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Globalization and the commons of rural communities: a case from Chile1 

1. Introduction 

How communities relying on common held resources respond to, or are affected by, the 

process of globalization is one of the questions raised by the 10th Biennial Conference of the 

International Association for the Study of Common Property (IASCP).2  

Although globalization is not “one thing, and the multiple processes that we recognize 

as globalization are not unified or univocal” (Hardt and Negri, 2001), globalization discourse 

is apparently organizing and regulating all spheres. Financing institutions and academia are 

not an exception, imposing also the criteria for what is in vogue and the frames within which 

we should be doing science (gender, sustainable development, globalization, etc). It seems 

that unless we do not use the globalization concept we lend no authority or dignity to the 

phenomena we study. To what extent is not subsuming broad series of local phenomena 

under the same globalization umbrella part of western universalism? 

Applying the concept of globalization, as an undifferentiated concept, to approach rural 

communities, implies two problems. The first one is that we make invisible the economic 

agents behind the major processes, namely, the economic ones, principally in the hands of the 

big international corporations and financing organisations. Who can we hold responsible for 

concrete actions around the world just talking about globalization? The second problem with 

subsuming diverse kind of social relationships under one and the same globalization etiquette 

is that we furthermore, uniform and depersonalise the social subjects underlying the analysis, 

in this case, the rural communities organised under the institution of the commons. How 

globalization affects rural communities will depend on what kind of communities we are 

talking about. These not only in terms of what kind of commons they manage (i.e., fisheries, 

common land, common pastures), but also in terms of geographical location. Regarding the 

latter, and as Wiggins and Proctor (2001:19 (4):427) say “There are differences, however, 

between ‘peri-urban’, ‘middle countryside’ and ‘remote’ areas”. Obviously, the chances for 

remote areas to be part of the globalization process are poorer in comparison with the other 

two rural areas. Location matters. 

Even when we might deal with more specific aspects of globalization, like economic 

globalization, its application to concrete cases, like for example the commons of this study, is 
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not given. How do we know that diverse types of phenomena affecting diverse types of 

commons are part of the globalization process? How do we establish what phenomena are 

expression of globalization or the result of previous processes? And if some phenomena are 

part of the process of globalization, how significant are they in terms of changing 

fundamental aspects in the rural communities, such as, production systems and the culture 

and values attached to them? How do we draw the time line marking what social phenomena 

are in, out or, for that matter, beyond globalization? A major problem, nonetheless, with this 

subsuming analytical approach is that it determines a priori that what is happening in the rural 

areas is necessarily an effect of the globalization process, leading us away from identifying 

more rigorously the singularity and depth of phenomena. Trying to see the signs of 

globalization everywhere, we might sacrifice the particular and misunderstand the real 

existing communities and their richness and peculiarities, peculiarities that not always are 

possible to subsume under general western categories. We miss as well all those phenomena 

that do not lend themselves to be examined under globalization. What do we win 

conceptually when we call globalization the dispossession of the means of production from 

the peasantry to capitalist agriculture, for example? If the concept of globalization is not 

going to remain superficial, in order to fulfil its heuristic function, it should be broken down 

into more specific aspects so they can be applied to identifiable realms. I suggest that it might 

be more fruitful to start with the social units of analysis chosen to be studied, trying to 

understand and interpret them as much as possible in their own terms and conditions, instead 

of labelling them a priori as expressions of globalization.  

The purpose of this study is to explore the difficulties that the globalization concept 

might present when applied to particular cases like to two examples of the institution of the 

commons through a commune of Chile’s semi-arid Norte Chico. Taking as a starting point 

some of the issues formulated by the Biennial, I have chosen as an empirical case the Canela 

commune, where the institution of the commons predominates, side by side with private large 

landed states. From this commune I analyse three regional processes to illustrate some of the 

difficulties that can appear when applying the concept of globalization: (1) the legal 

recognition of the agricultural communities and (2) the conversion of former latifundia land 

into a sort of common property. Can we consider the recognition, and later on, the expansion 

of the institution of the commons in the middle of the expansion of market economy in the 

rural areas, as expressions of the process of globalization, or are they the result of internal 

political processes perhaps resulting of the understanding of the importance of the 

geographical environment upon the development of the communal form in the region? (3) 
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Migration within the communities — at what point in time does emigration becomes an 

expression of globalization? 

2. Globalization 

To approach the questions regarding how communities relying on common held resources 

respond to, or are affected by, the process of globalization, we should first discuss what is 

globalization. This is not a simple task as there are many perspectives and definitions of 

globalization, as there are defenders and detractors. Whether globalization is something 

qualitatively new or not is a contested issue, but nobody seems to question that globalization 

is a fact, and apparently, for many, an inevitable and irreversible process. We cannot simply 

escape from it, or can we? Again, the answer will depend on what we mean by globalization 

as it involves many diverse processes. However, we cannot forget that globalization is in 

itself a historical phenomenon.  

For Castells, globalization or more properly, the global economy is “an economy whose 

core components have the institutional, organizational and technological capacity to work as 

a unit in real time, or in chosen time, on a planetary scale” (2000 (I):102). For Giddens 

(2002) “the driving force of the new globalization is the communication revolution, and 

beyond its effects in the individual, this revolution is fundamentally altering the way public 

institutions interact”. In both Giddens’ and Castells’ perception of globalization the driving 

force of the process is communication based in the technological transformations; the 

marriage between communication and computation. The operation of today’s economy at a 

planetary scale is achievable due to the new infrastructure based on information technology. 

Although Castells sees capitalism restructuring since the 1980s, and the rise of 

informationalism as distinct processes, the former is the motor behind the latter and therefore, 

he calls the new techno-economic system as informational capitalism (Castells, 2000 (I):18; 

emphasis original). For him, globalization is about a qualitatively new phase of capitalism 

(Castells, 2000 (I):160). Nonetheless, the global economy is, as he recognizes it, not a 

planetary economy. Its structure concern segments of economic sectors, countries and regions 

according to the role that every social formation has in the international division of labour. 

We are in other words, dealing with a highly excluding process and a highly uneven 

development. We are dealing with a new spatial division of the world where we find the First 

World in the Third and the Third in the First, with new and complex regimes of 

differentiation, homogenization, de-territorialization and re-territorialization, as Hard and 

Negri express it. Within one and the same country different forms of production mix and 
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coexist (2001:xiii, 288).3 For Naomi Klein (2001:82) the common thread of globalization is 

“the privatization of every aspect of life, and the transformations of every activity and value 

into a commodity.” Jameson holds a similar view. He proposes the concept multinational 

capitalism to denote the expansion of the system through new technology and of qualitatively 

new forms of media manipulation into new formerly uncommodified social arenas (Dickens 

and Fontana, 1994:5). According to Jameson (1984:78): 

This purer capitalism of our own time … eliminates the enclaves of precapitalist organization it had 

hitherto tolerated and exploited in a tributary way. One is tempted to speak … of a new and historically 

original penetration and colonization of Nature an the Unconscious: that is the destruction of precapitalist 

third world agriculture by the Green Revolution. 

Klein’s and Jameson’s, but also Castells’ and Hard and Negri’s conception about 

globalization are those I share because they conceive globalization primarily as a renewed 

expansion of capitalism. Consequently, all the other important aspects are part of that 

principal economic process (the last might not be Castells’ position).  

Nonetheless, as Khan (2003) states, since globalization is a complex and multifaceted 

phenomenon, we can analytically describe it as a three-dimensional concept (three P:s): as a 

phenomenon, a philosophy and a process. As a phenomenon, globalization reflects the 

interconnectedness of human life across the planet. A pivotal example of that 

interconnectedness is the environment that we all share. If one of Beck’s un-calculable mega-

risks materializes in one point of the planet, it would have consequences at that moment not 

only for human kind, nature and the other species, but also for the future of all of them. In 

other words, human created phenomena as radio-active hazards, bacteriological threats, gene-

manipulation, water, air and food-contamination, can give short or long lasting effects on 

nature, animals and humans. The new risks and hazards have, according to Beck, blown up 

class structure and national borders (Lidskog et al, 1997113); mega-risks are thus of global 

character and affect us all independently of social position, turning against its own creators if 

they materialize.  

Also responsibility is becoming more and more elusive, which does not mean that 

concrete actions are not driven by concrete social agents. The corporations’ responsibility has 

                                                 
3. In this respect Hard and Negri’s conception about capitalism is similar to the one postulated by Fröbel et. al. 
(1981:15), according to which capital organises the world production according to its needs introducing "in 
different regions, different forms of labour for different types of production". Thus, the existence of the "free" 
labour force is not necessary in all the circumstances for the accumulation of capital. Elaborating this position, it 
can be argued that the existence of the "free" labour force is contingent to the need of capital, while its 
valorisation and accumulation are necessarily (Fröbel et al., 1981:29).  



