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Introduction 

The Mapuche are a proud native people whose place in contemporary Chile remains tenuous. 

As Chile’s largest indigenous group, the Mapuche have played an active role in dictating the 

country’s trajectory, dating back to colonization efforts in the 16th century. Since Chile became 

independent, the Mapuche have encountered loss of land, increased violence by the state, and 

little recognition in national politics, a struggle that has amplified in the wake of the return to 

democracy in 1990. The desire for sustained economic growth and investment compels Chilean 

politicians to prioritize national development goals over reconciliation with the Mapuche, who 

have advocated fervently for recognition.  

Consequently, tensions have tightened between the government and Mapuche activists, 

embroiling the two sides in a war over land rights, autonomy, and cultural identity, known as the 

Mapuche Conflict. The nation is currently enveloped by protests over rises in living costs and 

absence of social services, and the Sebastián Piñera government has responded with profound 

proposed changes in the attempt to cease the unrest and return stability. As the government 

prepares to create a more inclusive society in the coming months, the Mapuche are presented an 

opportunity for their long-fought rights to be finally recognized.  

 

A. Historical Background on the Mapuche 

Several groups make up the Mapuche, a population of around 1.5 million people, and they 

are primarily concentrated in the Central Valley of Chile, south of the BíoBío River in the 

Araucanía region. The Spanish, led by Pedro de Valdivia, founded Santiago in 1541 after 

venturing southward from Peru. In their efforts to conquer the southern part of Chile, the Spanish 
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encountered fierce resistance from the Mapuche and despite superior technology, were unable to 

subdue them for the entirety of colonial rule. Most notably, this struggle against the Spanish 

occurred during the Arauca war, from 1550 to 1598, in which the Mapuche defended Araucanía 

from Spanish incursion. In the Battle of Curalaba in 1598, a Mapuche raiding party, commanded 

by Pelantaro, ambushed an unsuspecting Spanish force under the direction of Martín Garcia 

Oñez de Loyola (Encyclopedia Britannica). All but two Spaniards died in the attack. What 

succeeded the battle was a general uprising and destruction of cities south of the BíoBío River, 

commencing southern liberation. In the following centuries, the Mapuche led guerilla campaigns 

against Spanish towns, harrying the colonial forces and weakening their positions in the region.  

Chilean state forces were able to finally corral the Mapuche in 1883 and send them to 

reservations, upon which they farmed their land collectively. Today Araucanía is the largest 

indigenous region in Chile. As Chile expanded its investment profile in the region, the Mapuche 

have had to contend with continued incursion upon their land by foreign corporations seeking to 

take advantage of Araucanía’s abundance of natural resources, especially timber. Disconnected 

from Santiago’s economic hub, the Mapuche in Araucanía do not have similar prospects as their 

counterparts in the capital, which can be seen in the region’s economic performance. Araucanía 

is the poorest province in Chile, with a GDP per capita of around $8,000 compared to $24,000 in 

the Santiago (Central Bank of Chile 2013). Moreover, poverty amongst indigenous groups stand 

at 30.8%, compared to 19.8% for the rest of the country.  

B. What is going on in the protests? 

Years of maintaining a neoliberal economic model partnered with moderate attention to 

education, living costs, and healthcare sowed the seeds of eventual social unrest in Chile. On 
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October 15, it finally materialized when a 3% rise in metro fares prompted university students to 

jump the turnstiles in protest, eventually sparking a general uprising that spread across the 

country. People were no longer protesting just the metro hike nor the high fuel costs that 

transpired at the same time but rather the overall economic system with one of the highest 

inequality rates in the region, stripped retirement pensions and other social protections, and left a 

large proportion of the population mired in debt (Bonnefoy 2019). On October 25, two million 

people throughout Chile, and over one million in Santiago demonstrated against their 

government. In November the protests grew violent in which citizens have engaged with police 

officers in injurious, even deadly clashes, also looting stores and defacing property, descending 

Chile into a state of chaos.  

In a desperate move to quell the protests, President Sebastián Piñera announced a series of 

measures that would beef up social protections, like eliminating the metro fare rise, increasing 

retirement pensions, enacting term limits, amongst others. Unhappy with the clear act of 

appeasement, the protesters continued their movement, demanding more. Finally, in late 

November, Piñera announced the government would be rewriting the country’s constitution—

written in 1980 by General Pinochet to consolidate his own power and neoliberalism—in April. 

He promised that the delegates would outfit the constitution with considerably more articles of 

government support for social services to decrease the burden on Chile’s people (Krygier 2019). 

