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Abstrakt 

Přestože vyvlastnění parcel připojených k pozemkové reformě mělo pomoci zemědělcům a 

farmářům bez půdy, historické pozadí a současná situace ukazuje opak. Vyvlastňování pro 

pozemkovou reformu se nepodařilo, protože byly favorizovány elity a zahraniční firmy. 

Přerozdělovací politiky, které daly během pozemkové reformy zemědělcům přístup k půdě, 

nebyly navíc doprovázeny vhodnými programy na venkově, přístupem k úvěrům nebo 

modernizací technologií. Cílem této práce je ukázat, že účel vyvlastňování parcel není vždy 

k prospěchu méně privilegovaných oblastí. Výklad je podporován teoretickým základem, 

který také demonstruje, že vyvlastňování existuje od dob kolonialismu až do současnosti. Na 

konci každé kapitoly je krátká analýza a je také stručně popsána odezva na zabírání půdy v 

Brazílii a Hondurasu. Jelikož bezpečný přístup k půdě vytváří bohatství a pomáhá snižovat 

chudobu, studie o vyvlastňování pozemků v Latinské Americe je důležitá k pochopení dopadů 

pozemkových reforem na rozvoj. 

Klíčová slova: vyvlastnění parcel, pozemková reforma, držba půdy, diktatura, oligarchie, 

farmáři bez půdy, hacienda. 



 

Abstract 

Even though the expropriation of lands, connected to the land reform, aimed to help the 

landless farmers, the historical background and current issues shows the opposite. The 

expropriations for the land reform have failed because it has been favoring the elites and the 

foreign companies. Additionally, as the redistributive policies during land reform gave the 

farmers access to land, it was not accompanied by adequate rural programs, access to credit or 

modernization of technology. The aim of this thesis is to demonstrate that the purpose of 

expropriating lands through land reform is not always favoring the less privileged sectors. The 

explanation is supported by a theoretical basis, which also demonstrates that expropriation has 

been since the colonialism until today. There is a brief analysis at the end of each chapter. 

Additionally, the repercussion of land expropriation in Brazil and Honduras is explained 

briefly. Because secure access to land generates wealth and helps reduce poverty. The study 

of the expropriation of lands in Latin America is relevant to understand its implication in 

development. 

Keywords: land expropriation, land reform, land tenure, dictatorship, oligarchy, landless 

peasants, hacienda. 



 

Resumen 

A pesar de que la expropiación de tierras está relacionada con la reforma agraria y tenía como 

propósito el ayudar a los pequeños agricultores, el contexto histórico y los problemas actuales 

han demostrado lo contrario. Las expropiaciones de tierra han fracasado porque han 

favorecido a las élites y las compañías extranjeras. Además, durante la reforma agraria, las 

políticas de redistribución de tierras no estuvieron acompañadas por programas rurales 

adecuados, el acceso a créditos y la modernización de la tecnología. El objetivo de esta tesis 

es demostrar que la intención de expropiar las tierras a través de reformas agrarias no siempre 

favorece a los sectores menos privilegiados. La aclaración se apoya en una base teórica, la 

cual expone que la expropiación de tierras ha estado presente desde el colonialismo y sigue 

vigente hasta el día de hoy. También hay un breve análisis al final de cada capítulo. 

Adicionalmente, el impacto que la expropiación de tierras ha tenido en Brasil y en Honduras, 

es igualmente explicado brevemente. El asegurar que la población tendrá un acceso seguro a 

las tierras generará riqueza y ayudará a reducir la pobreza. El estudio de la expropiación de 

tierras en Latinoamérica es importante para comprender su repercusión en el desarrollo. 

Palabras claves: expropiación de tierras, reforma agraria, tenencia de tierra, dictadura, 

oligarquía, campesinos sin tierra, hacienda. 
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Introduction 

Land is the key component of wealth for rich and poor populations. It is an important source 

of political power and social prestige. Land represents one-half of the world´s total economic 

wealth (Ling & Archer, 2005).  By its income generation, land gives an access to education 

and healthcare in many countries worldwide (Barraclough, 1973; Ambaye, 2009).  

By definition, land reform means the “redistribution of property or rights in land for the 

benefit of the landless, tenants and farm labourers” (Warriner, 1969 cited by Adams, 1995, 1). 

The Asian Development Bank (2007, 1), defines expropriation of land as “the compulsorily 

nationalizing land in the collective possession of peasants for public interests”. Public policies 

of Latin American governments concerning the access to land such as the land or agrarian 

reforms have been one of the most important and controversial ones. It has been partially due 

to the inheritance of unequal land ownership created during the colonial times (De Janvry & 

Sadoulet, 2002). I will explain later in this work some of the colonial land ownership terms 

such as latifundio, minifundio, hacienda, mita, repartimiento and encomienda. Colonialism 

greatly contributed to the uneven land tenure, therefore, during the independence and post-

independence times, the governments all over Latin America paid special attention to land 

assets. When the Latin American governments launched redistributive land reforms, to 

transfer land from large estates to landless or land-poor farmers, land ownership changed by 

transforming tenants into owners.  

The objective of this dissertation is to focus on the land expropriation and to show that, in 

contrast to its traditional definition, these expropriations have not benefitted the landless. 

Instead, they reinforced the power of the conquerors and the governing elites formed during 

colonialism and post-colonialism. In addition, the expropriation of lands has had a big 

repercussion on the social and material conditions of urban areas as landless peasants have 

migrated to find an alternative to their difficult living conditions in the countryside. 

My basic hypothesis is that the expropriation of lands favored oligarchy and foreign 

companies, leaving small farmers out of the development path. Why did not the good 

intentions of governments to relocate farmers to the land expropriated from large estates work 

out? One explanation might be that the strategies to improve the land access of the poor 
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through expropriation and land reforms have been expensive, contentious and nonviable in 

many countries (López & Valdés, 2000). Another reason might be that the attempt of 

expropriating large estates to transform them to small landholdings did not go hand in hand 

with other development tools. For example, the infrastructure, capital and education did not 

accompany the government policies and so as such did not decrease poverty. For instance, in 

Bolivia, the revolution in 1953 brought the distribution of hacienda lands to workers but 

programs to promote the efficient use of land by beneficiaries were not considered. 

Consequently, these farmers still live in poverty today. The same happened in Peru, where 

rural development programs did not accompany expropriation of hacienda lands (Albertus, 

2010). Some of the consequences of such incomplete policies were the migration to big cities 

and other countries, or social unrest, and environmental problems.  

First, I explain the historical background of the land tenure during colonialism and the land 

tenure during the post-colonial times. Then I continue with the land reform strategy during the 

twentieth century. I consider important to describe the land expropriation in Latin America 

during these periods to understand the current issues. I demonstrate my hypothesis on the 

Honduran and Brazilian examples of land reforms at the end of this document. These cases 

show that even if the land reforms are implemented in a country with the economic power of 

Brazil, it is still an unclear and expensive process. As the ex-president of Brazil said in an 

interview to BBC news in 2003, “We are committed to reform, but our government does not 

have enough money to buy as much land as we would like. Land reform will go ahead, not at 

the high speed demanded by the MST (Movemento Sem Terra), or at the slow pace hoped for 

by those against it (BBC News, 2003).” In Honduras, the land reform did not stop the process 

of increasing concentration of land ownership and still left many farmers landless. The 

landless peasants are now again claiming land to feed their families and to sustain their 

livelihoods (FIAN & La Vía Campesina, n.d.). These issues have derived a wave of protests 

and farmer movements, and violent reactions from the large landowners. The competent 

authorities have not been able to solve different issues related to land and in the Bajo Aguán 

Valley, they are planning to implement land expropriations of large estates as a solution to the 

conflict. 

 Finally, I consider land expropriations to be critical for the development of Latin American 

countries, but they need to be implemented fairly and effectively. De Janvry & Sadoulet 
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(2002, 1) state: “Expropriation based on the social functions of the land, the classical 

approach to land reform, remains an important option for many countries, but it should be 

pursued pro-actively to be effective”. Pro-actively means fairly, equally and progressively; its 

positive outputs will then boost real development in the countryside and urban areas. 
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Objectives 

 Explain briefly the land tenure and land expropriation during the Colonialism in Latin 

America. 

 Describe the relevant events of post-colonial land tenure and land expropriation in 

Latin America. 

 Make a brief description of the history and relation between land reforms and 

expropriation of land in Latin America. 

 Explain the general causes and consequences of expropriation of land in urban and 

rural areas. 

 Finally, describe the impact of the of land expropriation in two Latin American 

countries. 
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Methodology 

This paper is literature-based on the topic of expropriation of lands and land tenure in the 

Latin American region through the colonialism and post-colonialism, issues during the 

twentieth century and the influence of the governments and elites. At the end of each chapter 

has been included a brief analysis of the relevant events which supports the proposal that land 

expropriation due to land reforms has not benefited the landless or land-poor peasants 

throughout all Latin America. Hereby, it has been included literature mostly in English and 

Spanish. Some of the documents used come from case studies, individual researchers, 

researchers contributing to universities and NGOs, newspapers, magazines, scientific 

magazines, governmental and international reports, among them from the World Bank and the 

Food and Agriculture Organization for the United Nations. The citations are done according 

to the sixth edition of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 

(APA) guidelines. APA is an author-date citation system, separated by commas and included 

in parentheses. Each citation in the text is in the reference list. The publication date appears in 

parentheses, followed by a period and the abbreviation n.d. - no date, when no publication 

date is available. In the references, there is a list of alphabetized entries by author’s surname 

or first word of group name.  

The causes and consequences of the expropriation of lands in rural and urban areas are 

explained in a division of important factors of society. An explanation to demonstrate the 

interrelation of these factors for both rural and urban sectors is relevant for this part.  

Additionally the case of Honduras in relation to the expropriation of lands and the conflicts 

generated by this processes are analyzed briefly, in base to recent articles that emerged from 

individual researchers, alternative journalists
1
 and local newspapers. A personal 

communication is included during this part. The author through e-mails sent to the Advisor of 

the Minister-Director of INA (Honduran National Agrarian Institute) inquiring about the most 

severe impacts for the campesinos in the Bajo Aguán Valley and about how the situation has 

                                                 
1
 It is interesting how because of the media coverage which emerged from the coup of 2009 in Honduras, many 

international media is spreading news from the less favored sectors. Some of these are Aljazeera and The real 

news. 
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been after the 2009 coup in Honduras. Some of the inquiries were to explain how the problem 

has changed after the coup and what is the INA doing to help the farmers.  
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1. Why is land important for development? 

Effective control over productive resources, especially land, by the rural poor is crucial to 

their capacity to construct a rural livelihood and overcome poverty. This is because in many 

agrarian settings a significant portion of the income of the rural poor still comes from 

farming, despite the diversification processes of means of subsistence that occurred in 

different places over time (Borras Jr., Kay & Akram Lodhi, 2007). Hence, the lack of access 

to land is strongly related to poverty and inequality. 

According to Levine (2005), private property rights are essential for personal welfare and 

economic development. The protection of property rights should be a balance of an active 

government that implements property rights, because this makes easier private contracting, 

and applies the law in a fair way to all, then the governments are sufficiently forced not to 

involve in coercion and expropriation. Dollar & Kraay (2000) from the World Bank have 

stated that property rights are essential for growth and consequently, for the protection of the 

poor. Income inequality in Latin America is among the highest in the world (second only to 

Sub-Saharan Africa). It can be traceable historically to the unequal distribution of property, as 

the majority of the population could not participate in the process of economic growth (Goñi, 

López & Servén, 2008).  Governmental policies can affect the distribution of assets, either 

through direct redistribution, such as land reform
2
 or privatization processes.  The patterns of 

access to land are probably the most important factor determining the distribution of income 

and wealth in rural areas (Öberg, 2007).  

Land tenure
3
 is fundamental to agricultural production, ecological balance, poverty alleviation 

and it secures the livelihood of different households (Kirk, Löffler & Zimmermann, 2005). 

The land is also central to culture and identity for millions across the developing world and 

                                                 
2
 Land reform: as the rectification of the whole system of agriculture. It is normally done by the government 

where they redistribute the agricultural land among the farmers of the country (Economy Watch, 2010). 

3
 Land tenure: is the relationship, whether legally or traditionally defined between people, as individuals or 

groups, with respect to land (FAO, 2002). 
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large-scale land acquisitions can have lasting repercussions for the future of agriculture, 

including both agribusiness and family farming
4
 (Cotula, 2010). 

Property rights are the core of any lucrative activity, but its productivity depends on secure 

private property rights. Moreover, only in a system of clearly stated private property rights 

can prices ensure economic efficiency (Heitger, 2003).  

Birdsall and Londoño (1997) state that “Initial inequalities in the distribution of land and 

human capital have a clear negative effect on economic growth, and the effects are almost 

twice as great for the poor in the population as a whole. Assets as property rights, land reform, 

and access of the poor in legal systems and credit, and fair competition are critical to opening 

up opportunities in previously unequal societies and to eliminate the hidden privileges in asset 

markets historically enjoyed by the rich”. Even if conceding of tenure rights signifies an 

important achievement for many communities, in practice the new statutory rights do not 

immediately turn into rights. There are still challenges to convert rights into benefits: conflicts 

with other resource claimants; the lack of success of the state to warrant the land tenure right 

appropriately or defend it efficiently; problems with local governmental organizations; 

obstacles to community engagement with markets among others (Larson, Cronkleton, Barry, 

& Pacheco, 2008). Despite that world population is nowadays having an urban majority (in 

2008, for the first time, half of the world’s population is living in urban areas); people in rural 

areas are still facing different challenges regarding land tenure. It is therefore not altogether 

surprising that the World Bank’s 2006 World Development Report that focuses on the 

question of equity has underscored the importance of land access. However, policy 

discussions around the Millennium Development Goals are yet to systematically and 

significantly include the issue of wealth and power redistribution in the rural areas, i.e. 

agrarian reform, especially in a situation where majority of the world’s poor are rural poor 

(CPRC, 2005). 

Land reform is connected to the issues of efficiency (inequality as an obstacle to faster 

growth); equity (the latifundio-minifundio dualism and the governing elites); poverty (in spite 

                                                 
4
 Family farm: A farm operated primarily with family labor, with some hiring in or hiring out of labor 

(Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009). 
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of high urbanization, rural poverty still dominates in different countries); racial tensions (the 

demand of ancestral territories by indigenous groups) (De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2002). 

Land is essential today and will be in the future. Many of the properties that are being used for 

the supply of food (due to the population growth) and crops for biofuels are in countries 

where property rights are not clear, weak or poorly governed (World Bank; IFAD; FAO; 

UNCTAD, 2010). If the rights on farms, pastures, forests and other properties are not clear, 

then there is a high risk of loss livelihoods and considerable numbers of displaced people 

(Landesa, 2011). Land is crucial for the livelihoods of many farmers and is the basis on which 

industries, businesses, and therefore societies are formed. Then, how is expropriating relevant 

to land tenure and therefore for development? I attempt to answer this question in the 

following pages. 
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2. Historical background of land tenure and expropriation in Latin 

America 

How has the land tenure and expropriation being different through the colonial and post-

colonial (independent) era in Latin America? Many authors assume that the inequality in the 

former Spanish colonies of America is rooted in institutions based on an intensive extraction 

of natural resources through encomiendas, repartimientos, haciendas, among other systems 

(Dobado González & García Montero, 2010). However, after independence in the Latin 

American countries, exploitation of land continued, probably in a more intensive way and the 

agro-export led economy consolidated during this period. Land expropriation was relevant 

during both periods, and is explained in the following chapters. 

