iminated by the owner,
"Los Cristales" became the center of attention.12

Reacti01lS to the Crisis. The events on "Los Cristales," occur
ring just as the debate over agrarian reform was about to begin in
earnest, immediately assumed national importance. They presented
the Frei administration with an ugly crisis which it still has not
completely resolved. President Frei was determined to implement
far-reaching reforms which would alleviate peaceft'.1ly situations
similar to that which led to the seizure of "Los Cristales." On the

11 Personal Interview. The owner of "EI Porveni{' is a very strong
wilied individual who proved to be more than a match for Naranjo. He
traced the blame for the attempt to seize his fundo to the fact that it is
one of the best in the area and thus a constant target of leftist agitators.
A gun collector, he armed himself with a pistol and a submachine gun be
fore investigating the disturbance. He warned the participating peas.mts
and Naranjo to get off his property and then demonstrateo the effective
ness of his weapons by shooting down their signs. The peasants were
properly impressed and quickly retreated.

I~ One of the Christian Democratic deputies from Curiel> interprets the
simultaneous uprising on "Los Cristales" and "m POfvenir" as proof of a
leftist conspiracy to take over the whole area by force. He bolsters his
novel "guerrilla theory" by alleging the presence of armed Marxist militants
in the hills ready to sweep down in a coordinated ,lCtion with the peasants.
In general he shows little familarity with what occurred on "E! Porvenir"
;lnd "Los Cristales" and obviously has received his information from very
(onservative sources. In a personal interview in Curic6, he located him
self in the right wing of his party by engaging in the conservative practice
of labeling those working for the government agrarian reform agencies
(CORA and INDAP), as well as the leftist-leaning members of his "wn
party, as Communists and Socialists in disguise. In contrast and relevant
to the stressful diversity of the PDC were the actions of another Christian
Democratic deputy from Curic6 who immediately after the seizure sided
with FRAP congressmen in support of the peasants of "Los Cristales."
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eve of the introduction of his agrarian reform bill, Frei could not
afford to alienate needed moderate support for his regime by fail
ing to act against the illegal seizure of "Los Cristales." Neither
could he react with the violent repression characteristic of previous
conservative governments.

Given the nature of the problem and the suddenness with which
it presented itself, some confusion was inevitable. The indecision
of the government was aggravated by the absence of the President
from the country on an official state visit. The Minister of the
Interior was acting chief exewtive in Frci's absence. After efforts
by the intendente of Curic6, the highest public official and per
sonal representative of the President in the province, failed to
persuade the peasants to relinquish their control of "Los Cristales,"
the Ministry of the Interior took charge of the problem.13 The
officials in charge in Frei's absence apparently decided that the
main threat presented by the seizure was that of undermining con
fidence in the government's ability to protect private property, for
they made it eminently dear that "Los Cristales" would be restored
to its owners.14 When repeated efforts failed to dislodge the pea
sants by peaceful means, the government ordered 250 heavily
armed national policemen on to the fundo to subdue the peasants
with force. The peasants were taken by surprise but cluickly reo
covered to give the police a furious battle. Although outnumbered
and armed with only crude weapons, they refused to surrender.
The serious wounding of one on their number (he later died from
the wound) increased the peasants' resolve to fight. Finally under
Naranjo's prodding and in order to 'avoid further bloodshed, the
police were withdrawn before achieving their objective.

Government officials agreed with Naranjo's demand that the
police be withdrawn on the condition that "Los Cristales" would
subsequently be decreed "intervened" by the government. "Inter
vention" is the legal means, provided in both the Chilean labor
code and interior security law through which the state can assume

13 Not only did the crisis merit top level attention by the acting chief
cxcwtivc, but by its nature it came under the normal jurisdiction of the
Minister of the Interior.

14 In a personal interview the president of the agricultural association
of Curic6 confided that the Minister of the Interior had personally called
him to assure him that the government could enforce the property rights of
the owners.
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control of a vital economic activity which has been paralyzed.
Strictly interpreted, these provisions were not applicable in the case
of "Los Cristales" since agricultural strikes, much less seizures, arc
illegal according to the existing law,. but they were applied any
way.15 The decree declaring the fundo "intervened" opened the
way for negotiations by giving the government legal control of
the fundo without physically removing the peasants.