 Page 5 

changed in this global era. Polanyi’s ‘huge fictitious bodies’ (read corporations) have since 

long avoided individual responsibility for their action under the myth of “corporate person”. 

These “not only nullifies individual responsibility for harms done to others, but also receives 

protections of individual freedoms in pursuing its non individual interests of maximizing 

money profits” (Rasmussen, 2001:10). The industrial society developed an insurance system 

to handle the negative sides of industrialism. Insurance is built on risk calculation, or what 

Beck calls, an ethic without moral ― the mathematic ethic of our technological time. 

Mathematical considerations dictate the rules: money for damages is the motto. This lifts the 

responsibility from individuals, the consequences of risks being transferred to the system that 

pays in cases of damages. Nonetheless, this is no longer possible with mega-risks. Risk 

society has become insurance less, and paradoxically, protection diminishes as threatens 

increase. In front of a worst imaginable scenario (‘WIA’), nobody can take responsibility. 

The new system is built upon an organised un-responsibility. Economic compensation fails 

due to the global, and often irreparable scale, security concepts disappear as it is not possible 

to decide how to solve aftercare problems, the ground for calculation disappear as normal 

standards cannot be established and measurements cannot take place because the accidents 

are not limited in time and space, nor have they a beginning or end (Lidskog et al, 1997: 115, 

116). The so-called PPP, ‘polluter–pay principle’ falls. As Giddens (2002: 18) suggests, 

today’s nations rather than being threatened by enemies, face risk and dangers, a “shift in 

their very nature”. 

Globalization as a philosophy has become an unavoidable part of governments, local 

politicians and administrative bodies as well of corporations’ discourse, policy strategies and 

development plans, where holding a global vision in politics, economics and the environment 

has become a pre-requisite for policy making in all types of social arenas. “The integration of 

the economies, the standardization of politics through the domination of international norms 

and laws over domestic regulations … is institutionalising the philosophy of globalisation.” 

(Khan, M., 2003). This philosophy gives account just for the interconnectedness of peoples, 

cultures and markets, as well as their apparently unavoidable converging.  

The third dimension of globalization implies that the process is driven by the 

technological revolution and politico-economic liberalization, a process that tends to 

eliminate political and geographical distances between people, facilitating not only the move 

between capital, commodities and the labour force, but also of people in general, ideas, 

literature, music, new medical treatments and scientific advances across national borders, 

several of the latter being positive aspects of economic globalization.  
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Nonetheless, the possibility to escape from the negative aspects of globalization, or the 

possibility to counter pose some of its effects, varies depending on which of the P:s we are 

talking about, to keep to Khan’s three dimensional concept of globalization. As seen our 

chances to escape from mega-risks are scarce, to say the least. It is different with the other 

two dimensions of globalization, as a process, and as a philosophy as each of them can create 

its counter reaction in its meeting with local cultures and values; fundamentalism can be seen 

as an answer to Westernization, or Americanisation of the world; perhaps a reaction against 

“the colonization of Nature and Unconscious” of non western cultures, to use the words of 

the postmodernist Jameson (1984). 

Communication, for example, at the service of globalization, makes at the same time 

resistance active in the middle of the ‘Empire’, opening doors for a likewise globalized 

networks of contesters around the globe. Resistance becomes globalized too and “at the same 

level of totality” (Hardt and Negri, 2001: XV, 21, 25). Resistance is not any longer something 

taking place in the poor countries but in the heart of “the imperial terrain itself” (Ibid). At the 

same time that some of the effects of globalization, like the easy electronic communication, is 

widely used, and welcomed as positive, it makes also possible worldwide connections against 

those aspects of globalization that are considered negative. 

The three dimensions of globalization ― a phenomenon, a philosophy and a process ― 

are in different ways and degrees present in the rural communities,4 including the commons. 

The dimension that is most relevant for my discussion is globalization as a process, i.e., the 

globalization of the economy since it constitutes the material basis on which production and 

reproduction of life conditions take place, being also the most relevant, and also tangible in 

its effects and results. I will thus use this process as the background against which I examine 

some phenomena affecting the commons and their possible relationship with this new 

‘globalized’ economy.  

3. The Chilean empirical examples 

The peculiarity of Region IV is that it concentrates the majority of Chile’s agricultural 

communities, and in that the origin of the form of communal land ownership is to be found in 

the colonial Spanish tradition of common lands and land grants. The population of the 

                                                 
4. Just to take a look at one example of the new globalized communication artefacts in regard to the studied 
Canela commune, both electricity and telephones are quite recent and still covering only part of the commune. 
Nonetheless, it is easy to observe that the expansion of cellular phones has gone so fast that they are making 
redundant the usual telephones before its infrastructure have been established completely in the villages. Only 
2,9% or of the commune’s population had in 1998 usual telephones (INE, 2002), and one can expect that this 
number will not increase considerably due to the new cellular phone network. 



 Page 7 

communities is also therefore mostly composed of mestizo population (Gallardo, G., 2002). 

To differentiate them from the communities with indigenous population5 they are also called 

historical communities in Chile.6  

The agricultural communities of Region IV represent 42.4% of the total of 406 

agricultural communities registered in Chile by the VI Censo Nacional Agropecuario from 

1997 (Cuadro 4, pp. 104-139). Of the so-called historical communities specifically, those of 

Region IV correspond to 82.3% (172) of the total (209), the rest being concentrated in Region 

V and the Metropolitan Region. The 172 agricultural communities of Region IV occupy 

52.6% (or 957 thousand hectares) of the land belonging to all Chilean agricultural 

communities. This number of communities for Region IV differs from other more specialised 

studies about the communities where they have been recorded to 200 only in Region IV, 

some of them still being in the process of indemnification. In 1992, 169 of the 200 

communities had a number of 14,884 registered commoners and a probable population of 

100,000 people (CIPRES 1992: 2, 15-16). The agricultural communities are thus to be found 

in fourteen of the fifteen communes of Region IV, predominantly side by side with the large 

landed estates. Characteristic of the agricultural communities is their poverty, this region 

being one of the poorest in the country.7 

The commons is the predominant land ownership form in the chosen Canela commune, 

the second land tenure form being represented by the private land ownership of the fundos 

(large landed estates): the inheritors of the old latifundia system. However, as a product of 

the structural changes introduced in Chile by Pinochet’s agrarian policy upon the structure 

left by the process of agrarian reform of Frei and Allende, new changes in land tenure 

structure has taken place. Some of the former large landed states have become dry-land 

societies thanks to a decree law passed during Pinochets administration, being presently run 

under a sort of common property, by which, according to my suggestion (Gallardo, G., 2003), 

the formula of the commons of the agricultural communities have been enlarged to embrace 

former latifundia land. As most of Region IV, the Canela commune’ land tenure structure is 

embedded in a geographical configuration consisting of semi-arid and semi-mountainous 
                                                 
5. Somehow simplified, the indigenous Aymara communities are to be found in the Norte Grande (which 
embrace regions I, II and III), and the Mapuche communities in the South. 
6. For further discussion about the usefulness of criteria like ethnicity and concepts like agricultural in regard to 
the communities, as well as about their diverse origins in Chile, see Gallardo, G., 2002, Tables 1.1 and 1.2).  
7. Six communes whose rural population is in the majority composed by commoners were between the 25 
poorest of the country in 1983 (of a total of 238 studied communes). Typically community dominated 
communes like Punitaqui occupied the first place by poverty, Rio Hurtado, the third, and Canela the fourth place 
(CIPRES, 1992). In 1990, in the celebration of the Day of Nourishment, carried out in Canela, FAO declared it 
the Capital of Poverty (Badilla, I., 1990:23). 
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land, this material ground being thus valid for both latifundia and the institution of the 

commons of the agricultural communities. 

The three regional processes to be developed here are: the legal recognition of the 

agricultural communities of Chile’s Norte Chico, a process that started in the 60s and ended 

in the 90s. The second example is the expansion of the institution of the commons through 

the referred especial decree law (2.247) created under Pinochet to be applied to former 

latifundia land (Gallardo, G., 2003). The third is emigration from the agricultural 

communities and its effects upon them. The two units of analysis that I will use to illustrate 

the three regional processes are first the agricultural community Canela Baja (approx. 30.000 

hectares with 668 commoners), representing an example of the commons with ancestry in the 

colonial times, and whose property rights have been recognised. The second one is the 

neighbouring large landed state Puerto Oscuro (approx. 11.000 hectares with ca. 53 

stakeholders) representing an example of a recent variation of the commons organised as 

enterprises, thanks the said decree. Both landed properties are historically linked, among 

others, because the agricultural community Canela Baja and Puerto Oscuro were once part of 

a single large landed state (Gallardo, G., 2002). Puerto Oscuro — a latifundium until its 

expropriation in 1972, and an asentamiento (settlement or peasant cooperative) during 

Allende, is an example of the new enterprises, known as dry-land societies. 