2.1 Land tenure and land expropriation during the colonialism in Latin 

America 

During the Pre-Columbian times, there were already systems of Indian land tenure. As Barton 

(1997) explains, the shared and productive units of non-Incan societies in the Andes, the 

ayllu, were grouped under a local official or kuraka. This institution called mita
5
 was based on 

an exchange of labour on the kuraka´s land for a part of the agricultural production and 

military protection. In these lands, infrastructural projects as irrigation systems or hillside 

terraces were developed. The mita helped to expand the Inca´s Empire and to maintain the 

redistribution of production (Barton, 1997). The Aztecs had also a property regime, which 

was very similar to the Spanish one (Gomez, 1985). All Aztecs possessed land and this was 

distributed among the families according to their needs; the land was returned at death to the 

community. However, this policy changed through the time; the lands began to accumulate 

anticipating what would be the latifundio in Mexico
6
. In the New World, the Aztec and Inca 

Empires were already very hierarchical, which made easier authoritarian forms of governance 

(Horowitz ed., 2005). 

                                                 
5
 The word mita is derived from the Quechua mit’a. Mita in the Inca Empire was a labor system of mandatory 

public service to the government—a tribute in the form of labor (Savoy, 2011). 

6
 Ankersen & Ruppert (2006). 
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By 1492 the Catholic Monarchs with Christopher Columbus, claimed that any lands 

discovered by Colombus would become property of the sovereign rulers of Spain (Johansen & 

Pritzker, 2008). To extend its empire to to the New World, Spain needed to conquer the native 

people. This required a large number of conquistadores for the dangerous sea expedition. The 

Crown shared a contract with the caudillos
7
, leaders of conquests, specifying his revenues 

(usually 80 percent) and the geographical regions over which he had authority (Yeager, 1995). 

The typical conquistador
8
 came to the New World with the promise to obtain valuable 

minerals. According to Moreno & Ventosa (2010), the conquerors were soldiers; many of 

them had fought against the Moors. The leaders rose from the hidalgos
9
 and saw the conquest 

as a chance of making wealth. Merchants provided funds for the Conquest who previewed it 

as an economic investment to increase as much as possible their fortune. 

Hernán Cortés discovered todays' Mexico in 1519. By middle of the sixteenth century, the 

indigenous population was completely subordinated to the conquerors who named their new 

possession “New Spain” (Bowser, 1995). Based on utopian ideas of the Franciscans, Puebla 

de los Ángeles was founded by the audiencia
10

 as a “model of a Spanish town” in the newly 

discovered lands. Here they were supposedly “to create fields and farms as they do in Spain” 

where “Christians give an example to the Indians of Christianity and of work as in Spain” 

(Motolinía, 1971, 263). The expansion of Spanish landholdings where livestock was 

introduced threatened important crops such as maize and beans vital for the natives' diet 

(Prem, 1992). According to MacLeod (2008), in Central America, the Indian population 

declined more rapidly than the European did, while the livestock grew much faster, causing 

hunger and death. 

                                                 
7
 The term caudillo can also be related in our days to different interpretations of authoritarianism in Latin 

America (Horowitz ed., 2005). 

8
 A conqueror, especially one of the 16th-century Spanish soldiers who defeated the Indian civilizations of 

Mexico, Central America, or Peru (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 2003). 

9
 Hidalgo: a member of the lower nobility in Spain (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 

2003). 

10
 Audiencia, literally audience in Spanish, wasn originally a court of judicial review, but it soon acquired 

authority to govern colonies (Kirkwood, 2010). 
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With the European colonization
11

, the Spaniards also brought a tribute system of forced labor 

called the encomienda
12

. An encomienda “was a mean of giving to a Spaniard a restricted set 

of property rights over Indian labor by the Crown” (Yeager, 1995, 843). Tan (1987) explains 

that even if the encomienda was not a land grant
13

 per se, it was still, a system of land 

distribution
14

 that brought greater benefits to the colonizers and officials involved. The 

encomendero extracted tributes from the Indians in form of goods and labor (Yeager, 1995). 

Many Indian communities “were divided into territorial doctrinas or parishes
15

 with its own 

priest and church building where Indians were instructed about the Christian faith” (Calero, 

1997, 67). However, within time the encomienda became “a subterfuge
16

 for slavery where 

abuses in its application contributed so much to the destruction of the native population” 

(Chamberlain, 1954, 240). The sixteenth century proverb, sin indios no hay Indias, “without 

Indians, there are no Indies”-in reference to the Spanish America, gives emphasis to the fact 

that without exploitation to the natives, the Indies would not be anymore a source of wealth 

and social status (Arora, 1995). The encomenderos saw themselves as the ones in charge 

almost to the point of nobility, because the position of encomendero had become a valued one 

due to the tributes the Indians paid (Calero, 1997).  

The conquistadores colonized an area and created cities becoming city dwellers. After the 

founding of a city, the town council (cabildo
17

) continued to  reward settlers with land grants 

(Mountain Research and Development, 1984). There  were different kinds of land grants: 

                                                 
11

 The colonialism was divided in four Spanish American Viceroyalties of New Spain, Peru, New Granada 

(established in 1739), and the Rio de la Plata (1776), plus the loosely organized Portuguese American authority 

in Rio de Janeiro, with the various provincial captaincies (Hamnett, 1997). 

12
 Encomienda originates from the Spanish verb encomendar, “to entrust”. 

13
 Land grant: A government grant of public land for a railroad, highway, or state college. (The American 

Heritage Dictionary, 2011). 

14
 Land distribution: is the division of the asset among individuals to fulfill different interests. 

15
 Parish: an administrative part of a diocese that has its own church in the Anglican, Roman Catholic, and some 

other churches (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 2003). 

16
 Subterfuge: a trick or deception used in order to achieve one's goal (Wordreference.com, 2011). 

17
 Cabildo: the fundamental unit of local government in colonial Spanish America. Conforming to a tradition 

going back to the Romans, the Spaniards considered the city to be of paramount importance, with the 

surrounding countryside directly subordinate to it. In local affairs each municipality in Hispanic America was 

governed by its cabildo, or council, in a manner reminiscent of Castilian towns in the late Middle Ages 

(Encyclopædia Britannica Inc.Web , 2011). 
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“First, there were urban plots (solar
18

) which in the beginning were one-fourth of a city block. 

Second, there were grants for vegetable gardens and fruit orchards in areas surrounding the 

city (chacaras or chacras
19

), and finally there were land grants for farming and ranching  that 

constituted very large tracts in areas  away from the city and outside the irrigated  areas  that 

in the end developed into latifundios” (Mountain Research and Development, 1984, 140). 

Agriculture and consequently land, symbolized a lot to the elites. However, there was a great 

amount of land idle. There were many types of land tenure, “as the conquistadores distributed 

rural lands to cavalry (caballerías) and foot soldiers (peonías, about twenty percent of the 

amount given to cavalry)” (Mabry, 2011, 106).  Also existed “the baldío, a public vacant land 

and realongo, a vacant royal land and a merced, which was an endowment sometimes for use 

and occasionally for ownership” (Mabry, 2011, 106). 

By the first century of the Spanish arrival, approximately three quarters of the Andean 

indigenous population died because of European diseases, the struggles of conquest, the 

expropriation of lands, labor and production, and the atrocious conditions of slavery 

(Mecham, 2001). Since the end of the sixteenth century, Spaniards started the process of 

expropriation of lands that previously belonged to the indigenous societies in Puna de Jujuy 

and in Raya del Tucumán, Argentina. These lands were allocated through “mercedes reales”, 

granted by local colonial authorities to the conquistadores as a reward (Albeck & Palomeque, 

2009). In Guatemala, the indigenous groups were dispossessed of their land since the early 

colonialism. The land policies of the late 1800s pretended to decrease the land available to 

subsistence farming, expanding the availability of a low-wage labor force. The expropriation 

of indigenous communal lands helped to create rural unemployment by forcing families into 

marginal localities or leaving them without access to adequate land (Avivara, 2011). The 

colonial regime, was based in the indiscriminate expropriation of indigenous lands and 

incorporation of subordination and exploitation of indigenous populations as “as tribute-

paying, laboring and Christian subjects” (Eiss, 2011). A good reflection of this is the 

repartimiento (distribution in English) de indios, which was the forced labor of indigenous 

people in the Spanish colonial system in which each Indian village paid a quota of its tributary 

population for specified periods and fixed wages (Lusk, 2011). The difference between 
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 Solar: a noble house or a plot. 

19
 Slash-and-burn fields were called chacras or chácaras during the colonial period and are now referred to as 

chacos (Denevan, 1966). 
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encomienda and repartimiento is that the first is land given to individuals by the Spanish 

Crown while the latter means the distribution of the labor force, the Indians. These two terms 

were used interchangeably until the passing of the New Laws in 1542 (Lusk, 2011). 

In general, any kind of repartimiento was often presented as a model of an extremely abusive 

institution. Chance (1989), stated that Indians were granted a credit to buy items they neither 

needed nor wanted, but this became a common practice and when the Indians were not able to 

pay, the merchant would take whichever personal property they wanted. It was more a 

“resemblance of robbery than commerce” (Chance, 1989, 97). Nevertheless, and according to 

some authors (Pietschmann, 1988 & Ouweneel, 1996), the repartimiento operated as a 

valuable system of trade integrating rural Mexicans into the market economy. 

Undoubtedly, the Indians were maltreated during the Spanish colonialism. The Crown tried to 

intervene in the maltreatment of the Indians, but also others defended the Indians as Bishop 

Bartolomé de Las Casas
20

 (Moses, 1898 cited by Busbin, 2011). His ideas and proposals were 

very revolutionary. He advocated the abolishment of the encomiendas and requested relief 

and liberation for the Indians (Moses, 1898 cited by Busbin, 2011). For many Spaniards the 

idea of trying to abolish the encomienda system was devastating because they were worried 

that their profits would be diminished and a decline in the value of their lands, both of which 

would be unfavorable to their substantial lifestyles (Simpson, 1950). Created to ensure a more 

equitable treatment for the Indians, the New Laws
21

 caused disapprobation and headed to 

several revolts against Crown rule. This was the Crown’s answer to the corrupt encomienda 

system and a way of keeping the labor force alive (Arora, 1995). The old encomienda system 

continued to exist in Spanish America even after the New Laws were instituted (Yeager 

                                                 
20

 “The Dominican bishop Antonio de Valdivieso of Nicaragua, who had tried to enforce the abolition of 

indigenous slavery by the New Laws, was assassinated in 1550 by a group of men led by the governor´s son. 

These and other courageous defenders of indígenas like Bishop Juan del Valle in Colombia and Fray Domingo 

de Santo Tomás in Peru, may be regarded as forerunners of today´s progressive current in the Catholic Church” 

(Keen & Haynes, 2009, 102). 

21
 The New Laws in 1542 were promulgated after long-continued efforts of Bartolomé de las Casas provided that 

“the natives were freed from personal service and the encomenderos were left in the enjoyment of a moderate 

tribute only” (Means, 1920, 512). Despite the New Laws were often transgressed -forbidding Indian slavery and 

the regulation of tribute-, they in general improved the manner of treating the Indians in the sense that the result 

of conquest of South America was not a demographic disaster as it happened in the Caribbean or in Central 

America  (Newson, 1985). Under the repartimiento policies of the New Laws, the Indians were to earn a wage. 

The Laws of Burgos enacted in 1512-1513 failed to limit abuses of forced Indian labor. Encouraged by this 

failure, Las Casas and other reformers pushed for the enactment of the New Laws of the Indies for the Good 

Treatment and Preservation of the Indians in 1542 to abolish steadily the encomienda system (Arora, 1995). 
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1995). According to Prem (1992), the New Laws –or Leyes Nuevas enforced a long list of 

restrictions to the encomenderos, as it was forbidden to own pastures inside their encomienda 

territory; but ownership of agricultural land was not controlled and consequently possible. 

The encomenderos, as the most powerful persons of the early colonialism and as the 

beneficiaries of tribute, were the first to get smallholdings and practice agriculture (Lockhart 

1969).  

In Spanish America, the Crown monopolized the vast sources of unoccupied land and 

restricted the land market (Frankema, 2010). The corporatist
22

 structure of colonial 

governance intended to balance the interests of the church, the army and the land owning 

elites and raise the dependency of these parties on the supreme authority of the Crown 

(Frankema, 2010). The Spanish and Portuguese colonial administration intentionally 

redistributed land from indigenous small landowners to the creole elite (Frankema, 2010). 

The church was predominant in the cities and towns, serving the ruling class (e.g. in schools) 

and had the privilege to posses land (Hillar, 1993). Eventually, the church joined to the Crown 

against the movements for independence (Dussell, 1981). 

As we could see during this chapter, land was distributed entirely according to the interests of 

the conquistadores. Different systems, especially the encomienda imposed subterfuge and the 

indigenous were the most affected as the indiscriminate expropriation extended as an unfair 

practice, in order to generate wealth for the newcomers, the Spaniards. The colonial 

administration and the land tenure system were the basis of the hacienda. 

2.2 The origin of the hacienda during the colonialism 

The evolution of the encomienda into the hacienda seems to be paradoxical, as some authors 

argue that there is no connection between both institutions. For example, Lockhart (1969) 

writes that at the beginning of the last century, some scholars assumed, quite logically, that 

haciendas emerged from encomienda. Although, some authors say that this statement is false. 

Lockhart (1969, 1), states that “the encomienda had no juridical connection with land, and as 

time passed, it grew weaker rather than stronger”.
23

 Lockhart (1969), also explains that 

                                                 
22

 Corporatism: the control of a state or organization by large interest groups (The American Heritage Dictionary 

of the English Language, 2003). 

23
 See: Silvio Zavala, La encomienda indiana (Madrid, 1935); Lesley B. Simpson, The Encomienda in New 

Spain: The Beginning of Spanish Mexico (Berkeley, 1966), and Studies in the Administration of the Indians of 

New Spain (4 vols., Berkeley, 1934-40). 
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scholastic opinion has tended to insist more on the separation than on the connection: men 

concerned with the degree of legal concepts and procedures perceive that little tendency to 

attempt for any connection between a governmental, tribute-collecting institution, the 

encomienda, and a private, land-owning institution like the hacienda. 

On the other hand, contemporary authors like Savoy (2011) state that the haciendas 

developed from the sixteenth-century encomienda system by which conquerors-called 

adelantados
24

 had the right to become governors and justices (alcaldes–mayor in English ) of 

the specific regions they were in charge to conquer. Savoy continues, “The encomienda was 

fundamental to support the agricultural, industrial, mining, and public works activities of the 

conquerors, which were given the right to extract tribute from peasants”, but he remarks that 

they were not necessarily granted title of the land to which they were assigned. Not until 1720 

did Spain legally ended the encomienda system, its successor was the hacienda, large 

landholdings originally granted by the Crown to the conquistadores (Savoy, 2011). As the 

number of natives declined because of disease and under the cruel conditions of the 

encomiendas, and as mining activities were replaced by agricultural activities in the 

seventeenth century, the hacienda arose because land possession became more profitable than 

acquisition of labor force (Tindall & Shi, 1984). “The encomienda serf became a peon and the 

encomendero a hacienda owner” (Galeano, 1973, 46). 