Whereas the actual physical conflict had been terminated rela
tively rapidly, the ensuing negotiations over the future of "Los
Cristales" continued to have national political repercussions. The
seizure and the government's reaction had immediately precipitated
a confrontation between the Frei administration and the FRAP.
The national leaders of the PS and the PC declared their solidarity
with the peasants and denounced the government's use of force.
The largest national labor federation, the FRAP-controlled CUT,
issued a statement criticizing the government, announcing that it
was sending officials to advise the peasants, and ordering its re
gional council in Curic6 to lend all available assistance to the
peasants.16

The government countered such leftist criticism by issuing an
official declaration charging that "Los Cristales" had long been
known as a center of Socialist party agitation. It justified the use
of force by daiming the government had attempted to work out a
peaceful solution but the peasants had been incited by politicians
to take over the fundo, thus leaving no alternative for government
officials who had to see to it that the law was enforced and that
agrarian reform was carried out legally.l1

Just as the left was drawn into the conflict so also was the right,
specifically the luge landholders of Curic6 who had a profound
interest in the outcome of "Los Cristales" affair. Large land
holders in Chile are grouped together into regional agricultural
associations. These regional groups in central Chile together form
the National Agricultural Society (SNA). Traditionally the SNA

15 Frei submitted a bill early in his term which would <.:onsiderably
liberalize the restrictions on forming rural unions and on agricultural
strikes. He had instructed public officials to act as jf the bill were law.
The bill was signed in~o law in April, 1967.

16 EI elf/yill, 31 de Octubre de 1965.
11 EI MerCII/'io, 3 de Noviembrc de 1965.
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and its regional affiliates have formed strong, effective pressure
groups representing the interests of the large landowner. They
have been especially adamant and vociferous in their opposition to
agrarian reform. The president of the Curic6 association takes
great pride in emphasizing that his group is among the progressive
agricultural associations which are abandoning all-out opposition
to anything suggesting reform He points out that his association
accepts as members only those agriculturalists who exploit their
land well and treat their workers according to the norms specified
in the labor code. He personally goes so far as to say that agrarian
reform is necessary and that mral labor unions are beneficial.
In discussing the problem of "Los Cristales," however, like other
Chilean landholders, he places the original blame on the Frei ad
ministration's program of sending governmental agents into the
countryside to organize the peasants, thus stirring them into action
in search of a better life and their legal rights. He echos the con
servative charge that these organizers were either Communists or
Communist-inspired.

The position that the Curico association took 011 the seizure of
the fundo was limited to demanding that the government see to
it that the property rights of the owners be respected by restoring
them their property. It made no attempt to defend the owners,
who were not members of the association, but merely insisted that
the government could not sanction illegal and violent violations of
private property. The Frei administration was sympathetic to the
association's concern over the violation of property rights; the
government was reluctant to publically side with the landholders
and did not immediately invite them to take part in the disclIssions
convoked to solve the problem. For his part, the association's presi
dent claims that his group refused to participate in these early dis
cllssions which were dominated by "political concerns." Eventually
both the government and the association altered their resistance,
and the association entered the negotiations. It is evident that the
restrained behavior of the agricultural association and its endorse
ment of the final settlement helped keep the conflict under control.

Once negotiations did begin the peasants of "Los Cristales" were
well represented. In addition to Naranjo, other deputies from the
PS, PC, and PDe quickly came to aid the peasants after the
seizure had made the headlines. Furthermore, officials from the
FRAP·orientcd CUT and National Federation of Peasants and In-
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dians were permitted to have a voice in the efforts to reach a
settlement. Although the primary reason for seizing the fundo had
been to force the owners to comply with their legal responsibili
ties, by the time negotiations began the chief objective of the pea
sants, with the encouragement of their supporters, was to extract
from the government a commitment to expropriate "Los Cristales,"
handing it over to them. The peasants had come to believe that
the fundo was rightfully theirs. Immediately after seizing the
fundo, the peasants sent a petition to the Agrarian Reform Cor
poration (CORA) requesting that "Los Cristales" be incorporated
into the agrarian reform program. The Frei administration's de
termination to avoid encouraging similar seizures - which would
endanger the credibility of its promise for a legal, orderly agrarian
reform - by acceding to the demands of the peasants can be seen
in the following answer by the zonal CORA chief to the peasants'
petition:

I wish to emphasize that the seriousness with which the Supreme
Gov('rnment" (has] decidcd to carry out Agrarian Reform in the
country does not permit this Corporation to act uncleI' prcssures of any
kind and that its ilction will be dctermincd by tcchnical standards it
dccms appropriate to thc particular situation. 'R

