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La revolución y la tierra tells the story of Peru’s 1969 agrarian reform, a social revolution 
that brought an end to historic patterns of exploitation in the countryside. Much analysis of 
the reform produced in the 1970s and 80s centered on changes in agricultural productivity 
and the merits of the reform’s system of agricultural cooperatives; this documentary forms 
part of a relatively recent trend to reexamine the ideological dimensions of Latin America’s 
land reforms and chart their impact on national identity and citizenship. Alongside talking 
head interviews with academics and protagonists of the agrarian reform, La revolución y la 
tierra draws on several Peruvian films to illustrate its deep cultural reverberations. 
Accompanied by music from the time and an original score by rock musician Santiago 
Pillado-Mattheu, the film is the antithesis of the dry texts often associated with agrarian 
history. 
 
Introduced by Juan Velasco Alvarado’s military government, the agrarian reform 
redistributed land from the latifundios (large estates) to peasant cooperatives and outlawed 
semi-feudal practices such as yanaconaje - the extraction of labor in return for access to 
farmland. In many cases, the hacienda system established in the colonial era had become 
more oppressive in the nineteenth century, as a creole minority consolidated its power and 
marginalized the country’s indigenous majority. Indigenous communities were pushed off 
their land to make way for expanding haciendas and forced to survive through subsistence 
farming or by working for the hacendado as a tenant farmer or low-paid laborer. The ability 
to access education, vote, or resist economic exploitation were all contingent on one’s 
position within the hacienda system.  
 
Not all aspects of Peru’s land problem are encapsulated in the latifundio-minifundio complex; 
the mid-century demographic explosion in the highlands exacerbated the competition for 
land and peasant communities that were not tied to a hacienda also suffered poverty and 
inequality. Moreover, both the land tenancy and positionality of indigenous communities 
were arguably more complicated than the picture painted by the Velasco regime. 
Nevertheless, the social divisions fomented by the hacienda system were especially potent 
and formed the basis for the distribution of power across society. As the film makes clear, 
exploitation ranged from the overt physical abuse of hacienda workers to more subtle 
mechanisms of social control rooted in racial and class divides. The latter are powerfully 
illustrated by the case of the Hacienda Huando, an internationally recognized exporter of 
oranges. Contemporary US film footage of Huando’s owner, Antonio Graña, portraying him 
as erudite, cosmopolitan and self-assured, is interspersed with nostalgic reflections by a 
local tour guide, who speaks with reverence about “Los Graña”. In cases like Huando, it was 
precisely the absence of explicit coercion or violence that made the hacienda system so 
immutable. Against this backdrop, the 1969 agrarian reform is presented as an act of social 
justice that fundamentally reshaped labor relations in Peru. As sociologist María Isabel 
Remy comments, while other forms of racism and exclusion continue today, the neo-colonial 
relationship between master and peon was forever banished by the agrarian reform. 
 
The film is particularly effective at demonstrating how the political discourse that the Velasco 
government used to frame its agrarian reform had a ripple effect across Peruvian society. 
For example, school children in Lima were given the same reading books as their rural 
counterparts and encouraged to embrace the campesino as a new social hero. Waiters in 



 

 

the upper-middle class cafés of Miraflores began speaking Quechua to their customers, and 
filmmakers took an active interest in exploring the landscapes and people of the rural 
interior. There were various inconsistencies within this popular nationalism - indigenous 
inhabitants were still conceived as victims who needed to be guided towards modernization 
and progress - but there was a clear break with the European-inspired nationalism of the 
creole elites. As historian Antonio Zapata remarks, the Velasco regime was a government 
that “dared to build a country.” 
 
SINAMOS, the Sistema Nacional de Apoyo a la Movilización Social (National System of 
Support for Social Mobilization) was an important vehicle for the nation-building that 
accompanied the agrarian reform. As a number of the contributors note, SINAMOS was an 
authoritarian organization that was often resisted at the time, especially by left-wing activists, 
but it nevertheless oversaw significant innovation in the cultural industries and established 
a new kind of state presence in the countryside. With a network of offices extending from 
the provincial level “local promoters”, through to regional coordinators and the national 
headquarters in Lima, SINAMOS pioneered the use of “peasant correspondents” on the 
radio; encouraged cooperatives and peasant communities to organize and produce their 
own bulletins; and sponsored documentary films centered on rural communities. These 
cultural and political activities have been the focus of growing scholarly attention (Roca-Rey 
2016; Aguirre & Drinot, 2017; Sánchez Flores 2020; Cant forthcoming). SINAMOS’ 
dissolution in 1978 under the Morales Bermúdez regime signaled the end of state efforts to 
mobilize the rural population. According to María Isabel Remy, the elimination of SINAMOS 
was also part of the context in which the internal war of the 1980s erupted, since “nobody 
saw what was coming.” Whereas SINAMOS officials had taken an almost paranoid interest 
in grassroots political organizations at the height of the agrarian reform, the state presence 
in the countryside had reduced dramatically by the early 1980s. As a result, there was little 
awareness of the network being developed by Abimael Guzmán’s Sendero Luminoso 
(Shining Path), nor the threat it posed to Peruvian society. By the same token, the worst 
excesses of the violence were averted in regions like Puno, where non-govermental 
organizations, political parties and the Church successfully inserted themselves into the 
political space opened up by SINAMOS and responded to peasant demands (Rénique, 
2004). 
 
Recurring images throughout the film - the insertion of a cassette tape, static interference 
on a tv, shots of a magnetic film reel - suggest the fragility of the obsolete forms on which 
the history of the agrarian reform is recorded. In a telling exchange, former President 
Francisco Morales Bermúdez is asked what happened to all the documentaries and 
pamphlets produced during the agrarian reform. He looks back blankly: “I don’t remember 
anything like that.” In the decades since the Velasco government, the cultural and political 
impact of the agrarian reform has been both minimized and demonized in mainstream 
accounts, and subsequent governments have preferred not to discuss it. Yet as the film’s 
closing footage of the 2018 farmers’ strike in La Convención (Cusco) demonstrates, this 
official silence has not diminished its impact in popularizing ideas of social equality and 
enabling campesinos to demand a state response to their problems. La revolución y la tierra 
is an invitation to continue reflecting on the long-term legacies of the agrarian reform and 
the challenges that remain in creating a more equal society.  
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