Even with these developments, the protests have shown no signs of stopping. 

Though the general demonstrations have been regarded as Chile’s “waking up” moment, they 

are just another set of protests for the Mapuche people. The Mapuche have regularly descended 

upon city streets to voice their discontent with the government. These assemblies usually concern 
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issues regarding their continual loss of land to foreign corporations and state violence against the 

group. However, their protests mostly just involve Mapuche members, with few outsiders 

cooperating in the demonstrations. Despite the legitimate malcontent being advanced, they do 

not have a national—even international—audience because their concerns are not nationwide 

concerns.  

The protests currently unfolding are not new thematically, but they expand the Mapuche’s 

recognition dramatically. They give the Mapuche the exact platform upon which they can 

broadcast their message against neocolonialism. Video footage and photographs show hundreds 

of Mapuche Nation flags being waved alongside Chilean flags and propped up on monuments 

from Santiago to Valdivia. The Washington Post and New York Times along with other 

international news sources are reporting on actions of the Mapuche during the demonstrations—

like defacing conquistador statues—in correlation to their centuries-old fight for greater 

inclusion into Chile. There is risk that the greater demands for a new socioeconomic structure 

will outweigh the Mapuche’s demands for land rights. Yet the Mapuche’s involvement proves 

these protests are a Chilean struggle, one in which everyone is affected. 

 

C. Tenuous land and water rights 

In the 1990s, the Chilean government sought to take advantage of the seemingly limitless 

economic potential of its natural resource energy. Thus, it secured a contract with Spanish 

electric company Endesa to construct six dams on the Bío-Bío River, one of the country’s 

longest rivers. The Pehuenche, an indigenous group that merged with the Mapuche, were forced 

to resettle to higher ground as the river would flood the low-lying community, despite being 
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granted 80 miles of reservation territory by the Chilean government in the 1940s (Nash 1992). 

The project was deemed to bring much-needed tourist income to the region and to the people 

who were living in poverty.  

Endesa received a loan worth $170 million from the International Finance Corporation (IFC) 

to build the Pengue Dam and then the Ralco Dam. However, Endesa and the IFC were found 

withholding complete information from the community over the extent of the environmental and 

social costs of constructing the dams in Pehuenche territory. More specifically, according to the 

Center for International and Environmental Law, “IFC did not adequately uphold the World 

Bank’s safeguard policies regarding involuntary resettlement, indigenous peoples, assessment of 

cumulative impacts, and the protection of wildlands” (CIEL). The IFC broke its equity 

investment with Endesa, although the hydroelectric company did construct both dams. The dams 

have brought electricity and modernity to the Pehuenche people but also the loss of their 

ancestral homeland, causing diminished attention to their cultural heritage (Radwin 2016). 

The Mapuche’s biggest problem with modern Chile stems from continuous incursion on its 

land by foreign and private commercial owners that are granted contracts by the government. 

Araucanía is blessed with an abundant timber supply, so much of the conflicts concern lumber 

camps. President Piñera has lamented the persistent incursions, citing a lack of investment 

attention to the region’s economy. In response, he unveiled an eight-year program to promote 

investment worth $8 billion with 491 projects attending to social, health, infrastructure, and local 

business needs (teleSUR 2018).  

There has been a long history of land and water insecurity for the Mapuche, upon which they 

base their fears for this rhetorical commitment. The 1981 Water Code, for example, is Chile’s 
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primary law that grants water rights. The law, initiated under the Pinochet government as it sold 

off state assets, separates water resources from land ownership by restricting government 

regulatory authority (Wickstrom, Carruthers 2008). In doing so, the Code privatized water rights 

so as to use them to further development. In the same manner, the government designated 

Mapuche land to be owned privately, after 100 years of owning the land collectively.   

In 1992, the return to democracy brought an amendment to the Water Code, by which 

indigenous water sources were protected. In 2006, the state was returned control, but the market 

still drove investment incentives, not the government. The Concertación passed the 1993 

Indigenous Law to grant protections for the Mapuche community, amongst them land 

development. Currently it is the primary law that concerns indigenous land, but in the form of 

development, but not rights (Wickstrom, Carruthers 2013). To explain, indigenous peoples like 

the Mapuche are granted water usage but whenever the interests of overall economic growth are 

at stake and conflicts with the territorial grants, the Water Code trumps the Indigenous Law. The 

Constitution does not recognize the rights of indigenous peoples to their land, leaving them 

geographically insecure. Consequently, more than 75% of available water rights are appropriated 

by the state and only 2% of those rights belong to the Mapuche people (Wickstrom, Carruthers 

2013).  