The negotiators representing the peasants, the family, the other
landowners, and the government reached an agreement on October
30, 1965, which convinced the peasants to lower the barricades and
open the fundo. The settlement did not contain any provision
ordering CORA to expropriate or even to study the possibility of
expropriating "Los Cristales," although such a provision may have
been agreed upon informally since the impression persists among
the peasants that the fundo is under consideration for expropria
tion. The heart of the agreement was the naming of an "inter
ventor" for the purpose of administering the fundo and searching
for a permanent solution, During the period of intervention the
Agricultural Development Institute (INDAP) was to supply credit
and technical aid while the profits were to be divided: 25 percent
for the owners and 75 for the peasants, On November 14 the
original decree and negotiated agreement were combined into a
decree issued in Santiago which declared that the period of inter
vention would last for six months during which time a final solu
tion would presumably be reached.

18 La PI'C1IJd (Curic6), 31 dc Octubre dc 1%5, p. 5.
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The selection of someone to fill the post of interventor was also
a product of political give-and-take; the office was important as
the link between the government and the peasants. The man
finally chosen, an agricultural engineer familiar with the Curico
region, admits that he received the post, by process of elimination,
because he was a political independent.10 Originally reluctant to
accept the assignment, he eventually agreed to undertake it because
of the gravity of the situation and because he felt successful reso
lution of the problem would provide a valuable guide for dealing
with similar conflicts. It appears that, despite failure to reach
the desired final settlement, the interventor has been successful in
both his role as official representative of the government and as
administrator of the fundo. He has achieved the peace desired by
the government and boosted production of the fundo by givin5
the peasants a great deal of independence and responsibility in the
day-to-day operations. 20

The Current Situation. With the agreement to search for a
final solution over an extended period, "Los Cristales" disappeared
from the headlines and national attention. While the controversy
has declined, the problem has not been solved, however, as indi
cated by the fact that the decree of intervention was renewed in
April, 1966, for an indefinite period. But rather than force the
issue and risk unknown consequences, the major parties seem to
have reached a modus vivendi satisfactory to all, at least for the
present.

For their part, the peasants, who do not hold legal title to the
property, are in de facto control. Despite the instructions of the
original decree and the promises of the Frei administration to re
store the fundo to its owners, the peasants have never relinquished
control of "Los Cristales," With the acquiescence of the inter
ventor, the peasant union administers virtually every aspect of life
on the fundo.

Membership in the union is limited to the 44 heads of family

10 Personal interview.
20 In a personal interview, the interventor, who docs not reside on "Los

Cristales" but visits it only two or three times a month, indicated thc dc
~rec to which he has become attached to the peasants by confessing that
h~ has personally obtained credit for them when official sourccs havc
failed.
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(and their male descendents) who took part in the original
seizure.21 The controlling voice in the fundo affairs is the union
leadership, especially its president. The union president, who is
freely elected by the members, draws up yearly planting and in
vestment program as well as making major day-to-day decisions.
The fundo is exploited collectively, a situation which the peasants
themselves justify in pragmatic terms. 22 Under this system the
president has the responsibility not only for assigning work but
also for deciding how the profits will be distributed among the
membership. Given the dominant position of the union president,
the current administration of "Los Cristales" resembles the tra
ditional system in which the owner completely dominates life on
his fundo. But the resemblance is only superficial. Both the
peasants and their president know that he - a man elected from
their ranks - is ultimately subject to their veto. Furthermore, the
peasants accept the system because it delivers results.

Everyone familiar with "Los Cristales" agrees that, since the
peasants took over, the fundo has been transformed from a com
munity eyesore into a profitable agricultural enterprise. Under
the vigorous leadership of its president, along with occasional aid
from Naranjo and the intcrvcntor, the peasant union has taken full
advantages of the services made available to it. It immediately
secured credit worth around $8,000 from INDAP for the purchase
of hybrid seeds, fertilizers, draft animals, and the usc of govern
ment owned machinery.23 \Xlith the aid of the INDAP credit plus
the realization by the peasants that they were now working for
themselves, "Los Cristales" was subjected to intensive cultivation
for the first time in its existence. After only one year in the hands

21 The p~asants of "Los Cristales" take great pride ill pointing to the
seizure as a great victory for the landless, rural laborer. They like to con
sider themselves champions of the cause of the Chilean peas.\I1t. However,
they adamantly refuse 10 share the material benefits of their victory by per
mitting other peasants to join the union and live on "Los Cristales."