3. 1. Legal recognition of property rights in Indigenous Peoples and Common Resources, 
the first regional process 

The agricultural communities of Chiles Norte Chico belong both to the type of communities 

that have obtained legal recognition of their territorial property rights, and to those cases 

where “indigenous knowledge includes common resource management institutions and 

patterns of natural resource use that have proven sustainable for generations, and merit 

greater scrutiny and respect by researchers and policy-makers”, as the biennial document 

portrays (see Theme 2.1 Indigenous Peoples and Common Resources). 

The agricultural communities of Chile’s Norte Chico represent certainly a variation of 

the institution of the commons belonging definitively to the group that Ostrom (1999) calls 

Self-governing, self-organised and long-enduring Common Pool Resource Institutions. As 

such, they “have proven sustainable for generations”, since around the second part of the 

1700s, or first part of the 1800s. However, the agricultural communities of Chile’s Norte 

Chico do not belong to the group of indigenous communities if by this is meant Indian 

communities. 
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In spite of the stability of the agricultural communities and the fact that their origin can 

be traced as far back as to the second half of the 1700s, they did not have a defined regulation 

for land ownership within the country’s legislation until the second half of the 1900s. Their 

way into legality started only in the 1960s as part of the major process of the agrarian reform8 

in Chile, entering legal recognition first “… through ‘the back door’, and by making use of 

the existence of the legal provisions concerning co-operatives of small-scale producers.” 

(Baraona et al. 1961:130), namely, the peasant-co-operative law (Ley de cooperativas 

campesinas, D.F.L. 326) from 1960 (Rivera, 1988(a):206), passed during Alessandri’s liberal 

government (1958-1964). The lack of legal status of the agricultural communities depended 

basically on that the Chilean legislation did not recognise or look sympathetically on 

collective property (Baraona et al., 1961). The legislator was persistently reluctant to 

recognise these communities for what they historically and traditionally have been. Excepting 

the last law of 1993, passed during Aylwin ― the first elected president after Pinochet ― the 

communities were not acknowledged specifically, under the form of commons either by the 

law or the social sciences in the country. Usually, the emphasis was rather focused in the 

concept of community, or their historical peculiarity (as specified, they are know as historical 

communities by which they are differentiated from the Indian communities, be it from the 

south or north), or also on their poverty derived from the low productivity of the land.9 

However, in spite of the lack of an understanding of the specificity of the communal form it 

was at least a legislative effort to back ultimately them legally. Although their process of 

legal recognition is not uni-lineal, the communities are finally recognised, prevailing their 

own usage and customs transmitted through generations since colonial time.  

                                                 
8. This includes the dictation of the following laws:  

• The (first) Agrarian Reform Law 15.020 from 1962, also passed during Alessandri’s liberal 
government; 

• The (second) Agrarian Reform Law 16.640, authorised by the Christian Democrat Eduardo Frei’s 
government (1964-1970) in 1964, finally passed in July of 1967 (Cortázar and Downey, 1977:688). 

9. The law put more emphasis on their poverty than in the form. So for example the first Agrarian Reform Law 
15.020 from 1962, that would regulate their legal situation, establishes in Article 40 that: 

… the President of the Republic will dictate dispositions that will tend to constitute the property on the 
rural lands owned in common by different landowners, on which the number of commoners is clearly 
greater than the productive capacity of the property, so that the respective family groups can provide for 
their essential subsistence needs. 

As the commoner P. Carvajal has pointed out, the term community is here first applied to the land and not to the 
people, and second, that the emphasis of the definition is not on the communal land ownership but in the poverty 
derived from its low productivity (letter from P. Carvajal to the author, dated Canela, 13 of November 1995, 
Gallardo, G., 2002). The enrolment of the agricultural communities was done “… in the name of particular 
individual owners of the common lands; the property is not registered in the name of a legal institution: the 
community” (Baraona et al., 1961:131). Here we see the lack of understanding for the institutions of the 
commons in itself, the law limiting the registration to the individual owners and not as community. 
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I have suggested elsewhere (Gallardo, G., 2002) that the process of legal recognition of 

the agricultural communities was an unplanned consequence first of the structural process of 

agrarian reform (1962-1973) and then of the “counter-reform” of Pinochet (1973-1981). This 

recognition is remarkable if analysed against the purposes of both processes because it shows 

that it resulted from laws, policies and measures aimed not to involve precisely the 

communities, or their peasant commoners. The distribution of land was aimed at peasants 

without land, mainly the inquilinos (tenant farmers) of the expropriated large landed states. 

The commoners own their community land, being thus proprietors, and not landless, rather 

masterless; important aspect in their identity.  

Peculiar to the legal process is that when it is set in motion, it followed its own way, 

independently and in spite of the different political ideology of the governments in power. 

This is not to say that different governments did not put their own mark in the process, as 

they in fact did10 (for a study about the modification of the different laws and part of their 

articles, see Solis de Ovando, 1989; Gallardo, G., 2002).11 However, the long reluctance to 

understand common property by the different governments shows that the communities’ legal 

recognition and their rights belong to those “typically defined with terms and conditions 

established by and for the dominant culture”, as the Biennial portrays (2.1 Indigenous 

Peoples and Common resources). This is to a great extent the case, both before the 

agricultural communities of Chile Norte Chico were recognized — when the only 

conceivable form of ownership was private property — and during and after their 

recognition, due to the ignorance existing among researchers and policy-makers about the 

communal form, its origin and what it represents. 

                                                 
10. In what is referred to as the modifications of the law introduced by the Pinochet administration, Article 25 is 
particularly important (Ley 18.353, Diario Oficial..., 26 de Octubre de 1984). It allowed the legal inscription of 
the individual land plots, also called goces singulares on the part of the commoners through the Legal Decree 
2.695 of 1979, from which they had previously been expressly excluded. Article 25 stated that once the 
individual land plots had been registered, the property ceased to belong to the community, thus turning the 
commoners into private proprietors of their individual land plots. It is obvious that this new procedure would 
undermine the very foundations of the community. The last modification of 1993 eliminated this article. 
11. In a critical study of this law, Solis de Ovando (1989:22) asks, “Why give the agricultural communities legal 
recognition for reasons different from those which would justify their persistent and prolonged existence?” The 
reason for the common management of the land is not, as the law suggests, the low productivity of the land, but 
the type of agrarian economy which characterises those agricultural communities, i.e. mainly goat rearing, 
which due to the constant need for new pasture, requires vast extensions of land thus avoiding the traditional 
subdivision of the land. According to Solis de Ovando: 

… from this perception of community property comes an attitude opposed to accepting that the laws of 
indemnification are not really "creating" a juridical situation but rather are admitting the existence of 
communities with a long tradition, which the said laws come to grant legal status which legally 
recognises their existence, determines their internal rights, and tutelary them from the State 
administration (Solis de Ovando, 1989:22-23). 
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The process of recognition, lasting thirty-year in total, passed through five governments 

representing different political tendencies. It started under Alessandri’s liberal government 

(1958-1964), and continued forward through Frei's Christian Democrat government (1964-

1970); the coalition government of Unidad Popular, led by the socialist Allende (1970-1973); 

Pinochet’s military dictatorship (1973-1990) and lastly through the first democratic 

government after Pinochet, the coalition government of Concertación Democrática, led by the 

Christian Democrat Aylwin (1990-1994).12  

The time span for the late part of the recognition, and that of Pinochet and Alylwin’s 

governments roughly coincides with the beginning of the globalization process in the world. 