The first Bachelet administration (2006-2010) sought better relations with the Mapuche on 

the surface by committing to a recognition of rights via a document known as Re-Conocer, and 

the administration was able to ratify the International Labor Organization’s Convention 169. The 

Convention specifically recognizes “Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination within a 

nation-state, while setting standards for national governments regarding Indigenous peoples’ 
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economic, socio-cultural and political rights, including the right to a land base” (University of 

British Columbia).  

To the Mapuche, similar to most native groups, land rights are inherent. It is especially so 

when there is precious little of it to claim. Since the founding of Santiago in 1541, the Mapuche 

have lost 95% of their ancestral land (Piponiot, Rimbaux 2018). Claiming territorial rights is 

intimately tied to being able to claim peoplehood in Chile. Indeed, Mapuche live in city spaces 

like Santiago, where the concepts of land are different from rural Araucanía. However, the 

people of Araucanía resist those urban concepts in order to inspire mobilization about land use 

policies and the neoliberal economic model employed by the government.  

Despite promises by the Chilean government to temper land selling to corporations on 

traditional Mapuche territory, such sales continue to dislocate its people. Thus, mobilization is 

matriculated in the form of illegal squatting on lumber yards, damaging equipment, or 

committing arson. It is a way to punish current landowners for operating on their ancestral land 

and to wear them down. An anti-capitalist group, CAM, largely takes responsibility for these 

radical approaches in its protest against the government (Haughney 2012). Unsurprisingly, the 

government designates the Mapuche as a whole to be radicals.  

The Mapuche and human rights activists have long desired a new constitution that recognizes 

the rights of indigenous peoples in Chile. President Piñera’s proposition to rewrite the 

constitution in April, one granted with deeper social safety nets, presents the Mapuche with a 

considerable opportunity to secure a constitutional foothold for the first time. A new constitution 

can mean legitimate land rights granted to the indigenous people. More so, a constitution 

removes the Mapuche’s dependence on tenuous laws that can be overturned by “more important” 
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laws. With their land rights outlined, activists may no longer need to resort to land occupations to 

protest continual loss of territory.  

Should the Mapuche desire to take the government or private corporations to court over their 

actions and false promises, they now have legal precedent for their arguments, one that the court 

cannot overlook. If the Piñera government wants to appease the protesting parties and prevent 

another similar outbreak, it must also come to the table with the Mapuche and hear their 

demands to grant permanent, nonnegotiable parameters of settlement rights. The Mapuche have 

protested their land loss since the Concertación, and as the conflicts with police forces grow 

more violent in Araucanía, there may be no better time to quell insurrection. 

 

 

D. Mapuche-State Animosity 

As Chile transitioned to democracy, the Center-Left coalition, the Concertación, sought to 

govern with an attention to social cohesion, bringing the Mapuche interests to discussion. 

However, the Right hesitated to give the Mapuche greater rights in the new era, still seeking a 

retainer on the status quo. The Concertación did seek to grant more rights to the Mapuche 

through the 1993 Indigenous Law and the 1994 establishment of CONADI, a state development 

initiative directed at community development. Development via CONADI aims to involve 

indigenous communities in the decision-making process but because it requires state-level 

approval, projects usually gear towards non-indigenous communities (Haughney 2012). The 

Indigenous Law is the primary law that concerns indigenous development but does not 

specifically grant rights. It is a weak law that does not adhere to international law standards. 
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Moreover, the Chilean constitution currently does not recognize indigenous peoples, so the only 

existing protections are easily fungible by the Chilean government. For the government, 

economic expansion via the neoliberal model is the primary objective. 

 The government considers Mapuche activists to be terrorists, evident in the laws it 

enforces to subject power over the indigenous group. If a Mapuche is arrested, the government 

invokes a Pinochet-era Anti-Terrorist Law, Law No. 19.027. The Law allows for the pre-trial 

detention of suspects for months, or even years; the granting of prosecutors to tap telephones, 

inspect computers, and intercept mail; and enables prosecutors to use protected witnesses that the 

defense has no access to during trials (Richards, Gardner 2013). To revolt against the unfair 

treatment under the Anti-Terrorist Law, the Mapuche have resorted to hunger strikes demanding 

due process, the end of the Law’s usage, and the recognition of the Mapuche as political 

prisoners. The Concertación sought to repeal the law in Congress but the process failed because 

it lacked support from the Right or from the Christian Democrats, a centrist party.  