22 Personal Interview. They argue that it makes no economic sense ...
to subdivide and assign individual plots. Apparently unanimity docs not
exist on this question as Naranjo admitted in an interview that some of
the peasants continue to want individual pieces of land. He added, how
ever, that they were gradually coming to see the "superiority of the collec
tive system."

23 V11(1, 4 de Agosto de 1966, p 4.
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of the peasants the production of the fundo yielded a profit of
approximately $5,000.24

The success of "Los Cristales" has not been limited to increased
agricultural output and profits. The life of the peasant has im
proved. In addition to seLllring a loan from INDAP, the peasant
union invited INDAP extension experts to give classes in health,
cooking and sewing for the women.25 Naranjo set up a conference
on farm management with professors from the University of Chile
while a student drama group from the university performed on the
fundo at the invitation of the union. Whereas the peasants re
ceived practically no salary in the past, they now are guaranteed a
daily wage in excess of the national minimum along with the full
array of social security benefits.26 Each family also is supplied
with a house, a garden, and grazing privileges for his private
animals. Finally, as was mentioned, 75 percent of the net profits
are divided among all members of the union.

Even though the peasants are unquestionably better off than be
fore the seizure, their indefinite legal status creates insecurity and
difficulties. such as the inability to secure long-term credits for
needed infrastructure improvements, so that they are unlikely to
rest until a permanent settlement is reached. In this final sl'lu
tion the peasants, who are entrenched as the real owners of "Los
Cristales," will accept nothing less than legal ownership.

While Naranjo and the Socialist party occasionally confront the
government with the problem of "Los Cristales," they seem satis
fied enough with the present situation not to press for a formal,
fixed "olution. For the time being the Socialists have ignored the
option of further revolutionary action and confined their activities
to the conventi,onal channels of protest, such as petitioning the
government to incorporate "Los Cristales" into the official agrar-

21 IiI Sigl?, 20 dc Agosto de 1966. According to HI Sig/o, tbe Comlllfinist
newspaper, thc profit was 25,000 C'sCl/dos, with thc eSCl/do being worth at
that timc, a little ovcr $.20. BI Siglo claims that this is net profit, arrived
at aftcr deducting wagcs, social security payments, and payments on the
loan from INDAP. Ina personal intervicw the intcrventor confirmed
this figure.

~;, VCtl, 4 de Agosto de 1966, PI'. 4-5.
2.) According to the intefvcntor the peasants receive a daily w~ge of EO 6

while the national minimum is EO 4.104.
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ian reform program.21 The mere fact that the peasants now con
trol the fundo represents a victory for the party, and there is, there
fore, no need for it to threaten trouble. Furthermore, forcing the
issue might bring the government and landowners together in an
effort to destroy "Los Cristales" as the base for Socialist agitation
in the Curic6 area.

An instrument of political penetration, "Los Cristales" is ideal.
Not only does its mere existence serve to remind the peasantry in
Curic6 of the PS, but the peasants on the fundo are proud and
eager to spread the story of how the party helped them become the
real owners of the land theywork. Each member of the peasant
union is a card carrying Socialist militant, and the president ran as a
candidate for local office on the Socialist ticket. The union itself
is associated with the FRAP-controlled National Federation of
Peasants and Indians.

The union has developed the fundo into the social and recrea
tional ccnter for peasants in the area. While on the fundo the
visiting peasants are exposed to a successful peasant-operated en·
terprise. As their interest develops on repeated visits, they are in
structed and aided in forming unions on the fundos on which they
arc working, in writing petitions, and in striking successfully,2~

Finally, Naranjo has intimated that the fundo is also utilized for
more occult political activities, specificallr the organizing of other
scizures.2o Given the privacy "Los Cristales" affords the .social
ists, its valuc to them in its present state is too great to jeopudize.

The government's reluctance to push for a final solution is

27 l!.l 5iglo, 27 de Abril de 1966.
28 In Chile where soccer is the principal sport and Sunday soc(-::r matches

the primary diversion, the key organization in attracting visitors and sub
sequently engaging their political interest is the soeer club, As cleverly
conceived by Naranjo, the club has organized teams among the peasants
of 26 of the surrounding fundos. These teams meet every Sunday to play
on the field on "Los Cristales," In this manner the participants and specta·
tors arc continually drawn back to the fundo where not incidentally, they
engage in political conversation as well as athletic wdeavors. The presi.
dent of the peasant union of "Los Cristales" just happens to be president
of the sports dub as well.