Savoy (2011), explains that the coastal plantations within haciendas were more 

commercialized, producing commodities for urban markets or for export. In the haciendas 

were cultivated sugar, cacao, cochineal, and indigo, which as they increased their value 

greater demand for labor control appeared. Furthermore, in the nineteenth century the crop 

growing on a large scale required a continuous and cheap labor supply (Savoy, 2011). Even if 

the land was given to prominent citizens, by 1910 the policies largely displaced Indian-small 

holdings and were replaced by haciendas owned by European descendants (Prem, 1992). As 

                                                 
24

 Adelantado: Men who served in frontier regions and who were primarily military commanders. In the 

conquest of the Canaries and the New World, the crown granted certain men the title of adelantado. This title 

gave the authority to make repartimientos (divisions) of booty and offices and subsequently appointed some of 

them to the governorship of the islands they pacified. The adelantado not only held the military title of captain 

general; as governor and chief magistrate he exercised civil authority over his won men, and, when after a 

successful undertaking the expedition of conquest became an expedition of occupation, he assumed the 

governance of the indigenous population. His captains became his political subordinates, and when the 

conquerors founded towns they became vecinos and ciudadanos, that is, political persons (Texas A&M, 2011). 
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consequence, the hacendado system throughout all Latin America is a result of the different 

processes related with land since the conquest.  

As the system spreaded its feudal character hardened. The personal power of the 

encomendero gradually became tied to the ownership of large estate and this created the 

latifundio (Lambert, 1967). Additionally, the discovery of mines and the progress of 

colonization, implied the necessity of counting with supplies that were produced in the 

Central region of Mexico, which in many cases led to the forced dispossession of the Indian´s 

land either idle or cultivated, which also explains the origin of the latifundios (SRA, 2011).  

As the Creoles permanently settled in America, they acquired estates for themselves and the 

encomienda increasingly turned into a form of feudal enslavement. Slavery and the 

encomienda had similar consequences and affected the status of agricultural workers in the 

same way. As a general rule, all those who worked on the land were subject to forced labor 

during the colonial era (Lambert, 1967). Even after independence latifundios continued to 

grow, until not long ago when work in the urban areas became available (Lambert, 1967). 

Ayala Mora (2008) explains that the crisis of the seventeenth century in Europe brought many 

historical transformations. One important was the recession of the textile industry, which 

allowed the agricultural farming to develop and consolidate the latifundio as the axis of the 

economic system at that time. Subsequently, the haciendas spread and integrated larger 

amounts of workers within their territories. The need of paying tribute, made the Indians to 

work more for the owners of the haciendas than they did in the mita, which was the stem for 

the concertaje
25

. 

The latifundio concept has important sociological implications. Giner & Sevilla (1977) 

defined latifundios as “a largely agrarian exploitation which, being a component of a peasant 

community produces upon it a local mode of class domination. . . ” . The latifundios and its 

characteristics changed through time. According to Mellafe (2004), there were four phases of 

the development of latifundios: 

                                                 
25

Concertaje: was a system of contracted debt held by Indian laborers (conciertos) to a landowner under threat of 

prison. The conciertos had access to a small piece of land in exchange for their labor, and their children inherited 

debt. The Indian laborers became property of the landlord and would be purchased and sold together with the 

hacienda. This system was banned in 1918, but continued in the huasipungo system (Becker, 2008; Zambrano, 

2011). The concertaje was a way to guarantee the stay of the natives living in the haciendas (See Ankersen & 

Ruppert, 2006). 
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“Prelatifundio or agricultural frontier is described as the land given to the newcomers from 

Europe, which was worth little and indeed its “production accessories” like the cattle, Indians, 

slaves (except tribute) were more valuable. This stage lasted 50 years with an intense 

acculturation and agricultural trials along with a high control of the state over the possession 

of land; the technology used is rather primitive and tropical monocultures surged. The ancient 

latifundio became during the first half of the seventeenth century, where there is a notable 

scarcity of work force, because of the decline of the native population. The agricultural, 

commercial and mine sector became more clearly defined and many communities turned out 

to be self-sufficient. Resources used are more efficiently but still the markets work poorly. 

The connection of rationalization, technology and productivity become narrower in the 

second half of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, with the stage called traditional 

latifundio. During this stage, there is a higher access to credit, along with an accelerated 

increase of the population; larger markets bring new monopolies: winemakers, buyers, 

shippers and truckers. The church becomes truly usurious and the estates experienced a dull 

old struggle for labor with the miners. However, perhaps unique is the fight that took place 

between the mature estates and the state bureaucracy. The new concept of the rule of 

enlightened despotism implemented through a series of "reforms" militarily efficient and 

becomes attached to the state bureaucracy. It now wants to effectively exercise the power and, 

among other things, manage the countryside, as an alternative production potential and 

submissive colonial set. The traditional estates achieved full maturity and dominating the 

obstacles opposed to the control of the countryside in all its forms, we refer to the basis of the 

modern latifundio. The most important elements of this group of landowners, is the shaping 

of what will be afterwards the national aristocracy, as can be inferred from what we say, 

social class would be much more "younger" than traditionally believed. At this point in the 

evolution of land estates has a very different meaning than two centuries earlier. Now you can 

produce and has value in itself, it is fair to say that the possession of the land gives power and 

prestige. Historically, landlordism is a sole proprietorship, relatively large, which is an 

economic and social unit with some degree of rationalization of production and tends to be 

exclusive with respect to the distribution and use of productive agricultural resources. In these 

cases the group of landowners, as a class, show also a kind of internal stratification, which is 

expressed not only in their economic relations, but also its social and political behavior”. 
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Today, latifundios are only found in Latin America (Kuhnen & Muller, 1982). These authors 

also argue that the most extensively dispersion of the latifundia is the hacienda (or fazenda in 

portuguese), which originated during the Spanish Colonialism through land grants with a 

supply of forced labor for military services. The hacienda attempts to be self-sufficient, 

centered upon the “patron” or hacendado, where several forms of labour organization and 

land utilization coexist. Every unit of the hacienda is tied together to others. The patron gives 

employment and provides as well with schooling, medical aid and other benefits. The large 

landlords are part of the elite, which has a large influence on the government. A change in the 

government, in many countries of Latin America, means that another family takes over. It is 

hardly possible to break out of the system as there is nowhere else to find work. The 

coexistence of latifundio and minifundio (marginal farms), abundance and destitution, is 

hardly as marked in any agrarian system as this case (Kuhnen & Muller, 1982). 

On the other hand, Edelman (1992, 1,2), sees the latifundios as a large nonproductive piece of 

land, which underutilization has harmful impacts on Latin America´s development. The 

author expresses that “few students of large estate systems consider contemporary 

latifundismo anything other than a vestige of an earlier age. Virtually all agree that large 

unproductive estates ought to have given way by now to modern capitalist farms”. The 

resulting land tenure structure in Latin America has been of landowners sitting on large 

extensions of land, while the majority of the rural population farms have very small parcels 

that are forced to use their labor to gain access to more land (Lastarria-Cornhiel & Melmed-

Sanjak, 1999). 

According to Nelson (2003), the familiar Latin American dual terms of latifundio and 

minifundios
26

 have been rather modified recently. While the number of small parcels 

continues to expand as would be projected in the traditional latifundio/minifundio complex, 

the number of large holdings – those over 500 hectares – has been reduced (Thorpe 2002, 111 

quoted by Nelson, 2003). However this does not necessarily suggest that land distribution is 

more egalitarian. 

                                                 
26

 While “minifundio” means exactly a very small or minimal agricultural unit (very often 0,5 – 1,0 ha or even 

less), “surcofundio” is a linguistic innovation made to explain what an extreme minifundio is; the word “surco”, 

means “furrow” (Slunge & Jaldin, 2007, 8). 
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Keen & Haynes (2009), state that many authors will agree that the colonial economy had a 

mix of feudal, capitalist and the Pre-Columbian systems of land tenure. These factors 

facilitated the Spanish Crown to maintain direct control over native labor and to keep their 

own landowning system, in order to allocate strategically the colonial elite according to its 

personal interests. The Spanish agricultural sector expanded, but the collective landowning 

system was affected negatively (Keen & Haynes, 2009). 

As it was referred in this chapter, the origin of haciendas seems paradoxical. Some authors 

will say that it originated from the encomiendas. But certainly hacienda continued growing as 

the latifundio/minifundio complex reinforced, and with it, the large landholdings established 

monoculture plantations requiring large amounts of cheap labor. Latifundios were the 

foundation of the economy at that time, hence, the haciendas later spreaded and integrated 

larger amounts of cheap labor, and with it the exploitation and expropriation of the Indian´s 

land. Haciendas did any good to its economy, their impact in the Latin American region was 

and still is harmful. 

2.3 Land and independence movements in Latin America 

The independence brought a dissolution of the Spanish imperial ties and established a neo-

colonial oligarchy leaded by the creole
27

 elites and their connection with European and 

American merchants (Barton, 1997). At the same time that mita and encomienda systems 

slowly weakened during the nineteenth century and new systems of social subjugation 

emerged (Barton, 1997). Even though the cabildo was considered an inefficient entity, it was 

the only political institution in which the creoles were largely represented and played an 

important role in the coming nineteenth-century struggles for independence (Keen & Haynes, 

2009). 

Creoles in the militia saw that peninsulares
28

 had better advantages in general. That explains 

why the creoles were leaders of independence movements (Mabry, 2011). The men who led 

the independence of 1810 were “mainly part of the bourgeois social extraction and large 

landowners, wealthy merchants” (Sáenz, 1999, 142). “An intense republican rebellion 

                                                 
27

 Creole: a descendant of European settlers in the Caribbean or Central or South America (WordReference.com, 

2011). 

28
 Peninsular: Someone born on the Iberian Peninsula,  generally originating in Spain and Portugal (Marquez & 

Ramos Navarro, 1998). 
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occurred in the main Venezuelan port, La Guaira, in 1797, led by Manuel Gual and Jose 

Maria Espafia, with considerable lower-class support. The leaders, inspired on the 1789 

proclaim of Rights of Man on the French Revolutionary model, demanded the establishment 

of an independent state consisting of the four provinces of Caracas, Maracaibo, Cumaná and 

Guayana” (Hamnett, 1997, 289). Another crucial factor on the discontent was the 

independence of the British colonies, now United States (Kirkwood, 2010). In Central 

America, the fail of the political union led to the ultimate founding of separate, independent 

states after 1840, in disagreement to the traditional primacy of Guatemala City (Hamnett, 

1997). 

Padilla (1994), argues that even if Latin American independence movement of the nineteenth 

century tried to split up from colonialism, the new dominant European oligarchy had strong 

dominance over native and African communities through latifundios and other similar 

institutions. Throughout the twentieth century social struggles which intended to depose the 

traditional elite simply gave rise to a middle class with limited mobility that endured the 

subordination model. This middle class, later became mediator with the majority of people 

remaining in poverty as the foundation of the new world economic system (Furtado 1964, 

1965, 1976, cited by Padilla, 1994). “Landowners and businessmen increased their fortunes 

while poverty grew among the masses” (Galeano, 1973, 115). 

Much of the permanence of the Spanish rule was thanks to the Crown´s policy of making 

large concessions to maintain the loyalty of local elites (Keen & Haynes, 2009). The 

exploitative laws, the composiciones (settlements that legalized usurpation of native lands 

through payment of a fee to the king, also mentioned as the New World’s first attempt at land 

reform), the acceptance of exploitation by oligarchs are some examples of the policy (Keen & 

Haynes, 2009; Ankersen & Ruppert, 2006). Independence, after a long time was 

accomplished by 1825
29

 and is seen as the most relevant episode of the nineteenth-century 

Latin American economic history (De la Escosura, 2009).  

                                                 
29

 Cuba and Puerto Rico remained Spanish colonies until 1898. De la Escosura (2009), recommends to see other 

related researches: Bulmer-Thomas, V. The Economic History of Latin America since Independence (Cambridge, 

2003); Coatsworth, J.H., “Notes on the Comparative Economic History of Latin America and the United States”, 

in Walther L. Bernecker and Hans W. Tobler (eds.), Development and Underdevelopment in America: Contrasts 

in Economic Growth in North America and Latin America in Historical Perspective (New York, 1993). 
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By 1894, the Ley de Terrenos Baldíos in Mexico, stated that a parcel of land without legal 

title was vacant land, opening the door to expropriation of untitled lands cultivated by 

indigenous villages and other small landholders. If they offered armed resistance, troops were 

sent against them and sold the defeated rebels like slaves to labor on henequen plantations in 

Yucatán or sugar farms in Cuba (Keen & Haynes, 2009). “Coffee cultivation began at about 

the time of independence, but it did not expand rapidly until the 1860s. As elsewhere in 

Central America, the rise of coffee was marked by expropriation and usurpation of native 

lands-carried out in the name of private property and material progress-because most of the 

land best suited to coffee cultivation was held by indigenous communities” (Keen & Haynes, 

2009, 267). 

In contrast, in Paraguay, a rigid system of trade licenses and the state intervention prevented 

the growth of a native or foreign commercial class. After independence in 1811, José Gaspar 

Rodríguez de Francia established a nationalist dictatorial government, largely removing the 

traditional elites and destroying nearly all of their economic and political foundation by 

nationalizing the estates of Paraguayans who were not capable to give a reasonable proof of 

land ownership
30

. However, after 1883, the government began to sell enormous quantities of 

state-owned land in large parcels at ridiculous prices, which foreign investors and members of 

the small national elite bought (Kleinpenning & Zoomers, 2008). 

With the independence, a new oligarchy emerged and the trade relations with the United 

States and Europe. Independence brought more power to the privilged strata and the 

landowners increased their wealth. Exploitation of the native population did not decrease and 

expropriation to indigenous villages continued. The hacienda system consolidated and the 

cultivation of coffee and other commodites continued to rise. 

2.4 Post-independence land tenure in Latin America 

According to Beezley (1969), the Colonial period left plenty of problems that the newly 

formed nations had to solve to continue as independent republics. The same author argues that 

the social division of society, economic situation and the already established laws were part of 

the general dilemma predominant in the newly founded countries. “Many participants of the 

change at that time played an important role: the military, which was not incorporated yet, 

                                                 
30

 Land ownership: Individual (or group) ownership of land, with rights to sell (WOCAT, 2011). 
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claimed feudal fueros
31

, which was out of law in many cases; the hacendados demanded 

respect within the society and the Catholic church´s, which was divided internally by 

doctrinal controversy and by struggles among the monastic orders” (Beezley, 1969, 347). 

Engerman & Sokoloff (2005) argue that the evidence from colonies in the Americas suggests 

that it was those who began with extreme inequality and population diversity, which formed 

over time institutions with limited economic opportunities. The same authors continue and 

affirm that differences in factor endowments (natural resources and labour) produced high 

concentrations of land ownership in the Spanish and Portuguese colonies. The large 

plantations and the cattle haciendas with vast forced labour created unequal societies in which 

the elite property rights prevailed over inferior classes (Engerman & Sokoloff, 2005). 

Additionally, Engerman & Sokoloff (2005) say that, during the colonialism the United States 

and Canada continued to practice policies that were particularly favorable to immigration and 

in making public land accessible in small pieces of land at low cost to the newcomers willing 

to settle. The right to land when attracting migrants was completely understandable, and 

needed in an era of labor insufficiency. Similarly, Véliz (1994) makes an extended description 

between the Spanish and English Americas and expresses that England promoted diversity 

and change plus the creation of enterprises, coherent with their entrepreneur spirit. The 

Spaniards and Portuguese, in contrast, tried to counteract the changes that threatened their 

imperial influence (North, Summerhill, & Weingast, 2000). Both United States and Canada 

and Spanish America had a big patrimony of natural resources but after their respective 

independence, the former Spanish colonies fell into a series of conflicts 

(“pronunciamientos
32

” and “caudillismos
33

”) (North, Summerhill, & Weingast, 2000). These 

                                                 
31

 Fuero: Special laws by which the Church and later, the Army, reserved jurisdiction over all its officers; 

ecclesiastical and military immunity from civil jurisdiction  (Marquez & Ramos Navarro, 1998). 