Despite formal approval of Convention 169, the Bachelet government continued to wage 

war against the Mapuche. More than 70 Mapuche were imprisoned by the Bachelet government 

alone between 2006 and 2010 under the Anti-Terrorism Law (Richards, Gardner 2013). There is 

no raw data that quantifies President Piñera’s action towards Mapuche imprisonment but when 

he was elected in 2017, it was reported that he sought to modernize the Anti-Terrorism Law, 

which stoked fears that repression would increase.  

The Araucanía region is tense and heavily militarized as police and activists clash. The 

Interior Minister Andres Chadwick remarked that “the region of Araucanía has seen 920 arson 

attacks, 924 armed confrontations and 509 attacks on police since 2013” (Santiago Times 2018). 
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There are many cases of state violence against the Mapuche via the Anti-Terrorism Law and 

police raids. For instance, in 2008, 34 Mapuche tribesmen were caught with theft of wood on 

land reserved for logging as well as assault on State’s Attorney Mario Elgueta in Cañete, an 

official who is stringent on the indigenous community. Seventeen were acquitted of charges 

whereas four men were charged by the Tribunal of Cañete under the Terrorism Law and 

sentenced to 25 years in prison for their involvement in the attack against Elgueta (Indian 

Country Today 2011). The sentencing catalyzed an 87-day hunger strike by the accused, which 

in turn prompted the Tribunal to reduce the sentence to 15 years.  The charges of terrorism were 

eventually withdrawn but the evidence gathered under that investigation still remains.  

In 2012, a forest fire broke out in Caruhue that resulted in the death of seven fire fighters. 

Nearly immediately, authorities blamed Mapuche activity for the conflagration and invoked the 

Anti-Terrorism Law despite the lack of evidence backing these claims. A further investigation 

cited several causes for the events such as poor equipment for fire fighters and the vulnerability 

of monoculture trees (Haughney 2012). Of course, there are many other incidents between the 

Chilean government and Mapuche communities on terrorist-related claims. Oddly enough, 

despite being reserved for terror purposes, the Law has only been used in incidents with the 

Mapuche in its 35-year-old existence, signifying the government’s hostility towards the 

indigenous group and the actions of its citizens (Richards, Gardner 2013). The reality is that the 

Mapuche are in constant conflict with the state.   

Fifteen Mapuche have been killed by the police since 1990 (Blair 2019). Probably the 

most notorious recent incident occurred in late November 2018. In Araucanía a 24-year-old 

Mapuche man was on a tractor farming his land with a 15-year-old boy when he was shot in the 
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head and killed by four officers, part of the Carabinero’s “Jungle Squad.” The younger boy was 

dragged off the tractor and severely beaten by the officers. The “Jungle Squad” is a controversial 

section of the national police that was trained in Colombia’s jungle and is usually involved with 

Mapuche-related incidents (Santiago Times 2018). The officers were arrested after the shooting, 

the police chief was removed, and the jungle training program stopped immediately but such 

measures were not enough for activists. The incident sparked national outrage and protests 

enveloped the country over the continued maltreatment by the state over the Mapuche.  

 Joining the organized protests against the Chilean government will unlikely generate any 

new form of police treatment for the Mapuche in a direct manner. The protests have resulted in 

23 deaths and over 2300 injured (Bartlett, Miller 2019) as well as over 1000 abuse cases from the 

armed forces and police being investigated by prosecutors (Esposito 2019). President Piñera 

stated that there must be changes to how the police contains crowds while also promising strict 

enforcement against those who are breaking laws. This measure will likely remain in a protest-

specific capacity, but the amount of negative press the Chilean police is receiving is a positive 

for activists. For the Mapuche, the brutality upon the people is a regular occurrence and it is a 

platform upon which they can demonstrate is a sign of systemic police violence.  

Police activity towards Mapuche activists will likely remain the same in the Auracanía 

region as it is largely separated from Santiago and other major cities where the protests are 

occurring. Likewise, the Mapuche will remain as steadfast as ever to continue protesting the 

apparent corrupt government. When there is an act of injustice against the community, Mapuche 

protesters have rallied against government forces, in solidarity with and absent from the general 

public. What benefits the Mapuche now as opposed to previous nationwide strikes is the 
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government’s inability to satiate demands. The Piñera government’s mission is to portray a 

stable image of the country—most importantly, the capital—in the midst of the crisis, yet it is not 

one that holds up. Violence begets more violence, whether in Araucanía or in Santiago. The 

more assault cases that pile up, the worse the Chilean police looks, and consequently the more 

likely the government is willing to make changes to its police force. 