20 Personal Interview. Shortly after this interview the peasants tem·
porarily seized a fundo in Curic6 as a means of forcing the owm:r to agree
to their demands,
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easHy understood. In seeking a formal settlement it faces two
unpalatable alternatives. On the one hand, it could carry through
on its original commitment, demanding that the peasants give the
land back to its legal owners. The Frei administration is painfully
aware, however, that the peasants would not surrender the fundo
without a violent struggle, an event which could hardly be expected
to win popular support for the government. On the other hand,
the government could order the fundo expropriated and incor
porated into the agrarian reform program, thus legalizing the de
faCIO situation. Despite the constant urging of the peasants, their
Socialist allies, and even the owners, the government has not
shown any disposition to expropriate the fundo or even to study
the possibility.30 Rather it has made it eminently clear thal it will
not reward the illegal seizure with a place in the official agrarian
reform process. It is also safe to conclude that the Christian
Democrats, who are competing with the FRAP for the political
allegiance of the peasantry, have no desire to increase the stature of
their rivals by formally conceding a Socialist victory in the case of
"Los Cristales."

Rather than confronting the problem directly, the administration
of President Frei has permitted it to become lost in the bureaucracy.
Repeated efforts to locate an offical responsible for seeing that a
final solution is reached proved to be futile. An official in the
Ministry of the Interior, which is legally in charge during the
period of intervention, was under the impression, as arc many
other, that CORA was studying the problem, but CORA officials
denied that they are considering the case of "Los Cristales." The
interventor, who is sincerely concerned about definitely settling
the conflict but who as ll. ffie;diator can not impose a solution, has
suggested several possible solutions which up to the present have
fallen on deaf cars. It is apparent that the government prefers to
let the problem solve itself without direct intervention on its be-

30 A check of the cxproprifltions planned by CORA for 1967 reveals that
"Los Cristales" is not on the list. Furthermore, CORA officials deny even
having the fundo under study. They claim that they can not consider the
fundo as it is under the legal state of interventon. If their assertion is
valid, and it must be doubted sincc other intervencd fundos have been ex
propriatcd, the govcrnment, if it were so disposed, could tcrminate the
lIltervcntion in order to facilitritc expropriation.
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half.S1 Such a strategy may indeed prove successful in terms of
protecting the government but only as long as the peasants and
their Socialist supporters choose not to provoke a serious incident
in which the government must intervene.

Conclusions
The case of "Los Cristales" suggests some conclusions about the

paradoxical role of the Marxist left in the Chilean political system
which ate worthy of elaboration. The take-over of "Los Cristales"
directed by the PS was clearly a revolutionary act, yet it is notable
because it represents an isolated case not an integral act of an
overall policy. Therefore, as an exception, the incident reempha
sizes the basically conservative political strategy of the FRAP al
liance which resorts to revolutionary tactics only occasionally
enough to remind non-Marxist Chileans of the potential threat
that the FRAP holds for the current political system. The net
effect of this contradictory policy is to make possible the day-to-day
participation of the Marxist left in Chilean politics, yet always
under somewhat strained conditions.

Within the FRAP, which was formed in 1958, the PC is the
less revolutionary and more prone to compromise ultimate goals in
order to maintain its position within the current political configura.
tion. As the largest Communist party in Latin America outside of
Cuba, it has traditionally advocated the "Peaceful Road" to revo
lution. Furthermore, the current policy of the Soviet Union obli·
gates the bloc of Moscow-oriented Communist parties in Latin
America - of which the Chilean party is definitely a member
to work for change from within the system rather than attempting
to overthrow it.