Is then the recognition of property rights of the communities an effect of the globalization 

process? At first sight, there seems to be a relationship between globalization and the process 

of legal recognition of the communities and their commons, especially if seen against 

Pinochet’s political economic sphere, but here lays also the paradox. That what makes in 

appearance this relationship clear in Chile is the introduction of market economy ― the most 

basic and powerful instrument of the process of economic globalization. According to Kay 

(2002, 464-501), Chile was “the first country to have started implementing neo-liberal 

economic and social policies since the mid-1970s in such a consistent manner.” According to 

the same author “The Chilean case can be considered as paradigmatic insofar as it exhibits 

key characteristics of the classical capitalist transformation of agriculture; the emergence of a 

new class of dynamic agricultural entrepreneurs, renewed proletarianization and land 

concentration, and intensification of social differentiation” (Ibid.). Pinochet’s neo-liberal 

agrarian policy drew a process of land re-concentration that eliminated a large part of the 

distributive effects of the agrarian reform. Even though it is difficult to compare the data from 

different sources/years and the way the different social categories are regrouped by different 

                                                 
12. The return to the democratic system in 1990 means also for the agricultural communities the beginning of a 
new phase in their legal recognition, one which can be considered to be more in order than the previous ones. 
Law 19.233 from 1993 modifies the D.F.L. 5, 1968 from the Ministry of Agriculture, which contains the legal 
normative for agricultural communities (published in Diario Oficial /.../, 5 de Agosto de 1993:2). Although the 
majority of the 60 articles, which make up the law for agricultural communities remain unaltered, when 
modified in 1993 the changes introduced are enough to consider it as qualitatively different from the previous 
version. Parting from the same definition of the agricultural communities, there is first of all a substantial 
change surrounding the new law. According to the new text (Article 1): 

… [An] Agricultural Community is the group of proprietors of a common rural land which they inhabit, 
exploit and cultivate and who organise themselves in accordance with this legal text (Ley 19.233, Diario 
Oficial /.../, 5 de Agosto de 1993:2). 

We can observe that this new definition, as opposed to the previous one, does not include the relationship 
between the number of commoners and the productive capacity of the property. The emphasis of the new article 
lies on the group of proprietors who share common land. 
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authors, we can see how uneven land distribution is still in Chile. So for example, in 1965 the 

strata of large landed estates (over 80 BIH),13 represented 2.2% of the owners and controlled 

56% of the land (Rivera, 1988 (a):86). In 1985 — both after the agrarian reform and 

Pinochets ‘counter’ reform — they represented 1.4% of the owners, and had 26% of the land. 

Today, they constitute 3% of the owners (9,399 of a total of 329,705) and posses 30% of the 

land (or over 15 millions hectares of a total of 51 millions ha) (ODEPA, 2000:14). On the 

other hand, in 1965, the small peasantry represented 81% of the total number of owners, but 

owned only 9.7% of the land. At the late 1985s, they represented 77% of the owners and 

owned only 16% of the land (Rivera, 1988(a):87). Today, subsistence peasants and those 

called small enterprises total 85% of the farms (278,840), owning 18% of the land (or over 9 

million hectares) (ODEPA, 2000:14).  

Important to highlight as effects of neo-liberalism upon Chile’s land tenure structure, 

especially within the agro-export sector, are the changes concerning the composition of the 

labour force. Permanent labour has been replaced by temporal labour with the relation 66% to 

33% in the early 1979s, to 60% of seasonal labour within fruit sector at the end of the 1980s. 

Gender composition has also changed and women have been incorporated into the labour 

force within agriculture. Within fruit sector between 50% and 70% of temporary workers are 

women. Likewise, contrary to what has been traditionally an exodus of labour force from 

rural to urban areas, the proportion of wage labour from urban origin has increased with 20% 

to 30%, reaching even 50% in time of harvest (Kay, 2002:481).  

Part of these aspects of economic globalization have also taken place within Region IV, 

involving the labour force of many communities, above all for communities in the area of the 

rapidly increasing fruit production. This is particularly valid for the Limarí province where 

114 (67.4%) of the total of 169 communities of Region IV are concentrated — counting only 

those already indemnified and in process of indemnification year 1992 (CIPRES, 1992:16). 

Limarí province is the only one in Chile that has three reservoirs and an interconnected 

system that assures water supply to the farmers in the area, even during droughts lasting three 

to four years. This system that irrigates 40,000 hectares, has made the permanent cultivation 

of grapes for exportation possible (Sabater, A., 1990). These aspects of globalization are 

perhaps less obvious in the Canela commune that I have studied, having worse quality land 

and lack of permanent irrigation in vast parts of its area.  

                                                 
13. “BIH stands for ‘basic irrigated hectares’. The physical hectares of a farm are transformed into a standard 
basic irrigated hectares to ensure that farm size is measured in units of equivalent land quality” (Kay, 2002:471). 
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Nonetheless, it is within this scenario of expansion of market economy within the 

Chilean agriculture, that the agricultural communities and their commons are recognized, 

diverging from the overall land privatization trend. Would the recognition of the 

communities’ property rights be an effect of the economic globalisation? I suggest that this is 

not the case. It would have been if the communal land had been privatised, but the commons 

got, in fact, legalised. However, that the legislative with this recognition was accepting the 

institution of the commons is not acknowledged explicitly. 

In spite of that recognition, the communities of Chile still lack a theoretical framework 

that explain and help to understand the specificity of their common land. A misunderstanding 

of their commons is something that the agricultural communities experienced not only in 

relation with the state, the judicial apparatus and the neighbouring latifundia, but also with 

the academicians. It seemed to be ignored that these communities are not alone in their 

communal land ownership formula and that the institution of the commons exists in different 

parts of the world like Switzerland, South Africa, Mexico and Japan (Stevenson, 1991; 

Ostrom, 1999; McCay J. B. and Acheson J. M, 1996). These examples belonging to different 

continents reaffirm the generality of the form on a global level. My book (Gallardo, G., 2002) 

was an attempt to explain the communal form of the communities and their origin for the 

Canela commune. More important for the Chilean context is that what is not acknowledged 

either is that communal property represents a management solution to land tenure problems 

in a semi-deserted area, and that as such the formula has avoided the fragmentation of land 

into numerous private family plots (Gallardo, G., 2002). 

The main reason that explains why the property rights14 of the communities are finally 

legalised is because it dealt with recognising de jure a situation de facto, without been for the 

Chilean state apparently other resource than legitimise a self-managing and a self-

reproducing culture and tradition that did not surrender to the ambitions of the latifundia to 

incorporate it under its dominion. Therefore, if the institution of commons has historically 
                                                 
14.   Land ownership in an agricultural community of Region IV from 1993 
Type of exploitation Duration Ownership Denomination 
  Semi-private  

Permanent Land granted by the community Goce singular Agricultural 
exploitation Determined period Land granted by the community ‘lluvia’ 
  Communal  

Temporary Undivided property of all 
communeros 

Common land Pastoral exploitation 

 Undivided property belonging to 
several communities 

Common enclosures 

Source: Gallardo, G., 2002. The table summarises the communities land ownership on the basis of the 
modifications of the law in 1993. 
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developed as a response to the environment, this is something the Chilean society has got 

“into the bargain.” I suggest that the same reason is valid as to why the formula of commons 

is during Pinochet enlarged to embrace former latifundia in the region (Gallardo, G., 2003). 

In other words, in those lands not suitable for agriculture due to the semi-deserted 

environment, the subdivision of land in individual family plots must be avoided and therefore 

property must be kept undivided and held in common as a single property unit. That the 

commons are a socio-economic solution to the ecologic environment was not explicitly stated 

in the law allowing for the recognition of property rights of the agricultural communities. 

This becomes however clearer in the new decree law that permitted the new type of economic 

dry-land societies or enterprises. This is the issue that follows in the next example. As seen, 

the answer to the question whether the legal recognition of the agricultural communities was 

part of the globalization process has already been answered in a negative way, but I will 

return to the argument at the end of the next example as both issues have, in my view, a 

common ground. 

3. 2. The conversion of former private land into commons: second regional process 

The second social process that I want to use in order to illustrate the difficulties that appear 

when we scrutinize national phenomena using the globalization concept is the conversion of 

former private land into a sort of commons (Gallardo, G., 2003). Was the expansion of the 

commons in the middle of the instauration of market economy in the rural areas an 

expression of economic globalization, or a product of an internal political process? 

I should perhaps make clear first how the empirical cases are linked together in 

different ways. As pointed out, the agricultural community Canela Baja and the large landed 

state Puerto Oscuro share a common historical origin in a single estancia, or cattle ranch, 

from the 1700s. They are therefore neighbours, sharing borders, their relationship being not 

free of tensions. Furthermore, the commoners have long considered that part of Puerto 

Oscuro’s land belongs to the neighbouring agricultural community Canela Baja. Presently, 

part of the stakeholders of the new Puerto Oscuro dry-land society are commoners of the 

agricultural community Canela Baja. 

But how is the first process linked with this second one? I suggest that the expansion of 

the commons to former latifiundia land — in spite of the neo-liberal and privatizing capitalist 

framework in the rural areas of Region IV — keeps a near relation with the recognition of 

property rights of the agricultural communities of the same region. This because it emulates 

the historical form developed by the communities as a land management solution, and its 
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legalisation, both conforming precedents for the new application of the formula to other 

landed properties than the historical agricultural communities. That it is the semi-deserted 

environment that underlies the commons as a management solution is, according to my view, 

confirmed by the specification that the 1978 decree law 2.247 puts. In this case, the reason is, 

as already suggested, and as will be shown below, more manifest. The decree law, which is 

passed by Pinochet’s administration (CONAF, 2002-03-18)15, was created in order to 

embrace the management of former latifundia that was left from the agrarian reform. It deals 

with the land that during Pinochet’s restructuring process was either given back to the old 

owners, or assigned to the peasantry of those cooperatives or settlements that under the 

agrarian reform took over the expropriated land from the latifundia; land that the 

beneficiaries exploited until the settlements were dissolved in 1978 by Pinochet’s 

administration. 