 

E. Mapuche and Inclusion 

Michelle Bachelet was the Concertación’s second consecutive Socialist president, succeeding 

Ricardo Lagos. She campaigned on a platform towards gender equality. Some of her programs 

were extremely successful for bringing parity in a machista society, such as an equal pay law for 

the poorest 40% of Chileans, the rights to breastfeed for working mothers, and domestic violence 

centers (Richards 2012). However, despite also promising better relations with the Mapuche, she 

practiced the same politics of exclusion as past presidents. For some Mapuche women, the 

situation worsened under Bachelet’s administration (Richards 2012). The development and 

diversity-oriented programs that highlighted her presidency led to fragmentation within the 

Mapuche movement.  

Under Bachelet, neoliberal model deepened, which left more people economically insecure 

in Araucanía, and the criminalization of protest continued to increase, as evidenced by the 70 

Mapuche individuals arrested by the government. Many Mapuche women believe that Bachelet’s 

image of gender equality cannot be called good for women because it takes an overall approach 

rather than a holistic one; in other words, it does not account for individual identity. They 
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contend a general gender policy cannot address the systemic racism that has prevailed against the 

Mapuche (Richards 2012). 

Because the Mapuche constitute less than 10% of Chile’s overall population and have been 

historically subjugated to one remote region, their political clout is significantly lower than the 

MAS in Bolivia. Like Chile, Bolivia has long been run by whites and mestizos, but its population 

is 60% indigenous. If organized, a united indigenous political party can dictate an agenda, which 

is how the MAS operated under Evo Morales. There is no such reality in Chile, although the 

Mapuche formed a political party of their own, an organization called Wallmapuwen in 2006 

(Richards, Gardner 2013).  

Activists decided to form Wallmapuwen because there is currently no party in the Chilean 

political system that represents native interests, nor are there any individuals of native origin in 

Congress. Adhering to its consistent claims over land ownership, the ultimate goal of 

Wallmapuwen is “acquiring a statute of regional autonomy for Araucanía and adjacent comunas 

with high Mapuche populations” (Richards, Gardner 2013). Given the lack of political 

recognition the Mapuche have in Chile, Wallmapuwen’s leaders maintain that its interests must 

be demanded and actively created by Mapuche organizations rather than wait for the government 

to do something. It will continue to fight and be a voice for the Mapuche at a national level. 

Along with promising a new constitution, President Piñera has offered to implement term 

limits for members of Congress (Bonnefoy 2019). However, for the Mapuche, a people who 

have remained on the political periphery, a mix-up of electoral rules is unlikely to catalyze much 

change without more urgency by the government. Term limits are beneficial to ousting long-time 

incumbent politicians but do nothing to supplant dominant political parties. Without new 
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elections, there is the potential that Chile’s political scene is just a rehash of elitism that has 

persisted since the return to democracy.  

In their protests, non-indigenous and indigenous Chileans alike have demonstrated that they 

require a government that is responsive to the harsh realities of living within a neoliberal 

economic framework. Further, they have demanded a government that is inclusive for all people, 

not just the elite. Polls have shown that vertical integration remains minimal, as many Chileans 

feel the politicians are out of touch with the citizenry. Electoral participation dropped to 47% 

after voting became voluntary, making Chile one of the lowest politically active countries 

(Sonneland 2018). What the protests have shown is the people’s disillusionment with the 

political system, which should scare politicians. For example, leftist congresswoman Claudia 

Mix said about the protests, “Chile needs a new social pact with greater political and social 

democracy” (Bonnefoy 2019).  

 The Wallmapuwen party was recognized in 2016 as a political party by the Electoral 

Service, clearing the pathway towards formal representation. Thus, should Chile’s political 

structure make way for a more open civic system in wake of the ongoing chaos, the Mapuche 

have a voice in government to advocate their interests. Political polarization is at an all-time high 

and it is unknown whether or not the Mapuche’s demands will be heeded alone. Yet, if the 

Wallmapuwen allies with larger leftist parties like the Socialist Party or the Communist Party, it 

may have success advancing the autonomy agenda in Congress. 
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Conclusion 

 Chile as a country has not experienced a degree of widespread conflict like the unfolding 

protests since the return to democracy in 1990. Yet the Mapuche live in this reality on a regular 

basis. They have been forced to contend with diminishing territory, state violence, and zero 

sociopolitical representation, and when they do protest these injustices, their demonstrations 

largely fall silent upon deaf ears. At the same time, the protests give the Mapuche a platform that 

they had never enjoyed upon which they can voice their demands. Furthermore, the residual 

effects of the protests—most notably the new constitution and the political structure—can 

position the indigenous group into a potentially more secure future.  
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