32
 According to Luttwak (1979) the Pronunciamiento -Pronouncement is a Spanish and Latin American type of 

coup d'état. The coup d'état (golpe de estado in Spanish) was more common in Spain and South America, while 

the Pronunciamiento was more common in Central America. The Pronunciamiento means to overthrow the 

dominant government and to vindicate the installation of the new government that was effected with the golpe de 

estado. In a coup, a military faction deposes the civilian government and assumes power and in a 

pronunciamento, the military depose the civil government and install another civil government. 

33
 Beezley (1969) makes a thorough description of the Caudillismo in his research “Caudillismo: An Interpretive 

Note”:  

The caudillismo developed as a legacy of the colonial period, where inconceivable authority was given to one 

person with a centralistic rule. The caudillo had a sort of magnetism to engender loyalty to their rule, it inspired 

confidence. Even if the caudillo drained the wealth of the nation and exploited its resources, or whether he 

fostered national material progress is unimportant to the essence of caudillismo. 
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continued through the first half of the nineteenth century. The United States, in contrast, 

“created a stable political democracy and was well on its way to become the richest economy 

in the world” (North, Summerhill, & Weingast, 2000, 2). 

Despite the previous analysis, Coatsworth (2008) explains that Engerman and Sokoloff´s 

essay is based basically in the benefitial exploitation of natural resources, which makes their 

argument rely mainly on geography rather than policy. Because “resource endowments and 

wealth distribution varied as much within as between Latin America and North America. 

Sugar plantations tended to be large in Cuba and small in Brazil. Grain estates in central 

Mexico produced the same mix of crops and animals as the small farms of Pennsylvania. In 

the southern slave colonies of British North America, land ownership near the coast and along 

rivers tended to be high, in contrast to frontier zones everywhere and the New England 

colonies. In much of the interior of Latin America peasant agriculture persisted and even 

expanded well into the nineteenth century, while in other regions large cattle estates 

sometimes covered thousands or even millions of hectares” (Coatsworth, 2008, 8). 

The use of public policy to give the right of use to land has been one of the most important 

and polemical matters in Latin American governance. This is because the post-colonial 

nations on that continent inherited a highly uneven pattern of land ownership dominated by 

latifundios that were established in most situations through expropriation of indigenous 

community lands in Mexico, Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Guatemala and Honduras (De Janvry & 

Sadoulet, 2002). In most of Latin America, land tenure turned even more uneven 

subsequently after independence (Meade, 2010). 

Voss (2002), analyses the period between 1750 and 1929 in Latin America, in which he states 

that the new nations were established on industrial capitalism (after the successful Industrial 

Revolution in England) and social relations shaped by economic and political interests. The 

same author divides this period in three phases. The first one, from 1750 to 1820, when the 

Bourbon administration tried to reform the political and economic system, in order to control 

more directly the colonies. At this point, resistance from creoles and natives came up, as they 

were searching for political and economic autonomy. The creoles controlled political power 

and they were the main receivers of privileges of independence. During the second stage, 
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from 1820 to 1880, the creole gente alta
34

 transformed themselves into trade capitalists and 

patrons of the gente decente
35

 and the gente baja
36

. This is the period when the economic and 

political monopolies and large landholdings controlled by certain families begins. These 

families protected their interests by marriages with persons of the same kind of influence in 

society. Finally, the third stage, from 1880-1920, the last one of the formation of nation-states 

in Latin America, characterized by an expansion of the monopolies from the elites. They 

modernized their companies towards the industrial capitalism and alliances with foreign 

capitalists. In 1920, several political organizations and parties arose and carried out elections. 

However, the Great Depression brought challenges in which the new nations had to 

reestablish gradually the economic and political order (Voss, 2002). 

The award-winning book by Uruguayan novelist Eduardo Galeano - Open veins of Latin 

America, which illustrates five centuries of exploitation by colonizers and American business 

and political interests, is necessary in the description of how land tenure was an essential 

matter in post-colonialism. This author describes the new nations resembled a “busy port, 

occupied by the mercantile and financial clientele of the British Empire, with latifundios and 

mines in the background” (Galeano, 1973, 116). The elite, in words of Galeano (Galeano, 

1973, 116) “was composed by landlords, bug wheelers and frock-coated políticos, and 

intellectuals of borrowed cultures”. The molding elite was an instrument of international 

capitalism, who owned exlusively political power and who did not care about promoting local 

manufacturers (Galeano, 1973).  

According to (Galeano, 1973), in 1824, Simón Bolívar released the Trujillo Decree, to protect 

Indians and reorganized land-ownership in Peru. But failed on stopping exploitation, in spite 

of the Libertador´s aim. Miguel Hidalgo and José María Morelos were other leaders who 

spoke in favour of the dispossession of usurped lands. In Uruguay, Artiga´s code in 1815, 

which included expropriation and distribution of lands of “bad Europeans and worse 

Americans” and lands were distributed on the ideal that “the most unfortunate will be the 

most privileged” (Galeano, 1973, 118). But by 1820 until the end of the century, the 

beneficiaries were brutally expropriated. 
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Creole gente alta: refering to the people from creole descendants but from the highest strata. 

35
Gente decente: "Decent," reasonable or civilized people (Marquez & Ramos Navarro, 1998). 

36
Gente baja: Was the subordinate class (Mojares, 2006, 469). 
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The attempt to redistribute land during the post-colonialism once more nourished the interests 

of the most privileged groups, meaning that elites and foreign companies have been always 

interested in the Latin American land assets, because of its high productiviy and the allowance 

of the governments plus the lack of protection of property rights of the indigenous people and 

small farmers. Not even the good intentions of Simon Bolívar could stop the uneven 

distribution which reigned during this period. 

 

2.5 Land Tenure during the end of the nineteenth century in Latin 

America: The relation between land expropriation and the emergence 

of capitalism 

During the early independence times, the transition to private property brought incertitude 

which postponed investment in land improvement. The troubled land institutions, like 

haciendas, ejidos and communal lands with weakly defined borders should be taken into 

account (De la Escosura, 2009, 285). The monopoly of land by hacendados made the newly 

independent states to carry out land reform (Ankersen & Ruppert, 2006). Bates, Coatsworth & 

Williamson (2007), describe that many things changed in Latin America after the 1860s: 

abolition of slavery, separation of the church from state, the suppression of antiquated 

property rights in land, privatization of public assets (particularly land) plus the elimination of 

public monopolies. Foreign companies and domestic groups made their way to major 

influence in society and the public investment in infrastructure increased. The foreign 

investment became as a response to government guarantees and subsidies (railroads, public 

works, banking). All this progress would not have been possible without the struggles during 

the so called by the authors “lost decades
37

” (Bates, Coatsworth & Williamson, 2007).  

As the countdown towards the twentieth century, Latin America had to deal with ease of 

conflicts related to the concentration of land, which began to fall before the social function 

doctrine was mentioned and its integration to land policy (Ankersen & Ruppert, 2006). The 

social function refers to the land as an agent to promote social and economic development 

instead of a market commodity (Hendrix, 1995). The expropriation of the haciendas and 
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 The authors refer to the lost decades as half-century of  political instability, violent conflict and economic 

stagnation after independence. (Bates, Coatsworth, & Williamson, 2007). 
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redistribution of the hacendado land increased and left many peasants landless
38

. If idle lands 

within haciendas brought no advantage to the society, the state had the obligation to intervene 

in property relations and “the emerging social function doctrine would justify the exercise of 

that obligation” (Ankersen & Ruppert, 2006, 88). 

After independence, in Argentina, an expedition went to Alto Peru (today´s Bolivia), seeking 

to inforce authority in Potosi, but after defeated, it remained a very high royalist sentiment. 

Later, Alto Peru declared itself an independent republic, but then, the Potosi mines were 

already exhausted, which meant a seek of new markets for agricultural products of Southern 

Antes (Mountain Research and Development, 1984). Until the first half of the nineteenth 

century, agriculture and ranching were the main industries of Chile, emphasizing the 

importance of land (Mountain Research and Development, 1984). According to the authors 

Stearns, Adas, Schwartz & Gilbert (2007), for the early economy during post-colonialism, the 

social and political alliance of landowners, miners, export merchants, depended on commerce 

for prosperity and on the export of commodities to Europe. This phenomenon caused 

fluctuations on prices. Between 1870 and 1900, the growing economy, fascinated foreign 

investors and its capital and infrastructure were placed in foreign hands (Stearns, Adas, 

Schwartz & Gilbert (2007). 

Politicians consented to exploit natural resources hoping that at least the capital cities would 

become the new metropolis of European culture (Burns, 1980). The expansion of the public 

press
39

, the accelerated modernization of cities, and the innovative transformations in 

lifestyles brought along new technologies  like railroads, electricity, tramways, etc., they 

revealed the adoption of North-Atlantic modernity (Salvatore, 2010). If we could see a map of 

landholdings in mid-nineteenth century Latin America exist, it would reveal little or no 

change from colonial period (Meade, 2010). Rich landowners well-established on Latin 

American landscape, controlling entire provinces thanks to their own personal armies, 

implementing their own laws, collecting taxes from rural peasants who were attached to the 

land, in debt, ignorant of any of their own rights. This, plus the fact that the population resided 

far from urban areas, benefited enormously the big landowners (Meade, 2010). 
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 Landless peasants: Owning or having no land (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 

2003). 

39
 Public press: The print media responsible for gathering and publishing news in the form of newspapers or 

magazines  (Dictionary.com, 2011). 
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The authors Przeworski & Curvale (2005, 31) argue that during the second half of the 

nineteenth century, were two main conflicts: “over land and over wages and working 

conditions in industry”
40

; later several countries initiated land redistribution
41

 through reforms 

(Przeworski & Curvale, 2005). After independence, the liberal reforms initiated in almost all 

South American countries. These reforms turned indigenous lands to private ownership and 

several communities were expropriated  (Shearer, Lastarria-Cornhiel & Mesbah, 1991). Burns 

(1980) explains that the laws and political practices of the governing elites promoted the 

capitalism in Latin America. The landlords started to produce monocultures like wheat, 

coffee, cacao, sugarcane, etc., exported to external markets for which they received returns 

highly profitable (Burns, 1980). In words of Galeano, “economic, social, national frustration: 

a series of betrayals followed independence, and Latin America, split apart by its new 

frontiers, was destined as before to monoculture and dependence” (Galeano, 1973, 116). 

Consequently, land and labor were altered in the sense that exploitation of the many by the 

few was reflected on the lost of control of most of the lands once small farmers had worked 

(Burns, 1980). Additionally, they were required to undersell their labor to the hacienda and 

plantation owners. On the other hand, while land was concentrated in fewer hands, the 

population of Latin America grew on the double from approximately 30.5 million in 1850 to 

61 million by 1900 (Burns, 1980).  

The emergent central governments wanted to achieve power for their new affiliates at the 

expense of opponent groups at all political and socioeconomic points instead of advocate for 

popular class goals or ideologies (Singelmann, 1974). Throughout Latin Amerca the “Liberal” 

versus “Conservative” parties have been distinguished. One could manage largely institutional 

resources to strip the competition of land, office and life as well. Even armed militias in order 

to provide incentives to the state and national governments for support that permitted the 

submission of local rivals (Singelmann, 1974). Many land was conferred as a compensation 

for service to powerful local bosses -caudillos (Meade, 2010). At this point, the campesinos 

have had less support to protect themselves against invading landholders, therefore 
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 See: Godio, Julio. 1972. Historia del Movimiento Obrero Argentino: Immigrantes Asalariados y Lucha de 

Clases, 1880-1910. Buenos Aires: Editorial Tiempo Contemporáneo.  

41 Land redistribution: is an attempt by governments to modify the distribution of land ownership. The 

government pretends to transform an agrarian structure composed mainly of large-estate farms into one where 

family farms are majority by taking land away from large landowners, or the state, and redistributing it to tenants 

and landless peasants (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009). 
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campesinos have traditionally composed the least political hierarchy as camp followers of one 

or the other party (Singelmann, 1974). Any increase of  exports was more because of political 

than economic reasons and depended on a profitable export commodity, and abundance of 

land and labor, for its prosperity (Valenzuela & Valenzuela, 1978). Since approximately the 

1850s until the end of the nineteenth century, most of Latin America began economically at 

the same level as the mature economies of the North Atlantic (Coatsworth, 2008), but, at what 

cost? 

Across the nineteenth century, the latifundio and minifundio system, kept big masses of rural 

inhabitants in conditions of continuous impoverishment and shaped a countryside in which 

large-scale landowners implemented near total control over rural resources, particularly water 

(Meade, 2010). The new technologies introduced and additionally the transport made the 

historic division of labor between estate and nonestate agriculture inefficient. The economy at 

that time favored the large haciendas (Coatsworth, 1978). Precedent of this was the first half 

of the nineteenth century in which agricultural productivity as estates expanded at expenses of 

the free villages and the small landowners
42

 (Coatsworth, 1978). Assies (2008) analyses the 

evolution of land tenure and tenure systems in Mexico in the context of dynamic power 

relations and accumulation regimes. He explains that since the colonial economy a hacienda 

system appeared and consolidated under liberal legislation of the second half of the nineteenth 

century in the context of an increasingly agricultural commodities-export oriented economy. 

The societies inherited the large landed estates as a pattern predominant until our days. 

Evidence of this is the 60 percent of rural Mexican landless households, the 66 percent of 

Columbians and 70 percent of Brazilians (Meade, 2010). 

The large hacienda system is clearly reflected on how the agricultural systems changed 

gradually in different countries throughout the Latin American region. In Belize, for example, 

at the end of the nineteenth century, the Q’eqchi’
43

 lost nearly all their communal lands, 

because of the “liberal” privatization reforms intended to support national economic 

development and modernization, but eventually the coffee investors benefitted (Grandia, 

2006). On the same period, a railway was built from central Costa Rica to the Atlantic Coast 
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 See Coatsworth., John H. 1976. Anotaciones sobre la producción de alimentos durante el porfiriato. Historia 

Mexicana, 26: 167-87. 
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 The Q’eqchi’ which some of them lived in Guatemala, Belice, México. See: UNICEF & FUNPROEIB Andes. 

2009. Atlas Sociolingüístico de Pueblos de América Latina. Cochabamba, Bolivia. 510 p. 
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to improve networks which facilitated the emerging coffee and sugar cane haciendas. Most of 

them were owned by English and German owners, supported by the Costa Rican government, 

hoping that this would promote international trade. In almost a 100% of foreign trade was 

based in coffee until 1900 (Halls, 1976). Also in Costa Rica, Edelman (1992) argues that at 

the same time the demand of livestock products rose as a consequence of the coffee export 

economy. In the same way, Nicaraguan government authorized the privatization of 

community lands and legislation against idle lands. These laws were similar to the already 

implemented reforms in Guatemala and El Salvador to create a more extensive land and labor 

markets that could serve as a base for coffee export economy (Edelman, 1992). 

Even though the leaders of the independence struggle in 1810 tried to eliminate the  

haciendas, no important modifications in the agrarian structure were reached. The newly 

governing classes tried to attract Europeans to colonize the extensive northern region of the 

Mexico, threatened by US expansionism, but as a result of the political instability that 

predominated up to the late 1860s large number of colonizers did not arrive (Assies, 2008). 