Decree Law 2.247 from 1978 considered that the land of these settlements should be 

sold in first instance to the resident beneficiaries (asentados) for the formation of societies, 

“those who will be integrated exclusively by beneficiaries”16. If the beneficiaries were not 

able to acquire the land, it could be auctioned. It is via these auctions of land that in the 

Canela commune former hacienda land will pass to peasant and commoners hands in the 

form of sociedades de secano or dry-land societies. CONAF auctioned Puerto Oscuro in 1979 

and was then bought by seventy-seven commoners from the community Canela Baja and nine 

asentados (Gallardo, G., 2002).17 However, the difference between selling the fundos to 

former beneficiaries, or selling them to other interested social actors, through auctions to 

build shareholder enterprises, does not influence the organisational structure. The central 

point seems to be the question of the indivisibility of the land as a permanent land 

management solution. The Decree Law 2.247 says specifically that CORA18 “still keeps in 

its dominion expropriated lands those who due to its special characteristics and conditions 

requires the dictation of legal norms that allow their transference…”19. The named 

characteristics and conditions refers to three cases: a) dry land, b) land with limitations, and 

c) land that either show the features described in a) or b). Dry land “are those that lack 

irrigation, except that constituted by rain or other occasional sources, in any case insufficient 
                                                 
15. CONAF: Corporación Nacional Forestal 
16. Diario Oficial de la República de Chile, 19 de Junio de 1978, pp. 1; my emphasis. 
17. In 2002 at least 7% of the agricultural community Canela Baja’s commoners were stakeholders of the dry-
land society Puerto Oscuro. In 1979 they were 11.5%. 
18. CORA (Corporación de Reforma Agraria) was from 1962 the organisation in charge of carrying out the 
agrarian reform. CORA dissolved by Pinochet in 1978. 
19. Diario Oficial …1978, pp. 1; my emphasis. 
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for its normal irrigation” (Ibid.). Land with serious limitations “are those considered of 

occasionally cultivation and more adapted to pasture production” (Ibid.). Finally, the third 

land case “are those that constitute one economic unit of exploitation where dry land or land 

with serious limitations predominates. These lands cannot be segregated or divided without 

severely affecting the productivity of the unit” (Ibid.).  

The state creates though a decree law a formula for keeping the semi-arid land 

undivided; a formula that in that aspect mirrors the historical communal land ownership of 

the neighbouring agricultural communities. The new formula will thus support, also for the 

cases of the new landed states, my hypothesis about the importance of the geographical 

environment upon not only the form of communal land ownership that has historically 

developed in Chile’s Region IV (Gallardo, G., 2002), but also upon the non consolidation of 

the minifundium that otherwise would have been the result if the expropriated land was 

“susceptible of constituting agricultural family units”20  

Appling at the end of the 1970s this land management system to the large landed states, 

the state extends the importance of the form. Commonality appears here — the same as it 

once was for the communities — as the best management solution for the resource, i.e., as a 

way of avoiding the semi-mountainous non-irrigated properties falling apart into individual 

small properties that would be unviable to sustain cattle. The commonality, or keeping the 

property as undivided units on a permanent basis reveals, in other words, the material 

conditions on which these rural properties are nestled as the main reason for the commons to 

develop as a management solution. The non-division of these semi-arid properties, being not 

apt for agriculture in individual plots and therefore aimed at livestock and forestation under 

the form of societies is thus a formula considered by the state itself through the specific law 

2.247. If the formula for the former latifundia land is basically not very different to the one 

under which the agricultural communities are run, the origin of it is different. While the 

formula in the case of the agricultural communities is a product of a long historical and 

spontaneous development process where the social agents have during centuries interplayed 

with the natural environment, for the former latifundia land the formula is prescribed by the 

state itself through a law.  

However, both regional processes took place within a context where the aim was to 

allow capitalist relations of production in agriculture to take over as a direct and explicit 

purpose of Pinochet neo-liberal political economy, aimed to counter-pose Allende’s socialist 

                                                 
20. Ibid. 
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ambitions. This socio-political background applies even more for the new organizational 

form under Pinochet, as in his policy individual private property was prioritised. It is 

therefore that both the legal recognition of the agricultural communities  and therefore the 

recognition of the commons as an institution, although not stated that specific way  and the 

extension of the formula to other landed properties than the communities appear, as 

paradoxical. 

To round off I will now try to respond the two questions regarding both regional 

processes. The recognition of the institution of the commons, and later on the expansion of 

the commons to former latifundia land, in the middle of the expansion of market economy in 

the rural areas are not so much expressions of the process of economic globalization. Both 

phenomena are the result of, first of all, political and legislative processes which are first of 

all internal in their character.21 In the communities’ case it is for the legislative about 

accepting de jure what existed since long time ago de facto. In the case of the former 

latifundia land is about applying a formula that has a legal precedent in the law of the 

agricultural communities, but that this time is applied to private land. However, the political 

decisions behind the two regional phenomena are, in my view, themselves based on 

economic considerations that are ultimately grounded in an understanding of the importance 

of the geographical environment upon the development of the communal form in the region. 

If this understanding was somehow tacit in the first law, it is implicit in the second. 

Nonetheless, as I have suggested elsewhere (Gallardo, G., 2003) both regional processes are 

rather the unanticipated results of two bigger national wide political processes: that of the 

agrarian reform and the neo-liberal post agrarian reform. 

Perhaps are both regional cases part of a bigger process, taking place among policy-

makers where deeper environmentalist awareness is growing that acknowledge the effects of 

                                                 
21. This is not to say that there is not a relationship between national and international economy and politics, but 
the expressions that these interdependent phenomena take in different social formations are national and 
regional. An example of this national and international politico-economic interdependency are the coup d´états 
of the militaries in Chile (1973), Uruguay (1973) and Argentina (1976), and the internationalization of financing 
capital as a new pattern of capitalist accumulation, where manu militare, the conditions were prepared for the 
application of structural adjustment programs, led by IMF and WB (Lichtensztejn, S., 1984; Fontanals, J., 1984; 
Gallardo, G., 1986). 
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human action on the bio-physical environment in the long run.22 Whether this growing 

ecological mentality is an effect of globalization or not, is another question.23  

If the recognition of the commons by the Chilean legislation cannot be said to be a 

result of a process of economic globalization, could we as another alternative interpret the 

process of recognition perhaps as a reaction against it? I am afraid that the answer here is 

negative again. Logically, the reaction to an event can hardly precede the development of the 

event itself. Obviously much of the success in the struggle for recognition is due to the active 

organisation of the involved communities and their commoners, but would this struggle for 

recognition — this becoming a collective subject — be the result of a kind of project identity 

related to globalization? For Castells (2004 (II):8-10), a project identity takes place when the 

social actors on the basis of their material culture, build a new identity that redefines their 

position in society. I would respond positively to this question as to whether the struggle for 

recognition is the result of a sort of project identity. Nonetheless, this project identity is not 

related to globalization, but rather related to the influence exercised by the dominion of the 

latifundia system that in the struggle for land with the communities makes the commoners 

adhere to their own communal land ownership form (Gallardo, G., 2002: 304). In their 

historical process from the 1700s forward, the local communities have been strengthening 

their own capacity and local identity, side by side, and many times in the struggle with the 

latifundium. In this respect, this project identity is a ‘pre-modern’ phenomenon (capitalism 

being still in its dawn), whose roots still survive in the making of this ‘new globalized era’. 

3.3. Migration within the communities: the third regional process 

Almost all the effects of emigration described by the Biennial apply extensively to the 

agricultural communities, with the exception of the fourth issue (“Collective work 

arrangements and CPRs may dissolve or be neglected as few able-bodied people are around 

                                                 
22. A relevant example of this preoccupation in Chile is the creation of another formula for the management of 
certain marine resources in order to protect the species. The so-called Management Areas (Areas de Manejo) 
consist of a portion of the sea, given for the exclusive exploitation and control of the artisan fisherman, 
organised as sindicatos (unions). These management areas are just another variation of the institution of the 
commons that are politically created in order to safeguard the ecosystem.  
23. Seeing it against Khan’s (2003) characterization of globalization as a philosophy, the connection seems to be 
clear. According to this author, to hold a global vision among others, regarding the environment have become a 
pre-requisite for policy-making and policy strategies for governments, local politicians and development plans. 
In other words, the philosophy of globalization has become institutionalized. However, if considerations for the 
mediate and immediate environment has become institutionalized it is very much because there has been a 
worldwide reaction against the ecological abuses of economic globalization driven by many ecological non-
governmental organisations and part of the scientific community. Only after, have the preoccupations for the 
environment have become part of the official discourses.  
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to maintain them”).24 And yet, I would say emigration is not the result of globalization either. 