In the specific instance of "Los Cristales," the PC took no role

~1 A plan suggested by the interventor lTlay well offer the possibility of
"self solution." According to this proposal "Los Cristales" would be
offered for public sale, but, since it is over valued and since prospective
buyers would be scared off by the power of the workers, it would not be
sold. Then, after a waiting period specified by the law, the fundo could
be offered for sale at a lower price. Eventually, according to the interven
tor, the l)fiee would be lowered to the point where CORA could afford to
buy the and, the proceeds going to payoff a tax debt. In this manner the
Frci government would avoid the distasteful alternatives either of remov
ing the peasants or of directly endorsing their illegal seizure.
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in organizing the seizure. After it became an accomplished fact,
the party and its followers in the CUT quickly and publically de
clared their solidarity with the peasants of "Los Cristales," How
ever, when questioned about such events, the president of the
National Federation of Peasants and Indians, a Communist, in
sisted that "Los Cristales" was a very special case, what occurred
there could not be pursued as a matter of natural policy by his
organization. He reiterated the "trade unionist" philosophy of
the Chilean Communists which holds that it is the function of the
unions to work for reforms, such as better working conditions and
wages, while the party works through legitimate, democratic
channels to gain political control. Only after the party is in power,
continued the Federation president, can the workers through their
unions engage in revolutionary acts. The Communists have criti
cised their FRAP partners, the Socialists, for permitting individual
members, such as Naranjo, to engage in isolated reckless acts which
endanger the political gains made by the FRAP as a whole.32

The PS tends to be more independent and revolutionary than
its Communist ally. The Socialists argue, at least on the intellectual
level, that the FRAP must not rely solely on the ballot box to
achieve power but at times must consider revolutionary tactics. 33

Although less committed to legitimate participa'don in the political
system, the PS has steadily resisted mOVem(;ii~S within its ranks to
break with the Communists in favor of a more revolutionary stance.
Naranjo admits that he is castigated from within his own l'arty
for harboring "caudilloist" tendencies, which criticism can only be
interpreted as an attempt to put a damper on his agitation among
the peasants. Even in the case of .'Los Cristales' where the PS
took the initiative in the original seizure, it has not sought to force

32 In referring critically to the exploits of Naranjo and other Socialist
deputies, who also have led peasant seizures, the Communists reprimand the
Socialists for allowing"(rlfldi/lismo" to develop within their ranks. Pre
sumably in this instance "(rfl,dillismo," commonly llsed in reference to the
Latin AmericlIl phcnomenon of men not movements dominating politics,
may be interpreted as the Spanish equivalent of the term "personality cult"
as employed in Marxist jargon.

:13 For examplc sec: BI Socia/ismo y /a Unit/ad (Crtr/as del Par/ido
Sodrt/il/(I rtl P(II'/ido C01ll1l11;S/(I) , Colccci6n Documcntos del PS, N° 1
(Santiago: n.p., 1966), PI'. 8 and 13.
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the event through to its logical conclusion nor has it encouraged
similar acts.84

The isolated nature of the seizure of "Los Cristales" as well as
the less than enthusiastic reaction it evoked within the FRAP
hierarchy seem to confirm the commitment of the Marxist left to
playa legitimate role in Chilean politics. This commitment, which
makes possible normal political relations between the FRAP and
the Frei government, challenges the notion that the FRAP is really
an "anti-system" movement. Certainly the definitive answer to
this question can not be provided by the preceding case study, but
the original seizure of "Los Cristales" does suggest that the Chilean
Marxists are still capable of revolutionary action. Furthermore,
when speaking in Congress on the "Los Cristales" affair, Naranjo
revealed the Marxist idealism - dedicated to replacing the current
Chilean political system - which motivated him to l;\SSUme leader
ship of the seizure:

This afternoon I have interrupted a long silence as a member of
parliament. I am not a man who likes to give speeches. I am a
provincial person who as a Socialist is loyally dedicated to serving
his principles.

I look with absolute skepticism on the oratorical competition which
is produced in this Chamber from time to time in a totally unfruitful
way; but at the same time I feel encollraged when I thillk tbat this
Parliament is essentially tramitory, (IS all pl'(/ctices whh"b coincide to
create the °emation of a false democl'acy.3~

Analysis of the seizure of "Los Cristales" and subsequent events
does not resolve the contradictory nature of the Marxist left.
Rather it suggests that the contradiction is real not apparent and
a fundamental factor in contemporary Chilean politics.

3i In the course of writing this work it has been brought to my attention
that Naranjo and the peasants have discovered a plan which would enable
them to buy "Los CClStales," paying for it over an extended period. If
they follow through on this scheme - which they seem determined to do
- they will not only solve the problem for the Peci administration in a
most acceptable manner, but they will transform the fruits of this original
act of "revolutionary socialism" into a "utopian socialist" community which
chooses to withdraw into self-contained communal life rather than chal·
lenging the larger system of which it is a part.

90 "Intervendones ...", p. 9. Emphasis added.