Nonetheless, and with the upcoming years, United State economic and strategic interests in 

Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean since the late nineteenth century resulted in new 

international  migration patterns (Hamilton & Stoltz Chinchilla, 1991). Also the migration 

patterns within the independent states appeared, because the rural masses started to migrate to 

cities, which were totally unprepared to receive them (Burns, 1980). At the same time, with 

decreasing access to land and as a consequence of export-oriented agriculture, the rural 

population suffered from declining real wages and standards of nutrition (Burns, 1980). 

“The emerging capitalism changed the agrarian class structures and their dynamics: the 

division of labor, significant changes in the world markets, intesified exploitation by landed 

property (including taxation) and the impact of devastating famines on entire regional 

peasantries when the mechanisms of colonial and quasi-colonial imperialism combined with 

moments of extreme climatic conditions; all this increased Latin America´s haciendas in later 

nineteenth century” (Bernstein, 2002, 436). As a result, in Mexico for example, under liberal 

laws, the agro-export oriented economy increased and the distribution of land became 

substantially part of a privileged private ownership  (Assies, 2008).  

The inefficience of the latifundistas to use the land confirmed that land misuse contributed to 

the underdevelopment of the economically disadvantaged groups. Data ratificates that in 
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several cases, the utilization of land in small rural plots produced more per unit of input and 

equally provided more employment, than the typical large estate did  (Burns, 1980). By 1906, 

in Panama, less than one percent of national lands were cultivated, but one-third of the 

cultivated land properties belonged to the United Fruit Company, which produced crops for 

export (Burns, 1980). The basis of the dynamics of capitalism/imperialism and its inequality 

in its different manifestations gave a boost to the current period of “globalization” (Bernstein, 

2002). 

The infrastructure that foreign companies brought as part of the “modernization” of the Latin 

American countries was attractive. However, at what cost? The large concessions of lands 

from the governments reinforced the unevenness of land distribution. The problematic basis 

of the hacienda and the search for wealth of the rich landowners plus the increasingly stronger 

land concentration made the indigenous landless. The capitalists systems of monoculture 

made haciendas stronger. Obviously, there were many interests on land that made the unfair 

redistribution of land and imposed inefficient latifundios and vast extension of lands favoring 

the powerful latifundistas. 
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3. Land tenure during the twentieth century: land reforms and its 

relation with land expropriation 

After the Second World War, Latin American governments carried out national economic 

strategies based on an intense and interventionist state: the “import-substitution 

industrialization” (ISI) policies. These policies, based on the work of Raul Prebisch, head of 

the United Nations' Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 

established that underdeveloped countries must move from primary commodities exports to 

manufactures via an interventionist policy of industrial growth through state-led model of 

development (Dore & Weeks, 1996). The same authors explain: “import-substitution, is in 

consequence an ideological expression that serves well the neoliberal amendment of Latin 

American economic history by interpreting it as a period of "inward-looking" development”. 

By 1930, the Great Depression in the United States and Europe affected Latin America as 

well. The crisis exposed the restrictions of the economic model of trade developed since the 

independence, the agro-export model, which was based on the production and exports of raw 

materials (Gascón, 2009). Moreover, during 1929-1940, many countries went through a 

period of dictatorial governments, from populist state-led governments to authoritarian 

military repression. For this governments, the implementation of land reforms was a way of 

securing their political authority (Dorner, 1992). Thus, land reforms done by authoritarian 

regimes, were a response to political insecurity formed by the contemporary elites (De Janvry 

& Sadoulet, 2011). In the other hand, very interesting findings are noticeable by Albertus' 

(2010) research in which he explains with land reform data from 1951-1990 in Latin America 

how the autocratic governments tended to implement a more extensive land distribution than a 

democratic regime. If the privileged social strata relies in the the democratization to keep its 

power, then these processes are less likely to promote equality in society and consequently, 

elites could use their power to win favorable policies under democracy. The regimes that 

engaged in more redistribution early in their tenures remained longer in power. This is the 

case for Peru, Mexico, Cuba, Bolivia and Nicaragua and to a lesser degree to Ecuador, El 

Salvador, the Dominican Republic and Panama.  Montgomery (1984), affirms that sometimes 
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foreign companies and authoritarian regimes are linked to large escale expropriative land 

reforms and this pattern has been identified in many parts of the world. 

Protectionist laws applied in different countries pretended to reduce the dependence on the 

commodities market and to develop the internal markets (Gascón, 2009), plus an inward-

looking economic policies were carried out by a strong, interventionist state (Dore & Weeks, 

1996). The depression and its consequences became evident when the prices dropped and 

unemployment rose rapidly in the export sectors of Latin American economy, creating a new 

political phase in the civilization's political evolution (Adas, 1992). During the period of the 

1930s and 1940s, there was certain autonomy from external control and pressures by foreign 

capital and national governing classes. The social mobilization were essential to create a 

programme of autonomous, state directed industrialization founded on the establishment 

and/or development of a national market (Hamilton, 1981). The different society strata 

supported these strategies, in accordance to restrain United State economic and political 

influence (Dore & Weeks, 1996). Even if economic accomplishments were in general 

acceptable, some nations stagnated or declined in profitable activities. Some of the problems 

went beyond the control of the authorities. As an example, in Honduras, banana exports 

collapsed after 1931 when spread of a disease affected banana crops (Bethell, 1998). With the 

decreasing exports, the best alternative for improving laid in the ISI, but the small size of the 

market complicated to compensate the decline in the export sector. The ISI model pushed the 

industrial sector and the internal demand was not determined mainly by the export sector in 

Brazil, Chile and Mexico, which had joined Argentina by the end of the 1930s (Bethell, 

1998). The inward-looking development was still unclear, the export sector was still dominant 

and its supporters still politically powerful (Bethell, 1998). In Central America, where foreign 

capital was firmly established, it was left behind when the ISI programs began to been 

performed in other Latin American countries. The reason was that it stayed locked into a 

mono-export economy that would reduce the opportunity of modernization or improvement 

(Klar, 2008). Additionally, South America, no attention was given to the agricultural sector 

apart from its cheap surplus labor for the new factories (Klar, 2008). However, in the other 

hand, the ISI produced some positive results, as the regional economy enlarged from 1950 to 

1980: the gross domestic product (GDP) increased at an annual average rate of 5.3 per cent 

(Bethell, 1998). 
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According to Alviar-García (2008), due to economic development, land reform became a 

fundamental part of ISI, for at least two reasons: firstly, by the redistribution of land and 

diminishing poverty, which promoted the foundation of a domestic market for the local 

industrial sector that was being protected; secondly, it reinforced the central national state, 

essential topic for protectionist policies. The social function of land can give the state the right 

to expropriate and is one of the blocks of state involvement in the economy. Consequently, 

the landowners should guarantee that their use of property provides a social function and if 

not, the state can expropriate the land not fulfilling this condition (Alviar García, 2008). The 

majority of agrarian reforms in Latin America happened after industrialization was solid 

established and were an alternative to revitalize the deteriorating industrialization process 

caused by what has been termed the 'exhaustion of the easy phase of ISI' (Kay, 2001). In his 

essay, Kay (2001) argues that the decisive choice of going through an agrarian reform for 

Taiwan and South Korea before industrialization was a comparative advantage to explain 

their superior economic performance. In different circumstances, the recipients received bad 

quality and marginal lands that had been de-capitalized in the process of expropriation. The 

beneficiaries were later forgotten by the governments, who were more worried about the 

commercial agricultural sector and urban ISI (De Janvry, Sadoulet, & Wolford, 1998). The 

lack of access to credit, technical assistance, modern inputs, or education that were necessary 

to enable them to sustain along with the private sector (De Janvry, Sadoulet, & Wolford, 

1998). Land reform would enable small peasants to increase their production and diminish 

poverty as well as to contribute to national economic development by increasing productivity. 

Land reform was a particularly important part of the Alliance for Progress
44

 agenda. However, 

in most countries, apart from Cuba and Nicaragua where there was a revolutionary change, 

agararian reform was rather limited. A “new” land was given to farmers, rather than land that 

had been expropriated from large landholders (Willis, 2011). The core industrialized countries 

whose economic development was growing through exploitation of the non-industrialized 

countries have said that underdevelopment in Latin America was due to the existence of the 

capitalist system (Willis, 2011). Guner Frank (1967) explains that capitalist development 

Latin America througout the global system of dependence, formed by relationships of 
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 “Alliance for Progress: Fearful of the spread of revolution to other countries in the region and the spectre of 

socialism, the United States Government launched the Alliance for Progress initiative, which encouraged 

governments throughout the region to implement agrarian reform programmes by providing economic aid” (Kay, 

1998, 11). 
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exploitation from the global scale to the inter-personal. Consequently, small farmers  were 

exploited by local land-owners who did not pay them the full price of the commodities they 

produced. These landholders later sold the commodities to merchants in the cities at a higher 

price than that paid to the farmers, generating profit. This cycle of exchange and exploitation 

continued until the surplus generated through these exchanges was taken out of the country to 

the core (Frank, 1967). Additionally to falling terms of trade, the export of land-intensive 

primary products exacerbates inequalities in those countries with unequal land distributions. 

According to Griffin (1989), in countries where land ownership is concentrated and the 

exports are land-or natural resource-intensive, an exported-oriented strategy of development 

will raise land rents and increase inequality in the distribution of income (Griffin, 1989, 74).  

Governments threatened to expropriate the lands that were not used to promote productivity 

and modernization (De Janvry & Sadoulet, 1989). Land reform was meant to increase 

agricultural production, consequently easing inflationary and balance of payments pressures. 

Revenues would be distributed more equally, consequently increasing the domestic market for 

ISI enterprises, enabling to bring underused capacity into its broadest operation (Ward, 1997). 

Basically, the new type of farms pretended to substitute the “latifundios” into small owned 

plots of land (Alviar García, 2008). Later, revolution pressure came to different Latin 

American countries, but still owners were allowed to keep a land reserve up to a maximum 

legal size. The best lands and the safest access to water were concentrated in this farm sector 

(De Janvry, Sadoulet & Wolford, 1998). During the land reforms, across all Latin America 

(particularly in Chile and El Salvador), the biggest benefactors were resident workers of the 

traditional estate who opposed to incorporate landless workers mainly because they wanted to 

guarantee access to land for their own descendants (De Janvry, Sadoulet & Wolford, 1998). 

The expropriated lands, originally large and centralized estates, went from underused or over-

sized estates to be assigned to the former workers of estates (Thiesenhusen, 1995). This type 

of ownership allowed the governments to delay the investments in infrastructure that would 

support small farmers and made possible to focus on training for former estate workers who 

had hands-on farming experience, but did not have administrative skills (Sadoulet, 1992).  

For over eighty years, almost all Latin American governments have altered access to land. 

Wide land reforms were part of the outcome of revolutions in Mexico (1917), Bolivia (1952), 

and Nicaragua (1979). Dictatorial governments imposed land reforms in Peru (1969-75) and 
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Ecuador (1964). Democratically elected governments also pursued land reforms in Chile 

(1964-73), Colombia (1961- ), Guatemala (1952-54), Honduras (1973- ), El Salvador (1980- ) 

and the Dominican Republic (1961-). Also in Brazil, where occupation of frontier lands was 

substituted for real land reforms until 1985, new proposals have been taken to support 

redistribution (De Janvry, Sadoulet, & Wolford, 1998). In some countries, such as Colombia, 

seizure of land properties was exceptionally modest: since 1961 and for 25 years of land 

reform just four per cent of the target population were given access to land. By 1952, in 

Guatemala, the land was distributed in individual tenures, although the reform was reversed 

by 1954 (De Janvry, Sadoulet, & Wolford, 1998). In the Dominican Republic, lands in large 

rice landholdings were centralized irrigation infrastructure were transformed in cooperatives, 

while other landholdings were distributed to small farmers (Meyer, 1989). In Honduras, two 

thirds of the land recipients were outside the cooperative sector, although, just nine percent of 

the rural households benefited (De Janvry, Sadoulet, & Wolford, 1998).  

In some cases, the landed elites were pushed off the land, as it happened in Bolivia during the 

1952 revolution or under the Peruvian military repression beginning in 1968. In some cases, 

landed elites were against the policy change. For instance, in Argentina became a destructive 

cycle of policies, which at the beginning favoured domestic, industrial producers but ended 

favoring commodity exports (Kingstone, 2011). The volatility of economic policy in 

Argentina is at least in part to blame for the country's impressive decline from being one of 

the wealthiest nations in the world in the 1920s. Finally in some countries, mainly in Central 

America (but also Bolivia and Paraguay), ISI either didn't was succesful and much more 

difficult with the already settled landed-elite power (Kingstone, 2011). At the end, for the 

small farmers working the land little changed in most of the region. Rural poverty continued, 

plus the ISI-oriented, nationalist governments required to organize the rural working class and 

make better their conditions, particularly through land reforms (Kingstone, 2011). The 

technological modernization of agriculture which was intended to eliminate the hacienda 

system, but in fact, this system was consolidated through the agrarian reforms and it 

transformed it into capitalist farms (Kay, 1998). Consequently this reaffirms the statement 

that the reforms accelerated the development of the agrarian capitalism and not the small 

farms (De Janvry, 1981; Kay, 1988). However,  the subsequent puzzled agrarian reforms 

opened up the opportunity of a peasant path to agrarian capitalism, though one dependent on 

agro-industrial capital (Kay, 1998). By 1969 Agrarian Reform Law came into effect, Peru’s 
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land tenure was based on the latifundio-minifundio pattern for centuries. Held as private 

property by landed gentry, absent property owners, or even companies, the latifundios, or 

haciendas (usually large landholdings of 500 hectares or more), were worked by an 

indentured
45

 labor force formed of indigenous small farmers (Savoy, 2011).  

If there is the accepted idea that the dynamic of industrial growth originates from the process 

of import substitution, it is necessary to delimit the exhaustion of this process in a specific 

period, which varies according the country (Collier, 1979). By exhaution the author means 

that the ISI was not the principal stimulus for industrial growth, at least until the expansion of 

the internal market and changes in the balance of payments. The author Lewis (1977, 22) 

explains that “by the end of the 1960s. the early starters were already reaching the limits of 

import substitution and industrialization began to slow down…if 70 per cent of the labor force 

consists of low productivity food farmers, with only a tiny surplus, the market for domestic 

manufacturers is strictly limited. As the limits are approached the pace of industrialization can 

be maintained only by exporting manufactures, and this is what happened”.  

In brief, the land reforms, according to Thiesenhusen (1989), should be analysed in its social, 

economic, environmental and political outcomes. These reforms, split the general land 

ownership of elites and freed a significant proportion of opressed indigenous groups in 

Mexico, Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, Peru and Nicaragua. Also it provided temporal employment 

to landless peasants in Panama, Honduras, Dominican Republic, Venezuela and El Salvador. 

Economic results of land reforms are more complex to identify, but it is clear that more 

efficient programs in support services, land tenure and management systems were necessary. 

Additionally, the reform beneficiares of marginal land or land at the agrarian frontier, have 

caused severe environmental problems and deforestation. Finally, the political focus has 

spread out to include market reforms for better effectiveness in the neoclassical sense, and 

therefore highlight the land tenure issues for small farmers (Thiesenhusen, 1989). If 

governments do not have an adequate process of land expropriation, redistribution or 

ownership, then they should consider to provide more opportunities to rural poor farmers with 

an approach on a progressive agriculture (Dorner & Saliba, 1981). 
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 Indentured: a contract by which a person agreed to work for a set period for a colonial landowner in exchange 

for passage to the colonialism (Wordreference.com, 2011). 
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The failed land reforms, the biggest deception for the governments and for the alleged 

beneficiaries. It seems like a dream that is far of becoming true. The apparent cycle of 

exploitation, redistribution, expropriation and uneven tenure is still prevailing until our days. 