At what point in time does emigration become an expression of economic globalization or of 

previous processes such as for example, resulting from population growth over an amount of 

land that contrary to population, does not increase? Let us shortly discuss emigration as an 

effect of the globalization process and then why it does not apply to the communities in spite 

of showing the same effects upon the commons described by the Biennial. 

“A spectre haunts the world and it is the spectre of migration”, says Hard and Negri 

(2001:213), paraphrasing Marx and Engels. According to Hard and Negri, one of the most 

significant signs of our postmodern time is the enormous population transfers, another 

important consequence of the tendential unification of the world market, that has opened for a 

wider, horizontal paths of labour force migration, different from the vertical path from the 

colonies to the imperia and vice-versa.  

Migrations have always been necessary for production at the same time as capital and 

state power tries to control migrations by all means, without succeeding entirely. However, 

while capital is globalized, moving freely in the electronic circuit of financial networks, 

labour is nation-bounded (Castells, (I), 2000). There is thus nothing like a global labour force. 

It is an empirically wrong and analytically misleading concept, as Castells ((I), 2000:246) 

points out. Mobility is wide and complex. It comprises from human displacements resulting 

from wars and catastrophes — these being therefore not necessarily related to the 

globalization of labour — to the exodus of the undocumented of clandestine migrations, 

political refugees, intellectual labour, in addition to traditional migration of agricultural, 

manufacture and service proletariat. The exodus has many directions, going from rural areas 

to the urban ones, from the urban areas to the metropolis, from the metropolis to other 

countries, from one continent to another, from South to North, from South to South, and 

lately from the urban areas to the country, etc. What more often push mobility are poverty, 

crude exploitation, and repression (Hard and Negri, 2001:213). However, the struggle for 

better conditions of living leads many times to rootlessness and new forms of poverty and 

exploitation. Therefore, rather than being about the globalisation of labour force, mobility is 

                                                 
24. According to Biennial: “Rural-urban and international migration has been a powerful force for change in 
rural areas throughout the world. Local communities are being stripped of young men, young people in general, 
or of whole families as they migrate in search of better economic opportunities. Local institutions most impacted 
by migratory process include common property regimes and common pool resources. Collective work 
arrangements and CPRs may dissolve or be neglected, as few able-bodied people are around to maintain them. 
Conversely, the role of remittance income and of returned migrants themselves, whether occasionally or 
permanently, will also impact CPRs. New cultural influences brought by remittance incomes or the migrants 
themselves can generate new attitudes towards natural resources and CPRs. (Theme 2.10: Demographic Change 
and Commons Management). 
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also very much about the globalising of human misery (Castells (I), 2000:131), the 

urbanization of poverty, and marginalization of labour force rather that its proletarianization. 

For many, migration is forced and hardly liberatory.  

That labour force that has as its arena the global markets is a highly skilled and 

demanded labour, but it represents just a fraction of the world labour force, totalling not more 

than ten million people. The great bulk of immigrants do not belong to that elite category. 

There was estimated that in 1999 legal immigrants workers were between 130-145 millions 

around the world, without considering the unknown number of undocumented immigrants. 

Indeed, these millions are just a fraction of the global work force. In 1993 legal immigrants 

workers were estimated to 80 millions, which corresponded to 1.5% of the total of the labour 

force. As Castells says, the real bulk of the labour force is local, nation-bounded, and highly 

constrained by institutions, culture borders, police and xenophobia. In fact, around 66% of 

the work force is still tied by agricultural employment, usually placed in the same region of 

origin of the labour force (Castells, (I), 2000: 251). 

As a socio-economic phenomenon, emigration has existed in the agricultural 

communities from the end of the nineteenth century. This has taken place preferentially 

toward the nitrate and copper mines-enclaves of Northern Chile, in hands of English, German 

and North-American capital. Emigration in the agricultural community Canela Baja goes, 

among others, traditionally, to the copper mine of Chuquicamata and to the saltpetre mines of 

Maria Elena and Pedro de Valdivia located in Region II of Antofagasta, at a distance of more 

than 1,000 km. from the commune. The emigration of considerable parts of the labour force 

has been important for the communities, as it has been important for the mines. Being the 

studied Canela commune, as many in Region IV, traditionally a migration community, of the 

668 commoners that it is officially composed of, several have emigrated, leaving a lesser 

number still living in the community. According to non-official figures from the 

Conservatory of Real Estate (CBR), absenteeism among the 24 agricultural communities of 

the Canela commune was in 1986 approximately 23%. According to the 2002 census, 24% 

(892) of the total of 3,707 households in the commune was inhabited,25 which also gives an 

idea about the high percentage of emigration. From a demographic point of view, emigration 

provokes in the communities, and the commune in general, a lack of equilibrium in gender 

and ages. It contributes to a vegetative increasing of the population, or even worse, to its 

                                                 
25. www.ine.cl/cd2002/cuadros 10.1. 
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decrease. According to the last census,26 the population had decreased with 7.5% in 

comparison with the last 1992 census, from 10,140 inhabitants to 9, 379 in 2002.  

But what are the causes of emigration in the agricultural communities if not the process 

of economic globalization? In the agricultural communities, a combination of factors has 

resulted in a significant deterioration of the land. These include the simultaneous and 

individualised, exploitation of the land by multiple proprietary and successive generations on 

the common fields, as well as the reiterated exploitation of the individual land plots, in charge 

of the generations that have inherited them. The agricultural communities have historically 

been characterized by the maintenance of property between descendants of the ancient 

landowners. To the above-mentioned factors may be added the extreme subdivision of the 

individual land plots that has led to such an extreme fragmentation of the flat land that have 

become absolute, the plots being unable to assure the economic survival of all the potential 

heirs, adventuring even that of the heir in charge. 

The process of land subdivision of the usually irrigated individual land plots — 

apparently the most visible feature of their socio-economic development — appears to 

maintain a close relationship with the character of subsistence economies of the agricultural 

communities, this being one of the grounds that has caused emigration. Even the legal 

definition of the agricultural communities up to 1993 emphasised this resource shortage (see 

quotation in footnote 9). The same law did not permit any increase in the number of 

commoners in the communities, regulating the transfer of the inheritance to only one heir, 

legalising this way, a practice that through necessity had been exercised for a long time, due 

to the impossibility of subdividing further the individual land plots, and to the progressive 

incapacity of the soils to produce crops to satisfy the basic needs. The predominance of 

subsistence plots27 existing in the communities, added to their intensive exploitation and to 

                                                 
26. Ibid. 
27. I conducted in 1988 an own survey that considered the socio-economic conditions of the commoners of the 
agricultural community Canela Baja. The inquiry comprised a total of 107 questions, and was processed using 
the program SPSS/PC+ of FLACSO-Chile (Latin-American Faculty of Social Sciences, seated in Santiago). The 
sample represented 30% (200 of 668) of the total number of commoners who make up the community. Since the 
community embraces eight different geographic sub-areas, each of them with a varying numbers of commoners, 
in order to ensure a geographically representative coverage, I applied a simple random sample. This was not 
applied to the whole-undifferentiated population but to each of the eight sub-areas, by which each individual in 
every sub-area was equally likely to be sampled (Wonnacott and Wonnacott, 1977:7,143. More about the survey 
in Gallardo, G., 2003/2004; paper in progress. According to my survey, among the 174 valid cases (out of 185) 
dominates the agricultural properties of subsistence since the individual land plots whose area does not 
surpasses one hectare reach 56.9% (99 cases), while only 2.3% or 4 cases has individual land plots bigger that 
10 ha. These 4 cases belong to the village Canela Baja. Of these 2 cases, two correspond to properties bigger 
than 40 ha. 
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that of the hilly rain-fed land plots ("lluvias"), have converted the agricultural communities 

into economies of subsistence.  

