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Puerto Varas, Chile – I had an opportunity while visiting this Chilean town near the Andes to participate in a group discussion with a fellow named Francisco who is a member of the Mapuche ethnic people.  His descendents were some of the original inhabitants of this region of South America, long before there were artificial boundaries separating the current countries comprising the area.  He told us that his ancestors had lived on both sides of the Andes in areas which are now Chile and Argentina stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific.
When the Spanish conquistadors first arrived, the Mapuche resisted.  Francisco described what followed as “a 300-year war with 20 treaties,” most of which were broken by the Spanish or their successors shortly after being signed.  The last treaty was in 1793 and was arranged by Ambrose O’Higgins, the father of the Chilean national hero, Bernardo O’Higgins (very long story involved when discussing this character).  At any rate, Bernardo, who was one of the bastard sons of Ambrose, grew up with the Mapuche and treated them very well when he was liberated Chile from the Spaniards.  However, when Bernardo was ousted from power and exiled to Peru in 1823, the new government no longer recognized the Mapuche as having any claims to land or power.  This denial of Mapuche grievances continued for the next 150 years under different Chilean governments.  When Augusto Pinochet came to power in a coup in 1973, he declared the Mapuche to be terrorists and attacked and jailed them at every opportunity.  Even today many Mapuche are in jail with what they deem to be their land given to large companies, some of which now have huge salmon farming operations.  
As with many indigenous people around the globe, the United Nations has attempted to intervene on their behalf by demanding in the 2009 Convention on Human Rights that the rights of the Mapuche be respected and that their territorial demands be recognized.   It would appear that this has had zero effect, both here and in other cases world-wide.  
When I asked Francisco how many Mapuche currently live in Chile, he replied evasively by stating that “80% have Mapuche blood.”   In response to my follow-on question of exactly how much land do they want from the Chilean government, he stated, “five hectares per family” (which equates to about 12 acres).    In view of the fact that it is problematic to determine who is Mapuche and who is not, this demand would appear to be difficult to quantify and certainly has no chance of being met.
Although I found Francisco to be a passionate advocate for his people, I could not help thinking that his situation is much the same as the American Indians and every other clan of “native” people throughout the world whose land has been taken over by stronger, better-armed groups who arrived later.  In fact, at this moment a group of American Indians are demonstrating in front of the White House in Washington, D.C. in an attempt to gain concessions for a perceived grievance on land that they claim.

This leads to the question of “who really owns land?”    I would suggest that the answer is “no one.”   Titles or claims to property are worthless in the real world.   History continually demonstrates that the phrase, Might Makes Right, has had almost total applicability in most disputes.
I have long maintained that the only claim to land belongs to “whoever has the biggest guns.”  History would seem to bear this out.  Europe is a prime example.  Who exactly owns Polish land?  Title for their land and property has floated back and forth for most of the recent centuries.  Conquerors come and go.  Those living in the Crimea are certainly some of the most recent examples.  Occasionally, in our “modern” world, some indigenous groups are able to use the legal system, coupled with collective guilt of the current occupiers, to receive a few crumbs of land as “compensation” for prior theft, but there have been no wholesale returns of property that I am aware of anywhere in the world.  The bigger guns always win.  Ask the Palestinians. 
I did not share my views on this with Francisco following his impassioned lecture, but I also did not run to place any bets on the success of his claims.  We live in a world that may not be quite as “fair” or civilized as the Mapuche need to regain their land.  Their best hope may be to get into politics and co-opt the current leaders rather than hoping for some government largesse.  But I still would not bet on any success.
I thought you might like to know.
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