The governments have to work effective and intensively in order to stop the power of elites 

that is taking roots and not developing societies. If this situation does not change in a positive 

and constructive way, it will underdevelop societies and not the other way around. 
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4. Neoliberalist influence on land 

According to Herrera, Riddell & Toselli (1997) the neoliberal policies through the region 

during the decade of the 90s seemed to bring to its end the agrarian reforms. The influence of 

the neoliberal economic policies has given an impulse to capitalist farming while by 

marginalizing small farming systems (Kay, 1998). “These policies moved from expropriation 

on the way to privatization, land registry, titling and land tax issues” (Kay, 1998, 10). The 

most important example of the neoliberal spread in Latin America has been the change of the 

Article 27 of Mexico's Constitution of 1917, which led to the first agrarian reform and 

promoted the moto “land and liberty”. The influence of globalization and neoliberalism 

pushed the Mexican government to permit the sale of land of the reform sector and the 

establishment of agreements with  private investors, many of them foreign companies, a proof 

of the compromise for the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) (See De Walt, 

Rees, & Murphy, 1994; De Janvry, Gordillo, & Sadoulet, 1997). 

Why there is a general objection to neoliberalism? Since Latin America declared 

independence, the United States made several attempts to impose its power over it. As the 

President James Monroe wrote to the European powers on 2 December 1823: “We should 

consider any attempt on their part to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as 

dangerous to our peace and safety.” This statement did not have any other intention than 

enable American companies to transfer its wealth to the United States without ruling them 

directly (Barahona, 2006). Governments allowed the companies to commercialization of 

commodites and control the local infrastructure (Barahona, 2006). The USA arose in 1945 as 

the main point for commerce with Central and South America (Barton, 1997). Economic and 

military support to help US businesses in the region became very noticeable in the US fruit 

companies in Central America (Barton, 1997).  

As mentioned before, the land reform in Guatemala was reversed in 1954, the reason? As a 

demand from the United Fruit Company “The CIA-backed coup in Guatemala in 1954 was an 

act in support of the United Fruit Company, which had been subject to land reform policies. 

The US-backed administration that followed the coup terminated the land reform measures” 

(Barton, 1997, 89; See also Barahona, 2006). “The history of United State´s support for 
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rightist forces and dictatorships in Latin America is long. The Alfredo Stroessner served as 

dictator of Paraguay from 1954 to 1989 with the blessing of the U.S. Washington backed 

coups in the Dominican Republic in 1962, Brazil and Bolivia in 1964, and Argentina in 1966”  

(Barahona, 2006). By 1916, in Dominican Republic, several attempts to land reform resulted 

in the land being cultivated as large, collectively managed holdings called “terrenos 

comuneros” (common lands). Expropriation of land from small landowners created sporadic 

conflicts between pesantry and large sugar companies. The US military occupation and its 

1920 Land Registration Act was one such iteration. The Act challenged customary land rights 

using titles to surveyed private properties. Local proprietors took the initiative in first 

establishing use-rights as a discrete form of individual property and then selling those rights 

to foreign and Dominican entrepreneurs (Legrand, 1995). This expropriation of small-scale 

landholdings created bitter and intermittent conflicts between farmers and large sugar 

companies. The end of the Frst World War saw almost all Dominican commerce tied to North 

America. The Customs Tariff Act of 1919 favored the exclusive entrance of American 

manufactured goods; along with high post-war sugar prices, this had a striking effect on the 

Dominican economy  (Singh, 1999). 

Further than for economic reasons, land reform also represents the resistance of indigenous 

people to give their ancestral territories and the respect for their rights. The most 

respresentative land reforms in Latin America (Mexico, Bolivia, Peru, Guatemala 1952-54) 

symbolize these efforts. Others, like Nicaragua, occurred in revolutionary contexts where 

political rights were a dominant issue (De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2002). By the 1940s, in 

Mexico, the policy emphasized on the role of providing cheap food for an increasingly 

urbanizing and industrializing country. Simultaneously, policies tended to benefit the 

development of high value export goods, among other things through the creation of 

infrastructure (irrigation). Therefore, the differences intensified, between the “north” and the 

impoverished “south” (where also most of Mexico's indigenous peoples can be found) 

(Assies, 2008, 58-59). Violence often takes part of redistribution of property and sometimes 

hardly considers economic policy options. Today few programs involve authoritarian land 

redistribution and in some cases land is being bought from large landowners at what is 

thought to be the market price. It is then sold to landless peasants or smallholders with some 

kind of subsidized credit scheme (Bourguignon, 2004). But as we will see in the development 
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of this work it is still a problem in some parts of the world, where the law is still on the side of 

the oligarchies and land is not fairly distributed. 

As a final point, the neoliberal perception on land reform supports the principle of the 

ineffective use of land in big estates and labor in small farms.  However, the problem should 

be solved not only by giving land in general, but to improve the knowledge of farmers in 

financial  issues, plus available credit, mutual aid from land owners and the proof that small 

peasants are able to develop project int their properties (Alviar García, 2008). If there are 

extractive institutions which power is in the hands of a small elite and create a high risk of 

expropriation for the majority of the population, are likely to discourage investment and 

economic development (Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2002). 

The social function of land which the proper and traditional definition of expropriation of land 

requires does not match with the way in which land reforms were done by the governments. 

Again, if the land from large estates will be distributed in order that the small farmers will get 

an adequeate piece of land and improve their livelihoods, with reiteration we should confirm 

that the adequate policies, accompanied with real productive rural programs will made land 

reform succesful. As long as this condition is not fulfilled, no adequate land tenure will ever 

become true. 
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5. Dictatorships and oligarchs: their role in land expropriation in Latin 

America 

After the Great Depression, many countries went through a period of autocratic governments. 

They were either populist state-led regimes or authoritarian military dictatorships. It is during 

this period that many governments initiated extensive land reforms to expropriate the landed 

elites and to secure their political power (Dorner, 1992). Certainly, these reforms were not 

done for the poor, but as a response for the political insecurity, the traditional elites meant to 

these governments (De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2011). The oligarchy is not only rich, but also 

politically influent and well-connected and plays a strategic role in governments. They have 

the power to expropriate the poor majority and to maintain a certain level of property rights 

protection. The oligarchy is not well organized though and they need a coordinator to solve 

the problem, for example, a president or a dictator to provide the desired level of property 

rights enforcement. In words of Albertus (2010, 12) “in particular, landed elites have 

recognized that low institutional constraints and high land pressure under democracy. The 

threat of democracy made them able to form coalitions with the military to overturn these 

regimes and return confiscated property to former owners. The remainder land reforms in 

Latin America were implemented by autocratic regimes”. The interaction between dictators 

and oligarchs are powerful economic factors with a big impact in economies and politics 

(Guriev & Sonin, 2007). Some of the examples in which the influence of the oligarchy and 

their ability to manipulate valuable assets such as land are the following. 

According to the authors Bulmer-Thomas, Coatsworth & Cortés Conde (2006), the agrarian 

reform in Peru under a military government of General Juan Velasco Alvarado in 1971 

executed the expropriation of lands in the inter-Andean valleys, where a combination of 

haciendas and minifundios emerged. Land conflicts were common, especially after 1968, 

when the first agrarian law was approved. The new law determined a maximum of one 

hundred fifty hectares for coastal irrigated properties and fifty to seventy hectares for highland 

estates. Many owners of haciendas were not expropriated and instead they divided their 

properties into smaller units, sold to family members and friends. The military government 

ordered to expropriate holdings than one hundred fifty hectares, especially in properties with 
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absentee ownership. The government intended to decrease the elite power, but instead, 

efficiency and productivity prevailed in the agriculture at that time. It is important to clarify 

that the problem was not the large hacienda prevalence, but the one of minifundistas, which 

owned insufficient land. Until today, the Peruvian reforms did nothing to solve completely the 

problem, indeed was one of the problems in the Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) uprising in 

the 1980s (Bulmer-Thomas, Coatsworth, & Cortés Conde, 2006). The Sendero Luminoso in 

Peru was a resemblance of violence, which during the 1960s aligned hundreds of thousands of 

peasants and rural workers to pressurize the State to expropriate hundreds of thousands of 

hectares. Over 200,000 people have been displaced in consequence of these revolts by the 

1990s (Degregori, 1992). With the time, the Shining Path succeeded in gaining control over 

large areas of rural Peru. According to (Kay, 2000, 15), the main reasons for this were:  

“First, there was the unresolved land issue of peasant communities. Second, the continuing 

discrimination against and poverty of indigenous groups. Third, the social and political 

vacuum arising from the destruction of the oligarchical order and the weakness of social and 

political institutions, in short a weak civil society. Fourth, the large availability of a new type 

of young cadres composed largely of students, many of whom were sons and daughters of 

indigenous peasants, as well as of the more traditional type such as local teachers. Fifth, the 

initial organizational and ideological capacity of Shining Path's leadership. Sixth, the 

inappropriate action taken by the State to combat Shining Path which further aggravated the 

situation”. 

 

In addition, Peru had uneven land tenure and labor systems in a population mainly rural and 

indigenous, controlled by small urban elite that defined the economic, political, and cultural 

life. Ayacucho, where the Shining Path emerged, was one of the poorest and remote 

indigenous parts of Peru. The dispossession of customary landholdings caused a migration 

from the highlands to plantations on the coast, and from rural areas into impoverished urban 

neighborhoods (pueblos jóvenes or new towns) surrounding the capital city of Lima. A 

majority of the population later became part of the process of assimilation the urban traditions 

and the Spanish-speaking dominant culture. The Shining Path caused the disinheritance of the 

urban and rural population (Becker, 2006). The aim of the Shining Path was to remove what 
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they saw as Peru's bourgeois democracy. The rebels' avowed aim was to establish a 

communist government, of Maoist inspiration (BBC News online, 2011). 

In Nicaragua, before 1979, about four percent of the landowners controlled more than half the 

arable land. The Sandinista government started to confiscate Somoza’s family properties, 

which led to the agrarian reform in 1981. For some time, the distribution from large 

landholdings to peasant collectives was efficient and productive. With the support of the 

United States, a guerrilla against the opposition powers arose and stayed in Nicaragua for over 

a decade. With the government of Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, the landlords whom 

Sandinistas had confiscated land, were now returning to reclaim it (Polis Schutz, 1998). 

In El Salvador, the agrarian bourgeoisie created the single most efficient coffee production in 

the world at that time, fully on capitalist basis. The progressive agrarian capitalists that 

supported the bloodiest repression in the region during 1932 supported a repressive military 

dictatorship for almost fifty years. This happened because they needed repression against the 

revolutionaries from below as in Costa Rica (Paige, 1989). The oligarchy of wealthy families 

allied with the military to deny the country´s majority basic freedoms and economic 

opportunity. The highly uneven distribution of land, wealth and power impulse also the 

landless peasants which numbers rose throughout the last century, reaching some 41 percent 

by 1975 (Cottam, 1994). 

In Chile, during the agrarian reform from 1964-1973, half of the country´s agricultural land 

was expropriated from large estates. After the coup that overthrew the President Allende, 

indigenous people, peasant activists, beneficiaries of the agrarian reform were the main 

victims of the repression set by the authoritarian government (Kay, 2000). In addition, torture, 

detention without trial, imprisonment and widespread terror became the ruling norm. The 

main objective was to destroy the peasant movement. All this happened under the direct 

command of President General Pinochet (Kay, 2000). The military government returned over 

a third of the expropriated land to their former owners, less than half was distributed to some 

of the agrarian reform beneficiaries and sold the remainder to capitalists (Jarvis, 1992). 

Even though the labor confederations were very important, the political sector in Honduras, 

has been dominated by caudillos and military governance between 1960-1980 (Krieger, 

2001). The peasant movements were powerful enough even during the 1960s to extract a 
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series o concessions of lands from a unwilling government (Bulmer-Thomas, 1987).The 

executive branch has the command on decision making, but in practice, the military are still 

an important ally (Krieger, 2001). The economic base of the local elite came from cattle and 

commerce, meanwhile, the foreign interests were focused in bananas, mining and bankking. 

The control of the government gave the olgarcy wealth and prestige. The politics in Honduras 

were weak and lacked of the sufficient instruments to achieve independence from fruit 

companies' influence. After 1920, there were recurrent changes in the presidency which 

produced civil wars (Bulmer-Thomas, 1987). 

There are tight connections in Latin America between the state capture
46

 and political elites. 

Corruption, state capture and weak legal systems undermine property and contract rights with 

significant consequences for investment and, eventually, growth (Hellman, Jones, Kaufmann, 

& Schankerman, 2000). The CPRC (2009) confirms that high initial inequality (especially in 

land ownership) delivered a pattern of growth with very few benefits, strengthening a landed 

elite skillful at controlling legislatures, consequently restricting the political and economic 

space of the impoverished rural population. 

Additionally, it is important to mention the permanent influence of the American government. 

Specially during the decade of the 1950s. The US force in 1954, through manipulation of a 

military pupped to oust the reformis democratic government of Guatemala, was considered 

one of the great successes of the administration. During this decade, 13 of 20 Latin American 

states were ruled by dictators. This, with the time seemed a hazard for development and 

originated a series of policies to implement democracy in the region (Tulchin, 1988). 

Governments with strong ties to the oligarchies supported the Alliance publicly, but in secret, 

they ensure the reform would fail to alter the balance of economic and social power (Brands, 

2010). Different governments used Alliance funds to expand commercial agricultyre and light 

industry, a strategy that promised string macroeconomic growth and benefited U.S. investors. 

The increasing mechanization that came along with commercial agricultyre depressed 

employment opportunities for agrarian workers. Because of the unbalanced land reform, the 

concentration of holdings worsened the situation of the poor (Brands, 2010). 
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 State capture is defined byHellman, Jones, Kaufmann & Schankerman (2000) as “the efforts of firms to shape 

and influence the underlying rules of the game (i.e. legislation, laws, rules, and decrees) through private 

payments to public officials”. The elite can also commit state capture. 
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Oligarchic power produce an imperfect rule of law through the structural support it provides 

to clientelistic politics. The pervasive presence of clientelism, in turn has tow major political 

effects (Smith, 2009). 

The dictatorship-oligarchy complex is a curse for the development of societies. The elites 

control governments and use them as a tool for supremacy of the material wealth. If an 

expropriation of large haciendas will happen, then the privileged groups have the power to 

stop the process. Every single policy or strategy that will not benefit them will be then 

managed according to their control, and it seems as if even in democratic countries this is still 

prevalent. 
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6. Analysis of the causes and consequences of the expropriation of lands 

in rural and urban areas Latin America 

Migration: Hispanic immigrants went to North America seeking an escape from a feudalism 

rejected in policy but continuing in practice (Padilla, 1994). High rural-urban migration 

combined with the inability of industry to absorb new entrants has resulted in exceptionally 

high urban under and unemployment , an explosion of crime and a deterioration in the quality 

of urban life (Chronic Poverty Research Centre, 2005). Every year thousands of rural families 

migrate because there are few opportunities to earn a living. They go to cities or to the jungle 

or to the mountainous territories. If they do not find employment in industry, then they 

continue to live in poverty as urban job opportunites increase at a very slow pace 

(Barraclough & Domike, 1966). One of the causes of migration is significantly the problems 

faced by the landless and small producers in the agricultural sector. Rural land reform, if 

implemented in an efficient way can therefore reduce migratory pressures on urban areas 

(FAO, 1999). 