The character of a subsistence economy is a consequence of a series of phenomena 

related to the long development process of the agricultural communities, and also to the 

inherent geographical environment compounded predominantly by semi-arid and hilly lands 

with little irrigation. The climatic conditions are furthermore characterised by irregular 

rainfall. The latter is another important ground causing migration. It is worth emphasising 

again that both the geographical environment and the climatic conditions are common for the 

entire zone and thus also for private property. These factors are vitally important in the 

strengthening of the character of the subsistence economy of the agricultural communities. If 

dry land predominates, it depends exclusively on rain for its agricultural utilisation. If rainfall 

is scarce or irregular, the development of any activities will be highly insecure, determining 

the search for local alternative sources of economic sustenance among the commoners, or to 

migration beyond the community as a last economic resort. Under such conditions, the sum 

and combination of the productive factors is negative, or almost insufficient to provide for the 

basic needs of the commoners and their families, conforming thus to their subsistence 

economy.  

Among the various social phenomena emerging as palliative responses to the 

subsistence economy to be emphasised are: the search, on the part of the commoners for 

complementary employment in the same place or nearby, either because the property is 

insufficient, and/or because the climatic conditions are not favourable for agricultural 

activities. Facing frequent ‘bad’ years, the commoner would be obliged to migrate beyond the 

commune, abandoning the property for some years, or leaving it in charge of some relative or 

compadre. The character of subsistence economies, on the part of the agricultural 

communities also materialize in an inability to absorb their economic active labour force, as a 

result of the extreme fragmentation of the individual land plots which does not permit further 

                                                                                                                                                        
Size (in ha) of the hijuela that the interviewed cultivated (re-codified) 

Size (ha) of the hijuela Frequency Valid percentage Accumulated percentage 
0.1-½ 48 27.6 27.6 
>½-1 51 29.3 56.9 
>1-2 37 21.3 78.2 
>2-4 20 11.5 89.7 
>4-10 14 8.0 97.7 
>10-20 1 0.6 98.3 
>20-50 3 1.7 100 
Total 174 100  
Source: Gallardo, G., 2003/2004. 
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subdivision, both practically or legally. The owner of an individual land plot can only be 

replaced by one heir, depriving the remainder of the heirs’ access to the land as a means of 

production. Thus the number of heirs per commoner family that remain without land is very 

high. According to my survey, 37.8% of the commoners had between 1 and 3 children, 35.6% 

between 4 and 6, 19.6% between 7 and 9 and lastly, 7% hade between 10 and 13 children. In 

those cases where, according to my survey, the properties still were in hand of successions 

(sucesiones) because it had not been decided who will inherit the individual land plot, the 

average of those who will not inherit any land was 4.8 persons. The contingence of labour 

force that remains without land is high, loosing within the community the right to become a 

commoner through inheritance from the parents (Gallardo, G., 2003/2004). 

3.3.1. Migration in the community  

The inability of the agricultural communities to absorb their active labour force results in the 

creation of an excessive labour force. The natural expulsion process of this labour force from 

the land becomes a migration process. Unemployment or underemployment among the 

commoners in front the sequence of bad years in agriculture reinforces this. Migration then, 

occurs both among the commoners, and the reserve labour force both as the result of the 

fragmentation of the individual land plots and of irregular climatic conditions. Migration 

fulfils several functions. If migration occurs among the commoners, this complements the 

economy of the family nucleus in charge of the property. The migration among the excessive 

labour force contributes to a more expedite and less painful transfer of the inheritance among 

the various potential petitioners who would otherwise compete for it if they did not migrate, 

alleviating the community of its landless labour force. Migration assures also the sustenance 

of the commoner that stay on the land.  

The emigration of the exceeding labour force implies a process of proletarization in the 

best of the cases, or of semi-proletarization, affecting the domestic structure of the household. 

In this sense, the emigration between the heirs of the commoners, constitutes a mechanism of 

social mobilization that can be horizontal or vertical, depending on the regional distribution 

of the labour force and the structure of labour market within which they insert themselves. 

According to my survey, of the total of 185 commoners interviewed with their spouses, 

a minimum of 50% had emigrated at least once. Of these, 41% had emigrated between one 

and two times, 30% between three and four times, 19.4% between five and six times, and 

9.7% more than seven times. Among the 93 (of a total of 185) commoners that emigrated the 

first time, in 65% the destiny of migration was the Norte Grande (Regions I, II and III), 
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where the major mining activities are concentrated. In the second place came Region V 

(Valparaíso; the second largest in population) and the Metropolitan Region (where the capital 

of the country lies) with 25%. Among the 69 commoners who emigrated a second time, 52%, 

emigrated to the Norte Grande, followed by 33% that emigrated to Region V and the 

Metropolitan Region. Among the 55 commoners who had emigrated a third time, 49% 

emigrated to the Norte Grande, followed by 27% to Region V and the Metropolitan Region. 

When dealing with the children of the commoners, the pattern was more or less the 

same. Independently that I took the north in itself, or combined with other regions, Northern 

Chile appeared as the place of first preference for migration among the commoners’ children. 

That Northern Chile has been historically the preferential place for migrations is also possible 

to see from a survey made in the 1970 comprising decades 1921-1971 (Zuñiga, 1972). The 

survey considered emigration in what today is Region IV among a total of 904 rural 

households. The total of emigrants for those households was 1,461 during 1921-1971. I 

extracted from that survey the decades between 1941 and 1970, as emigration was very low 

between 1921-1940. I re-grouped the provinces as follows: first: Norte Grande, second: 

Region IV or emigration within the same region of origin of the migrants, third category: 

Region V and the Metropolitan Region, etc. 

Destiny place of the rural emigrants, according to migration periods 
First destiny place of 
migration  

1941-1952- 
No               % 

1953-1960 
No               % 

1961-1970- 
No                 % 

Norte Grande   35           48.61      81            33.28 507              46.09 
Same region (Region IV)   14           19.44      70            28.81 289               26.27 
Region V &  
Metropolitan Region  

  11           25.00         80           32.92 286              26.00 

South    3            4.17        7              2.88   14                1.27 
Other country    2            2.78         5              2.06    4                0,36 
Total 72           100    243              100 1100                  100 
Source: Zuñiga, 1972:80, Cuadro 57. 

3.3.2. Migration and its effects 

Migration has a variety of effects, but one effect deserves special attention: the political 

consequences produced by a certain part of the migration on the communities and in the 

commune as a whole. This refers specifically to the migration towards the mining centres of 

the north and to the subsequent return of the migratory labour force to their places of origin, 

or the contacts with it (Gallardo, G., 2002). I have suggested that there is a direct relationship 

between the left-wing political tendencies of the commoners and emigration. The existence of 

a significant contingent of left-wing support within a peasant zone is the consequence both of 

the former proletarian condition and of the union experiences obtained by the commoners 
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when incorporated in a strong and militant union organisation, supported by the economic 

importance of the national copper mining centres of the north.28 The existence of a left-wing 

party representation in the agricultural communities constitutes a peculiar fact if seen from the 

perspective of the marginalisation of the zone. This is both from the mining and industrial 

centres of the country, but not from the point of view of the migration provoked by the 

agricultural communities’ subsistence economy. This predominance of left ideology is peculiar 

because where landed property exists; this is not normally conceived as a fertile arena for a 

socialist utopia (Ibid). 

Customarily when confronted with the decision or necessity of selling their labour 

force, the commoners have opted for the mines.29 The returning of part of the labour force to 

their former communities as well as the contacts with those that remain in the mines, have 

meant for the communities a better organisation both in the struggle for recognition and to 

defend their interest against those of the neighbouring latifundia. For this the commoners 

have used their experiences as workers in the nitrate fields and copper mines in the north of 

Chile. Many of the returned commoners become also active locally in politics. An example of 

this relationship between a clear left-wing tendency among the commoners and their 

experiences from Northern Chile is the case of Espirítu Santo, a sub-area of the community 

Canela Baja that had been seized by an outside landowner, and that after 100 years of 

