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After seizing power in October 1968, the Revolutionary Government of the Armed Forces (RGAF) 

led by General Juan Velasco Alvarado implemented a range of reforms in an attempt to address 

longstanding impasses in Peruvian society. But the centerpiece, as the title of Gonzalo Benavente’s 

documentary makes plain, was the agrarian reform of June 1969, which sought to unravel a 

centuries-old system of exploitation of the peasantry. By focusing on the agrarian reform, 

Benavente’s film gets at the core of what was perhaps most peculiar—most significant as well as 

most idiosyncratic—about the regime Eric Hobsbawm famously labelled a “peculiar revolution.”1 

 

La Revolución y la tierra skillfully weaves together interviews, archival footage, and excerpts from 

feature films to paint a compelling picture of this remarkable period in Peruvian history. Especially 

valuable are the testimonies it presents from direct participants in the events, from Zósimo Torres, 

campesino leader in Huando, to Héctor Béjar, the former leftist guerrilla who became a functionary 

in SINAMOS, the organism created by the Velasco’s government to foster social participation. 

Together with comments from a range of other scholars and experts, their recollections help the 

viewer situate Peru’s agrarian reform both within its national context and against the broader 

regional and global backdrop of the 1960s. While the main emphasis of the film is on developments 

within Peru, I want to focus my comments on the RGAF’s unusual relation to these regional and 

global contexts. 

 

As La Revolución y la tierra explains, the need for some kind of agrarian reform was an item of 

consensus across most of Latin America by the 1960s, but it became an especially urgent one in 

the wake of the Cuban Revolution. Spooked by the specter of leftist insurgency, Latin American 

elites rallied to the US-inspired Alliance for Progress, which envisaged land reforms above all as 

a prophylactic measure. (In Mexico City in 1962, Kennedy proclaimed the need for an “economic 

revolution”; we hear him announcing that “until that is done in this hemisphere from the top to the 

bottom, our revolution… is incomplete.”)2 But adopting the idea of agrarian reform was one thing; 

carrying it out in the face of entrenched opposition from landed elites was entirely another. The 

actual record of Latin America’s Cold War agrarian reforms is highly uneven: blocked in many 

cases, later reversed in others, ambiguous and contested in others still.  

 

Within this context, Peru’s agrarian reform stands out in several respects, not least of which being 

its impressive scale—all told, the Velasco government expropriated almost 16,000 properties 

covering more than 9 million hectares of land3—and indeed the fact that it happened at all. 

Benavente’s film lays out the dysfunctions of elite rule prior to the 1968 coup, notably the failure 

of the Belaúnde government, democratically elected in 1963, to push through a substantive 

agrarian reform. It also highlights an important shift in the outlook of Velasco and other officers 
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of his cohort in the mid-1960s: sent to repress Cuban-inspired guerrilla movements operating in 

rural areas such as La Convención, they came to sympathize with the leftists’ diagnosis of rural 

inequality as the country’s fundamental problem. Here we can see a convergence between the 

ideological currents flowing through Latin America as a whole and the specific dilemmas 

confronting Peru. 

 

Yet this only reaffirms the exceptional status of the RGAF which, at least in its first phase under 

Velasco, synthesized Peruvian nationalism with parts of a radical left agenda. The regime’s 

ideological distinctiveness seems to have come as something of a surprise even to Velasco’s fellow 

officers, some of whom baulked at his more radical proposals. Though not entirely unprecedented 

in Latin America, Peru’s progressive military dictatorship went against the dominant regional trend 

of the time, inaugurated in 1963 by Brazil’s fiercely anti-communist regime and continued in the 

1970s by Pinochet and the Argentine juntas, among others. 

 

Within an international context marked by Cold War polarities, the RGAF was also something of 

an anomaly, a kind of unidentified ideological object. From a present-day standpoint, it is 

especially striking to see how the Velasco government maneuvered to find a margin of 

independence relative both to the US and to the socialist bloc. This international dimension was 

closely intertwined with the RGAF’s domestic agenda from the outset. Minutes of Council of 

Ministers meetings from October 1968, for example, show the new government moving to 

reestablish ties with the socialist bloc and to expand trade relations with the USSR and 

Czechoslovakia as a counterweight to possible US hostility to the RGAF’s nationalization of the 

oil fields at La Brea and Pariñas.4 That same month, bristling at US pressure to reverse this policy, 

the minister of foreign relations suggested marshalling the support of other Latin American 

countries “so that the USA understands what ground it’s stepping on [de tal manera que los 

EE.UU. puedan darse cuenta en qué terreno pisan].”5 Bravado aside, what is noteworthy about 

this statement is the degree of autonomy it presumes: the capacity, that is, to navigate between, 

and independently of, the Cold War superpowers. 

 

There has been a great deal of recent scholarship reassessing the character and course of the Cold 

War in Latin America. Among its many contributions have been to reconfigure the map of the 

conflict, emphasizing the importance of hitherto neglected countries and connections, and to 

provide a more fine-grained perspective on its impacts on everyday life; the overall effect has been 

to render the Cold War both more global and more intimate at the same time. The central concerns 

of La Revolución y la tierra are quite distinct from these efforts, focusing more on the complexities 

of the specific Peruvian context. But the film nonetheless contributes something significant to re-

evaluations of the Cold War era: by capturing the distinctiveness of the Velasco years, it warns us 

against any overly static view of the period’s ideological boundaries. Above all, it underscores 

how both within Peru and in international perspective, the RGAF was of its time and yet also out 

of its time. Drawing lessons from the past is always a suspect endeavor. But if nothing else, this 
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timely retrospect on the Velasco years is a hopeful reminder that such idiosyncratic surprises are 

possible. 

 

 