Lack of government´s support: In Mexico, the constitution of 1917 aimed to redistribute 

land as grants called ejidos to communities. The intentions were good, but it seems that there 

was not enough land to give to all the landless laborers. More than a quarter of the national 

land (more than 55 million hectares) was expropriated and redistributed between 1924 and 

1970. Although, there was not support for the ejidos in matters of technical assistance, 

marketing advantages, transportation, water resources and credits. Therefore, the ejidos could 

not compete with the private farms (Andelson & Dawsey, 1992). 

Poverty: With world food supplies increasingly in shortage and compromising food security, 

the first Millenium Development Goal on poverty, is highly dependent on the performance of 

agriculture. The rising environmental costs associated with agriculture, the issue of access to 

land and property rights over land to guarantee its optimum use, has become a top issue of 

policy debate. In this sense, properly distributed access to land with complete property rights 

is widely recognized to be an important condition for efficient and fair use. Among 

beneficiaries of redistributive land reforms, very few complete titles have been given, with 
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land mainly held in usufruct and as a common property resource (CPR) (De Janvry & 

Sadoulet, 2011).  

Economic growth: As is the case of many indigenous people which were either left behind or 

incorporated into exploitative and disadvantageous agricultural export economies. 

Expropriation causes economic loss, social and  psychological disruption for the affected 

persons and their families. As expected, the greater  the number of  people involved, the 

greater the disruption and loss. A government is responsible for the affected ones and it 

should ensure that their standard of living is  restored  to the level enjoyed before the 

beginning of the road project. The affected ones are often  resettled, because they lossed 

houses or businesses. Neighborhoods can be disrupted or broken up completely by large 

construction projects. In addition, business people may find  loose their customers (Hoban & 

Tsunokawa, 1997). 

Modernization: The redistributive policies did not have enough productivity was the 

differential rates of technology adoption between the large estates and the small farms. Most 

of the Green Tevolution technology such as seeds and fertilzers were adopted more rapidly by 

larger farmers because this had easier access to credit and therefore made the necessary 

investment. Many had also an informational advantage and greater capacity to invest in 

human capital. The threat of expropriation under the land reforms made the land values 

increase and provoked the purchase of machines. This complemented the fact that Latin 

American land reforms did not lead to a redistribution of a substantial amounts of land to the 

poor (FAO, 1993). The use of machines caused also unemployment of the rural farmers 

Services: Large landowners move to urban areas and often agriculture is a secondary interest 

for them. They live in the cities because they have better access to educational, medical and 

cultural facilities. Consequently they do not feel the need to duplicate them in rural 

communities (Barraclough & Domike, 1966). 

The role of government: The governments can have indirect roles in the creation and support 

of segmented markets, but they can influence directly by expropriating land for social justice. 

But they also need to provide the capital subsidies for the survival of the production activities 

and businesses at the beginning of the reform or when necessary (Muñoz, 2001). Even if 

expropriation is feasible, the state profers to negotiate a settlement rather than to use 
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expropriation in order to reduce the delays and costs related with expropriation. But 

expropriations then are needed if the negotiations fail to secure a reasonably price for the land 

acquisition. In Mexico, the ejido was strongly supported on the beginning by investment some 

irrigation infrastructure, special credit access and technical support. But with the time, this 

support fell behind the private sector, rising poverty in the ejido sector. Therefore, by 1992 

constitutional reforms permitted the privatization of land in individual plots. Also in Chile, the 

agrarian debts of the beneficiaries made them sell their lands to entrepreneurs who could cope 

better in the fruits and vegetables activities. From 1951-1990, about 140 million hectares of 

land were expropriated and redistributed (Albertus, 2010). Complementarily, there are some 

factors relevant for the intrinsic association of land and individuals. The urbanization and the 

pressure of high population which causes the loss of valuable land is changing the general 

panorama of landscape (Gar-On Yeh & Lis, 1999). If governments will carry out these 

processes, they should be done in a transparent way. Additionally, property rights should be 

respected against random expropriation, meaning that these processes can be done if 

necessary, but respecting the integrity of the people involved (OECD, 2011). A fair 

expropriation is considered as a prerequisite for economic development. 

Violence and conflict: Latin America's rural violence is largely rooted in its unequal and 

exclusionary agrarian system. Thus tackling the structural aspect of rural violence involves 

radically transforming the agrarian system so as to achieve greater equity and democratic 

participation. Conflicts that might emerge between the parties should be address and indeed, 

programs to resettle groups of beneficiaries need to include mechanisms to ensure smooth 

integration of the settlers with the adjacent community (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & 

Van den Brink, 2009). Throughout the region, an historic urban bias continues to direct to the 

abandonment of rural areas and its people.Today, “the number of rural poor is rising as they 

are joined by those displaced as the result of the privatization of common property, the 

expansion of commercial agriculture and the eruption of ethnic and other conflicts over land. 

Where there is conflict over land, there cannot be sustainable agriculture and rural 

development” (FAO, n.d., 3). 

Infrastructure and chaotic urbanism: When countries obtain land via expropriation, the 

government should distribute the land, build adequate roads and settlement patterns, plus 

infrastructure, housing and services supply (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den 
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Brink, 2009). If the settlement patterns are not planned according to the newcomer's 

necessities, then a chaotic urbanism emerges. Another consequence of expropriation is to 

undersell lands in the informal market, which contributes to further expansion of unplanned 

and informal settlements. This increases the cost of providing infraestructure and services 

(World Bank , 2002). The infrastructure construction requires often requires the acquisition of 

privately owned land. This land should be obtained by the  government from its current 

proprietors. Sometimes is possible to negotiate a price for voluntary sale of a property, 

governments often have to expropriate the properties for public projects. The political and 

economic consequences of land expropriation across the region are broadly the same: 

enforced high population density, land degradation and a lack of resources to invest in 

adequate land management. A result of this are themassive urban slums (barrios marginales 

or favelas) under intense population pressure. 

Granting land tenure to individuals is very efficient for urban development. Identity with a 

parcel or any piece of land must be recognized in every society. Land ownership in urban 

areas the poor are very likely to be housed in rental units rather than given the opportunity to 

someday be given acccess to a site on which to build. Rental tenure arrangements are 

frequently complex in low-income areas in developing countries. As cities become more 

dense, such arrangements will surely multiply  (Doebele, 1987). 

Additionally, the rights of the rural populations and in the surroundings of the emerging urban 

areas, were not respected. This is a contrast with the modern conception of expropriation of 

lands, in which the land was not used with a social function.  

Environment: Additionally, environmental issues rise from the inadequate and the disordered 

settlements plus the population pressure, because of the intensive use of the natural resources 

and the massive emergence of residues. Expropriation and exploitation are a result of the 

capitalism. The families which settle in frontier forested areas without any kind of control, 

causes deforestation and the destruction of valuable soil (Barraclough & Domike, 1966).  

Social movements: The social movements, are part of the resistance against the process of 

exclusion, the proletarianization and against capitalism and unfair expropriation. The peasant 

rebellion constituted the major social and political force in rural society. On the same path, the 

indigenous movements represented a threat to transnational companies, because they obstruct 
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access to land and natural resources under indigenous protection. The indigenous concept of 

the mother earth as something which can not be sold or privatized (Robinson, 2008). 

Indigenous groups are also displaced of their lands for the building of roads and the use of 

other assets as mines or tropical forests for conservation of these ecosystems. 

Indigenous territorial rights were largely mistreated in the modalities of agrarian reform, 

which emerged later as a result of shifting patters regarding forests and international demands 

by indigenous people related to their ancestral rights and territorial use of such resources. 

Land represents for societies the core of productive and political activities as well as a special 

cultural and emotional importance for communities and nations. Its effective management can 

bring environmental and economic stability, but in the other hand its abuse can cause different 

conflicts, from inheritance disputes to war (FAO, 2002). If the property rights are not well 

defined, invasion of land can lead to expropriation, which may transform in a violent process. 

The governments can use compulsory acquisition procedures, but they should give also 

adequate compensations and be a transparent process to increase efficiency and equity.  

“Exiled in their own land, condemned to an eternal exodus, Latin America’s native peoples 

were pushed into the poorest areas— arid mountains, the middleof deserts— as the dominant 

civilization extended its frontiers. The Indian shave suffered, and continue to suffer, the curse 

of their own wealth, that is thedrama of all Latin America. When gold was discovered in 

Nicaragua’s Rio Bluefields, the Carca Indians were quickly expelled far from their riparian 

lands” (Galeano, 1973, 47, 48). 

Property rights: All societies should provide a secure basis for citizen rights, including 

protection from opportunism and expropriation. Credible commitments are necessary to 

provide asset owners a secure environment within which to invest, which is essential for 

economic growth. If institutions that protect groups from aggression and expropriation are 

constituted, the nations very likely will promote material progress. The polical stability is 

important to avoid domestic expropriation of property, because national disturbs may 

undermine the economy by control of forced loans from merchants which may lead to State 

indebtedness and foreign debt obligations (North, Summerhill & Weingast, 1999). If 

individuals have access to private properties, it enables the owner to follow personal goals 

which will lead to long term benefits. In the case of land tenure and the property rights over it 

the landlord will have the opportunity to share these benefits with others in the society. To 
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conclude this part of the study, the International Property Rights affirms that “land rights 

provide empowerment through ownership, allowing citizens to make a profit from their 

investment. Economic growth occurs when property is protected and respected in all forms” 

(Jackson & De Soto, 2011). In societies it is important the fair distribution of property rights 

because these can adversely affect both inequality and growth.  Overall the property rights of 

land should be done equally across social groups and geographic locations in both rural and 

urban areas (De Ferranti, Perry, & Ferreira, 2003). The model of agricultural development 

executed since the 1960s has strengthened the concentration of land ownership, entailing the 

expropriation and the expulsion of millions of families (Moyo & Yeros, 2005, 319). 

Evolution of latifundio into hacienda: Even the modest land reforms in Latin America, 

however, helped to destroy parts of the system of labour control that kept the rural poor in 

their place. In addition, as an unintentional consequence, land reform, helped to transform 

many latifundia into capitalist, commercial farms (De Janvry, 1981; De Janvry, 1981). The 

reason for this is that priority for land expropriation in Latin America often focused on large 

farms owned by absent landowners, where cultivation was thought to be inefficient and where 

much of the land was in natural pasture or was left uncultivated. Large landowners 

consequently had an incentive to sell some of their land (usually the less fertile and marginal 

parts) or to subdivide the rest among members of their family in order to avoid forced 

redistribution (Griffin, Khan & Ickowitz, 2002). The land reform and the efficient control 

over productive resources, specifically land, is essential to overcome poverty, considering that 

in many developing countries the main way of sustanance is still agriculture. Without land 

there is no wealth, and therefore, nor food neither access to services, education or property. 

Effective control over productive resources, especially land, by the rural poor is crucial to 

their capacity to build a rural livelihood. International organizations, such as the World Bank 

are emphasizing on the importance of land access. Policies of the Millenium Development 

Goals are yet to include the issues of wealth and power redistribution in the rural areas, 

through land reforms (CPRC, 2005). 

The land reforms have not been accompanied by institutional reforms to secure the 

competitiveness of the beneficiaries. The land reform through expropriation and distribution, 

the classical approach of land reform in Latin America is not the easiest one to follow, and 

still there is a range of instruments to be used according to the political feasibility and 
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budgetary capacity (De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2002). Morover, the redistributive reforms in 

Mexico, Bolivia and Chile focused on the transformation of haciendas into capitalist estates. 

By the end of the period of agrarian reforms, labour laws were introduced and this caused the 

evicting of tenants and dismissing labour. To many scholars, these reforms simply served to 

modernise labour contracts instead of redistributing land. Although, in Chile, during 1965-

1970, land reform settlements formed from expropriated land showed considerable increases 

in output per hectare (Adams, 1995). Land reform helped to transform latifundia into 

commercial farms, because land expropriation in Latin America was focused on large farms 

where cultivation was inefficient. Large landowners consequently had an incentive to sell 

some of their land (usually the less fertile, marginal bits). They also had a motivation to use 

their land more intensively by reducing the amount of idle lands, bringing uncultivated areas 

under the plough and transforming natural pastures into managed grazimg land. Since large 

landowners kept their capital equipment and most of their farm buildings after selling parts of 

their property, the capital–labour and capital–land ratios on the remaining properties tended to 

rise. Consequently, in a relatively short space of time, large landowners transformed 

themselves into ‘progressive farmers’ and the latifundia became modern ‘capitalist farms’. In 

this way, land reform in Latin America altered the agrarian organization, not by raising the 

economic conditions of the rural poor, but by putting the fear of expropriation into the minds 

of the rural rich (Griffin, Khan & Ickowitz, 2002). 

Employment: The land tenure structure changed with the implementation of agrarian 

reforms. In order to avoid land expropriation, landlords reduced the size of their properties by 

dividing them among their family members and also reduced their number of tenants. Instead, 

seasonal wage labourers were hired. Additionally, mechanization allowed the landlords to 

restructure their labour force and reduce it dramatically. Farm efficiency was often judged by 

the presence of machinery and the use of wage labour rather than tenant labour, which 

allowed the large estates to evade expropriation and therfore distribution of their lands (Kay, 

1998). In Peru, by 1968, large-scale expropriation of large companies and farms took place. 

Large commercial enterprises were turned into workers' self-managed cooperatives. But only 

those who were already permanent employees could benefit. The position of seasonal laborers 

worsened and they had to work longer hours for significantly lower salaries (Christodoulou, 

1990). If rural tenants do not have land on their own, then they should work on someone 

else´s land in order to earn their livelihood (Kuhnen & Muller, 1982).  
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Gender equality: The women also face a hig risk of land loss or expropriation especially in 

societies with weak legislation on lands. Women are in high risk, because usually the 

expropriation of land is a high-cost process in which the persons involved invest a great part 

of their time. Many women are single mothers and they live on a subsistence basis which 

barely allows them to earn money for their families. They cannot allow themselves to go to 

manifestations or to the competent authorities or institutions. Besides, they have to look after 

their children and is in charge of the housework, are self-employed or the 

women combine their jobs with family life and there are even cases where the only person in 

the home that works is the woman. The unfavorable consequences of land expropriation for 

women’s independence and citizenship are complex because most villages also treated the 

monetary compensation to which individual members were entitled as the patrimony of 

household heads. Consequently, fewer women than men personally received compensation 

when  the land was expropriated, and many compensated women received less than men. 

Simultaneously, however, gender disparities in the distributive impacts of expropriation 

motivated women to demand more inclusive, comprehensive restitution. When community 

rules stipulating gender as a condition of citizenship and governments’ predatory land-taking 

oppose national laws supporting gender equality and state obligation to promote rural 

development, women simultaneously face substantial obstacles to acting locally  as  citizens. 

Furthermore, as land expropriation in the urban frontier often involves a transformation in the 

property institutions and public goods of communities, it also provides opportunities for 

women denied compensation to confront state authorities and national law against village 

organizations and rules. The extent to which the citizenship privileges of expropriated people 

expanded depended, partly, on the resulting interactions among the authorities, village 

decision-makers and women denied compensation”  (Sargeson & Song, 2010). The good land 

governance supports women's land rights. Perhaps, if the land reform transforms into a 

strategy for promoting land expropriation for economic development, women's land rights are 

threatened because they do not have resources to participate in such complicated programs 

that are both highly political and heavy financially demanding (Kairaba & Simons, 2010). 