                                                 
28. Paradoxically, as workers, the commoners had the right to unionize, but not while living in their own 
peasant localities. The law that gave rural workers the right to unionise and strike came only in 1967 (Law 
16.625), and was passed by Eduardo Frei’s government (Cortázar & Downey, 1977:694). As a direct result of 
this law, between 1964 and 1970 the unions grow from 22 to 488 and the number of members grows from 1,700 
to almost 130,000 (Cortázar & Downey, 1977:694). However, this unionisation law had a secondary effect on 
the agricultural communities and their commoners because the right to join the union was primarily aimed at 
rural employees. The commoners worked their own land, although the possibility to join existed for the 
commoners as well. The Commoners’ Association, as many of the unions existing in the communities play the 
role of pressure groups petitioning the government rather than negotiating bodies against the patron as they are 
not employees, but consider themselves, although poor, as free peasants, i.e., they are their own bosses. The 
unions go under the name Sindicato de Trabajadores Agrícolas Independientes (Union of Independent 
Agricultural Workers) (Secretaría Municipal, 1992). 
29. The peasantry does not constitute an inert labour reservoir, since to some extent it can choose where to sell 
its labour. The mines offer more stability than the neighbouring landed estates with their seasonal agro-pastoral 
production. As the commoners have for a hundred years commonly been migrating to the north, they also have 
relatives and compadres, that facilitate their insertion into the mining centres; not an easy task as they have been 
always long queue to get into ‘the company’, among others, due to the high salaries paid in the mines that have 
contributed to its workers being considered the ‘labour aristocracy’ in Chile. Also the working conditions in the 
mines subjected to regulations and negotiations by the traditionally strong presence of the trade unions, have 
offered a major security to its labour force of a magnitude not offered by the landowners, whose paternalistic 
ideology does not appeal to the self esteem of the commoners. This can be reinforced by the traditional 
antagonism existing between the agricultural communities and the landowners in the struggle for the land. The 
commoners consider themselves as proprietors, and in this way, not inferior to the landowners. Therefore, 
opting for becoming a wage-labourer, at least for a time, the commoners would probably rather be employed by 
a well-known, modern (up to its expropriation in the 1970s in the hands of North American companies), strong, 
international enterprise, than with a landowner who represents a less fair employer.  
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struggle went back to the community. According to my survey, this sub-area had in 1988 the 

second highest representation of the left (31%) in the community. Simultaneously, according 

to the same survey, some 50% of those surveyed in this sub-area had emigrated at one time or 

another. The 31% of left-wing representation in Espíritu Santo and other sub-areas should 

have being higher than that. The survey was done some months before the Plebiscite of 1988 

by which Pinochet intended to stay as the head of the country. In the survey, a third of those 

surveyed preferred to declare as independent, probably due to the uncertain political situation 

and former repression.  

Regarding the period prior Pinochet, according to the commoner P. Carvajal, in the 

1973 election of the Mayor of the Commune, the communist and socialist parties had 61.8% 

of the total of 2,065 votes with 46.4% and 15.4%, respectively. In the same year in the 

election of senators, the Unidad Popular, which represented Allende’s supporting coalition, 

obtained 66.1% of the total of 3,610 votes in the Commune. Excluding Mincha as an electoral 

district and taking only Canela, the Unidad Popular obtained 68.1% (sic!) of the total of 

2,298 votes (Registros Electorales, Senadores, 1973:11-12). Already in democracy, and after 

25 years of dictatorship, in the Municipal election of June 1992, a candidate of the 

Communist Party, Norman Araya, got the first place with 1,000 votes, followed by a 

candidate of the Christian Democratic Party with 705 votes (MC, 1992). Araya was then the 

only elected communist Mayor in the whole country. In the Municipal election of October 

1996, the Communist Party got 43% of the votes, followed by an ad hoc created coalition 

called Independientes Progresistas with 21%30. Norman Araya, the Communist Party 

candidate was thus, elected once again, this time with 1,997 votes of a total of 4,912, whereof 

49% men and 51% women.31 Together with the Socialist Party (9.9%), the Communist Party 

took 52.8% of the votes.  

The left-wing popularity among the commoners is also confirmed by CEDECOM 

(s.a.). According to this organism, the commoners feel the left represent best their problems 

such as the seizure of land from some big landowners and the desire to get the State more 

involved in solving the poverty problems of the communities. The influence of the so-

ironically called ‘Northern University” to refer to the mines, is also pointed out. According to 

CEDECOM in 1992, the commoners and the people living within the communities 

represented 23% of the regions electoral body (60,000/282,600), having thus a decisive 

                                                 
30. La Moneda (Government House), http://www. elecciones96.cl /cgi-reporte/conscomuna. 04/25/97. Reporte 
por Partidos. 
31. Op. cit., Reporte por Candidatos. 
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influence in the elections. A sample consisting of four communes (with a total universe of 

19,302 voters) where the agricultural communities predominates (‘commoners communes’), 

shows a clear left–wing tendency, diminished during the plebiscite of 1988, due to the 

presence of Pinochet in power. The communes where Punitaqui, Combarbalá, Río Hurtado 

(Limarí Province) and Mincha (Choapa Province), here wrongly called still with its old name 

instead of Canela, which is the real name of the commune since several decades ago. The 

below shows very clear that not only in the Canela commune, the presence of the left is very 

significant, but also in other communes of Region IV. During the presidential election, the 

average for the four communes was 62.6% supporting Aylwin against Pinochet’s presidential 

candidate Buchi, while in the country the average was 55.2%.  

Electoral results from four ‘commoners communes’ during several elections 

Communes Plebiscite 1988 
Alternative NO 

(against Pinochet) 

Presidential elections 
1989 

Deputy elections 1989: 
Concertación 

Punitaqui 55.4 71.7 72.5 
Combarbalá 48.7 59.2 59.4 
Río Hurtado 26.2 40.4 42.0 
Mincha (Canela) 66.1 69.0 69.1 
Source: re-elaborated in base of CEDECOM, Anexo 2: Comportamiento electoral de las comunidades 
agrícolas. 

Due to what I have exposed hitherto regarding migration, I think that both the reasons for 

emigration as well as the political effects in the communities show historically no immediate 

relation with the process of economic globalization. These phenomena are rather product of 

the long development process that has characterized the agricultural communities of Chile 

Norte Chico, process to which I have referred above.  

4. Concluding remarks 

The purpose of this study was to explore the difficulties that the globalization concept 

presented when confronted with particular cases, like to the two examples of the institution of 

the commons from Chile’s semi-arid Norte Chico. I discussed and illustrated succinctly the 

importance of the process of globalization in general and specifically that of economic 

globalization in the beginning of this paper, opting for those positions that see globalization 

as a renewed expression of capitalism. As also specified, there are in the Chilean countryside 

more than clear signs of economic globalization or rather, of the ongoing destruction of 

peasant agriculture. However, in the cases I examined, none of the three regional processes 

— the legal recognition of the agricultural communities, the conversion of former latifundia 

land into a sort of common property and emigration — can be said to be the direct result of 
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economic globalization. I would say rather that the prolonged existence of the agricultural 

communities depends first of all, on the capability of this form to survive as a socio-economic 

solution as well as on the existing management system based on the consideration of the local 

conditions, means and needs. As also suggested, both the recognition, and later on, the 

expansion of the institution of the commons to former latifundia land, are rather the 

unanticipated results of two bigger national wide political processes: that of the agrarian 

reform and the neo-liberal post agrarian reform. Therefore, the agrarian reform and post-

agrarian reform processes served as the national framework where the peasantry locally could 

fruitfully nestle their own demands. The law of 1993 de jure reassured the communal land 

ownership of the agricultural communities, reaffirming perhaps unintended, the commons 

within a context acknowledged within agriculture as an accelerated advance of capitalism 

where private property has been established as the unquestioned form. 

However, the three negative answers regarding my three regional processes is not say 

that the commons of the communities are immune to the process of economic globalization or 

that they are, for that matter, isolated. The menace of a renewed process of primitive 

accumulation, with its following dispossession of the means of production from the private or 

communal peasantry is always present. The hunger for land is one example menacing the 

commons, be it for agricultural production or for other economic purposes.32 To express it 

with Hard and Negri, (2001:258), “primitive accumulation is not a process that happens once 

and then is done with it; rather, capitalist relations of production and social classes have to be 

reproduced continually”. Therefore, the process of primitive accumulation is either finished, 

or still trying to subsume non-capitalist forms of production. Rather, the process of primitive 

accumulation is latent, being possible to activate it whenever capital needs it for its process of 

valorization and accumulation.33 Many agribusiness functions presently with contract 

farming, for example, the peasantry still keeping their land.  

To conclude this paper, I would say that after analysing my cases, it seems more fruitful 

trying first to understand and interpret those social phenomena, apparently linked with 

globalization, on their empirical regional setting and own terms and conditions instead of 

                                                 
32. The increasing interest on the coastal sectors as holiday resorts for the swelling upper-middle class in Chile 
constitutes another menace for the communities. To take an example, the agricultural community 
Huentelauquén in the Canela commune sold in 1995, the lands comprising the beach of Agua Dulce to a private 
consortium to built a summer resort, construction that hitherto have not taken place. The same community has 
once again subdivided a part of their common (coastal) land between its commoners so they can sell it as 
summer parcels of half hectares. Selling out part of the community land shrinks the common land, diminishing 
the carrying capacity of pastureland for goat cattle. 
33. This discussion relates to Hard & Negri and Fröbel’s, conception of capitalism, (see footnote 3).  
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labelling them a priori as an expression of globalization. The long resilience of the 

agricultural communities deserves not only that the existing ignorance and prejudices about 

them be removed, but also that they should be studied in their selves. Only after can the 

analysis proceed, identifying whether and what local phenomena are expressions of the 

globalization process or not.  
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