Economy: There is a correlation between diminished levels of long-term investment and the 

absence of clear property rights (Galiani & Schargrodsky, 2010). Unclear property rights and 

the threat of expropriation causes the discouragement of land rental transactions. In addition 

to this, in terms of environment, the unclear property rights are a key of deforestation in Latin 
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America, because of the tenure problems in agricultural lands. The insecurity of property 

rights prevents farmers from increasing their land use intensity. Therefor, investment and 

employment are lower than with full property rights. The risk of expropriation because of land 

reform makes labor hiring and tenancy contracts risky. These factors decrease the 

employment rates and causes migration into urban and frontier areas (Heath & Binswanger, 

1996). 
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7. Brazil and land expropriation: an unsolved dilemma 

The redistribution through expropriation is a very sensitive political issue. When land is 

redistributed via expropriation, the law often defines the attributes of the properties to be 

expropriated. As important it is who will get the land is also important the lands targeted for 

redistribution. When land is expropriated, governments have to monitor every existing 

property and establish a list of properties potentially subject to expropriation. More often, 

beneficiaries invade land that they perceive to be eligible for redistribution, or establish on its 

boundaries (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009). When landowners 

are reluctant to concede their property, they use the judicial system to delay the expropriation 

process, if not to escape it altogether. Nonetheless, it was almost 30 years before Brazil 

acquired the political will to implement land reform at scale and before it finished 

restructuring the expropriation process. Several other countries have attempted to use land 

expropriation at scale for the purpose of land redistribution, but they have done so with less 

success than Brazil (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009). 

After the adoption of the 1988 constitution, when strong political pressures and a growing 

social demand developed the government wanted to ease access to land for the rural poor and 

the promotion of land redistribution (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 

2009). As a result, by the mid-1990s (and for four successive mandates) a dynamic process of 

land expropriation was in progress. As the article 176 specified, that any land expropriation 

eventually signed by the government should pay a compensation (which reflect the fair 

market price) to the former landowner in cash before any eviction
47

 (Binswanger-Mkhize, 

Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009).  

In Brazil, under the expropriation program, land is acquired by and belongs to the government 

agency in charge of the land reform (Instituto Nacional de Colonização e Reforma Agrária -

INCRA). The INCRA provides  beneficiaries with user rights, or direitos de posse, until they 

have paid back all the costs of expropriation. In reality, titles have scarcely been given, 

meaning that most families settled under the expropriation program have so far acquired only 
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 Eviction: To recover (property, for example) by a superior claim or legal process (The American Heritage 

Dictionary of the English Language, 2003). 
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user rights. Brazil’s market-assisted program allows the beneficiaries to form an association 

and right away get a “joint-property title” that gives private ownership in the name of the 

association. When they have paid back the loans, beneficiaries are free to keep the land as it is 

or subdivide it among the association’s members. The size of the properties are imposed by 

law (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009). 

According to Baranyi, Deere & Morales (2004), wherever capitalist land expropriation has 

occurred, some form of violence has emerged as a method to ensure the modification of the 

resource. Consequently, the landless movement Movimiento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem 

Terra (MST), was officially established in 1984. In contrast to other Latin American 

countries, the agrarian reform has a strong support in urban areas and among the middle class. 

Given the fact that much of Brazil’s land is infertile, agrarian reform has the potential to 

create more direct and indirect rural jobs at lower cost than comparable investments in 

industry. Thus, an agarian reform of sufficient extent and depth, by raising rural incomes and 

reviving rural municipalities, is expected to reduce rural-urban migration and contribute to a 

more balanced and equitable growth. The main opposition to the agrarian reform came from 

the landlords. However, because of the social movements and the rural violence, during the 

government of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1995-2002) the pace of land expropriation and 

organization of agrarian reform settlements increased substantially. From the lands 

expropriated, many families benefited. Cardoso wanted to create viable family farmers and 

each beneficiary family received a financing package that included a settlement grand and 

three credit lines under the Programa de Crédito Especial para la Reforma Agraria 

(PROCERA) (the Agrarian Reform Credit Program) for working capital investments in social 

and productive infraestrutcture. Luis Inacio da Silva continued to implement the agrarian 

reform. By mid-2003, initiatives were announced to increase food production for the internal 

market, expand rural employment and income and end hunger (Baranyi, Deere & Morales, 

2004).  

As the example of Brazil illustrates, a key precondition for land reform to be feasible and 

effective in improving beneficiaries' livelihoods is that such programs fit into a broader policy 

aimed at reducing poverty and establishing a favorable environment for the development of 

productive smallholder agriculture. If these are in place, several instruments are likely to 

complement each other, for instance, expropriation with compensation, negotiated land 
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reform, devolution of government land, and regular land sales as well as rental markets, with 

different modalities being suitable for different target groups (De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2002). 

The Brazilian Land Law of 1964 put a low prices on rental rates and crop shares, and ordered  

permanent rights to tenants after a few years of tenancy by protecting them from 

dispossession. Complementarily, it executed a new land tax on underused lands. Some of 

these lands were subject to land reform through expropriation. However, the next two decades 

of military rule, limited  many development programs. The most successful large land reform 

was in 1998, when as a consequence of powerful peasant movements.  At the same time, 

many of the privileges of the large estate farmes were eliminated, which made landownership 

less desirable as an inflation barrier (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 

2009). 

Between 1996 and 2007, Brazil transferred farms to between 700,000 and 800,000 families. 

The transfers of land occurred through the government’s expropriation program, a 

demonstration that large-scale expropriation can be done without disrupting the agricultural 

and overall economies of a country. The Credito Fundiario program and its precursors 

transferred land to about 90,000 farms under the directly negotiated land reform, in which 

land is purchased and developed by beneficiary communities through a combination of loans 

and grants. The high compensation paid to the landowners by the government of Brazil may 

explain the peaceful outcome of the program (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den 

Brink, 2009).  

Leite, Heredia, Medeiros, Palmeira & Cinarão (2004) found that 90 percent of the 

expropriations were initiated by local landless households, and they use the acquired land 

intensively and derive more than 70 percent of their income from it. Similar positive findings 

come from beneficiaries of the directly negotiated model. Beneficiaries’ leadership and 

involvement combined with state support clearly have been positive factors (Akram-Lodhi, 

Borras, Kay & McKinley 2007). 

Even if the small farmers can do well even with insufficient support, the technology and their 

competitiveness in the markets is critical for land reform to increase effectiveness and to 

transform small farmers into rural entrepreneurs. Also, appropriate institutional arrangements 

are needed to ensure access to credit and markets. Such institutions are especially important 



 

60 

 

where land reform involves resettling beneficiaries. To earn the efficiency gains of family 

farming under those conditions seems to require increasing the density of family labor, and 

that may require resettling landless workers from outside. Land expropriation had to be legal, 

hence a legal framework was set up to boost further alienation
48

 and to protect what the state 

already had acquired (Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009). 

Expropriation should be a credible commitment that can be used in a timely manner as a last 

resort. The overall land reform policy objective should be to have a ready set of 

complementary land acquisition methods that have been tested and are operational 

(Binswanger-Mkhize, Bourguignon & Van den Brink, 2009).  

The majority of Latin American countries have adopted agrarian reform programmes to 

restore the high concentration of land and the duality of latifundio–minifundio land tenure 

formation. While in some cases reform programs have redistributed extensive land areas (e.g. 

in Cuba), in nearly all cases lack of political efficiency has limited the success of the agrarian 

reform (Lorenzo & Camilla, 2006). By 2007, Brazil´s land reform programme has settled 

nearly one million families on small farms. The credit available, technical education and 

assistance to small farmers were part of the policies implemented. In this country where 3.5 

percent of the landowners hold 56 percent of the arable land and the poorest 40 percent owns 

barely one percent, the Landless Workers Movement (MST) calls for accelerating the land 

reforms. Nevertheless, conflicts over land remain a problem in Brazil. Still many families 

occupy properties that are seen as unproductive and subject to agrarian reform and violent 

clases periodically occur against landowners and their priivate militias. The MST complains 

that families who have been living in the movement´s camps for years, waiting to be assigned 

land of their own, have not been given priority treatment, and that the rural productivity index 

has not been updated. The index is one of the tools used by the government to decide when 

land has been left idle and unproductive, and thus qualifies under Brazilian law for 

expropriation and redistribution within the framework of the agrarian reform process (Osava, 

2007). 
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 Alienation: the transfer of the ownership of property rights (Wordreference.com, 2011). 
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In spite of the results until now, the Brazilian government has still much to do. They have to 

find out a way to redistribute the lands and decrease this asset in hands of few in order to 

develop and improve the farmers livelihoods. 
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8. The case of Bajo Aguán Valley in Honduras and the failure of land 

reform: the implication of land expropriation 

Honduras land reform is just another example of the implication of land reforms through 

expropriation in Latin America. The land reform was neither peaceful nor succesful. Once 

more, the expropriation of lands is the last resource proposed recently to end the conflict on 

the Bajo Aguán Valley in Honduras.  

In spite to be a country rich in natural resources, Honduras has extremely high levels of 

poverty, especially among the rural population. Part of these poverty concerns are connected 

to unequal distribution of land, where large estates (national and international) own more than 

half of the cultivated lands. Many peasant families live with little or no land to provide 

livelihood. In the area of Bajo Aguán, Trujillo, conflicts over land are very intense. The Bajo 

Aguán Valley is located 600 km northeast of Tegucigalpa, the capital city. Miguel Facussé is 

one of the most politically influential businessmen in Honduras and is one of the main 

growers of African palms (growed with the intention of been used for biofuels). Miguel 

Facussé is against the sale of his lands for rellocating the small farmers and complementarily, 

he has brought militia to protect his lands (Jarnum, 2011). The lands in this sector of Trujillo 

belong to the Peasant Movement of Aguán (MUCA), since the state through the National 

Agrarian Institute (INA) paid Temistocles Ramírez
49

 for them, nevertheless Mr. Miguel 

Facussé took them over without any legal support (FIAN & Cervantes, 2010). The violent 

campesino land struggle against one of the country’s largest private landowners has turned 

into a mini-civil war (Lydersen, 2011).  

Poor farmers were initially granted collective land rights by the Agrarian Reform Law, passed 

in 1962. But since that time, both Honduran and transnational companies have illegally re-

purchased the valuable farms resulting in the farmers once again becoming powerless, low-

wage serfs. In response, the palm workers (the oil extracted is part of different cooking 

products worldwide) have peacefully but “permanently” occupied several plantations in the 
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 In 1977, Temístocles Ramírez, a United States citizen of Puerto Rican origin, purchased 5,700 hectares along 

the coast, paying 165 thousand Lempiras in a flagrant violation of the Constitution which prohibits foreigners 

from owning land on coastlines and borders (FIAN & Cervantes, 2010). 
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district. According to the Committee of Popular Organizations of Aguán (COPA), these 

pacifist actions have resulted in the death of many farmers so far, as private security forces 

have repeatedly attacked on the campesinos, in attempts to force them out from their land. 

These workers just receive a salary equivalent to 5USD a day, and they have occupied the 

plantations because of lack of drinking water and food (Kryt, 2011). 

Honduras is predominantly agricultural and is dependent on subsistence farming. Many 

families have no access to land and thousands more own less than three hectares, whereas 

large concentrations of land are in the hands of a few private owners (International Fact 

Finding Mission Report Honduras, 2011). In accordance to the property rights and its relation 

to food securiy it is relevant to say that 76 percent of the rural population lived in households 

that are not able to provide the adequate nutritional requirements. In order to produce food, 

the peasants need land (Sánchez, 2007). During the 1980s and 1990s, the legislation 

authorized a legislation in which private lands that were not fulfilling their social function, 

could be expropriated and redistributed to peasants for cultivation (Nelson, 2003).  However, 

“Honduras is once again experiencing a distorted land distribution pattern: in only three years 

over 15,000 hectares of fertile land on the Atlantic Coast has been bought again by both the 

banana plantation producers, Standard Fruit Company (Dole) and Tela Railroad Company 

(Chiquita), which at the turn of the last century had acquired thousands of hectares of land” 

(FIAN & La Vía Campesina, n.d., 2). The so-called “banana republic”  was long controlled by 

U.S. interests. By 1917, United Fruit Company (today Chiquita) owned extensive lands in the 

Honduran countryside. The commercial agriculture, especially cattle and cotton have led to 

waves of peasant expropriation from their lands (Kerssen, 2011). 

The controversy is around the use of arable land for fuels, as opposed to food production, has 

which has caused a the increase of global food prices. In October 2011, the United Nations  

Committee on Food Security issued a report citing biofuel production as one of the leading 

causes of food shortages worldwide. Although, the U.N. is still supporting the two biogas 

plants attached to African palm plantations in the Aguán Valley as part of its controversial 

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) program. CDMs permits to do business in carbon 

credits
50

 between governments and companies from the Western countries (Kryt, 2011).  
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 Carbon credit: Permit that allows an entity to emit a specified amount ofgreenhouse gases. Also 

called emission permit. (businessdictionary.com, 2011) 
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According to the International Statement written on June 7, 2011 by Cesar Ham, the current 

Minister-Director of the INA, stated to the Council of Ministers that the non-implementation 

of a pacific agreement between the parties was due to the lack land legalization. The INA 

described a “lack of political willingness on the part of the landowners, and specifically Mr. 

Miguel Facussé Barjum, who had not accepted the price for land purchase that was 

established by law.” This is why the INA proposed “for the resolution of this problem in Bajo 

Aguán, expropriating these lands for the public domain via a Legislative Decree.” There is 

more to see if the expropriation of the lands for a peaceful resolution will be declared in the 

upcoming days, as the conflict is still unsolved. Additionally to the inefficience of the 

government, there are still different occuring different murders, threatening the lives of the 

farmers and their families. One of the main reason is the corruption, because the lands 

represent wealth for their tenants. As the organization Via Campesina (n.d., 8) states: “It 

cannot be denied that the application of programs of land reform based on expropriation 

and/or maximum limits of land ownership suffers from deep shortcomings, which range from 

the lack of an institutional capacity to slowness and open corruption”. 

The lands for the campesinos of the Bajo Aguán Valley represents its major source of food. 

According to Mr. Omar Palacios B. Advisor of the Minister-Director of the INA (personal 

communication, March 16, 2010), are suffering of hunger. All this conflict is not doing any 

good, than murdering small farmers and reinforcing the power that Mr. Facusse represents. A 

woman affected by this conlfict stated: “we just want to feed our families and not to keep 

fighting”. The Mr. Palacios continues: “The media has not been objective to what they 

communicate to the general public. They are blaming the MUCA movement for starting the 

conflicts. This is an example on how the media, owned by the elites, manipulates the 

information according to their own interests”. 
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Conclusions 

Incomplete land reforms did not benefit those in the lowest strata. With the end of the 

latifundio system, agrarian reforms came as an effort of distributing somehow equally the 

lands within national territories. Along with these reforms came expropriations. The 

expropriation of lands has had a negative repercussion if it did not favor the landless. We can 

even say that expropriations of lands were often inflicting underdevelopment. If the 

expropriation of lands will be implemented in a certain country, it should be done in a 

transparent way, with equal opportunities for the persons involved, so called a win-win 

strategy (where both the governments and peasantry benefit) and it should overall show 

positive results of an effective procedure to overcome poverty and exclusion.  

Expropriation and all its strategies are just partially guilty for the underdevelopment. Other 

factors of government policies such as corruption or clientelism should be taken in the 

account, which would ease the fair and stable acquisition of lands for the rural and urban 

populations. As it was demonstrated in the case of Brazil and Honduras, the strategies for land 

reform and expropriation should be effective and not to cause underdevelopment. 

Land policies are of fundamental importance to sustainable growth, good governance, and the 

well-being of and the economic opportunities open to rural and urban dwellers-particularly 

poor people. 
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