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ABSTRACT

To appreciate the friar lands policy, one has to study it
within the context of the events that took place during the
Philippine Revolution and the Filipino-American War. Basically,
the policy was the response of the American government to the
agrarian unrest in the provinces where the friars owned
haciendas. It can be considered a colonial tool that the
American government used to pacify the Filipinos. The policy
became complicated and controversial, because at the time the
Bmerican government was formulating the policy, many interest
groups joined the negotiations. All of them were expecting that
their participation would give them certain benefits.

The American government considered the friar lands policy a
solution to the growing anti-friar sentiment among the
Filipinos. At the time the Americans arrived in the
Philippines, many of the friar lands were already under the
control of the revolutionaries. After the establishment of the
civil government, the friars sought the help of the government
to help them recover their haciendas and collect the overdue
rents. This move of the friars provoked several Filipinos.
Many of them got restless and threatened that they would take

arms again just to prevent the return of the friars.
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The American government had to address the problem in the
friar lands because they did not want the unrest to deteriorate
into an open war. The insular officials did not want the issue
to affect their pacification program. Consequently, President
William McKinley sent the Taft Commission to study the matter
thoroughly and come up Wwith some recommendations. Taft’s
investigation revealed that the friar were the legitimate owners
of the haciendas. But, he advised the government not to allow
the friars to retake their landholdings. Instead, he asked
McKinley to purchase the friar lands and redistribute them to
the tenants. For him, this was a fair settlement of the issue.
Oon the one hand, the friars would be given the chance to
liquidate their landholdings and leave the country with dignity.
The revolutionaries and tenants, on the other hand, would be
given the opportunity to own the land that they tilled.

The American government accepted Taft’s recommendation and
provided the necessary legal requirements to facilitate the
purchase of the friar lands. The purchase lands was a tedious
and long process and Taft had to go to Rome just to expedite the
negotiation. Two of the issues that delayed the negotiation
were the issue concerning the price and the lands to be included
in the sale. The friars wanted to sell their lands at the
highest price possible. Taft, on his part, wanted to peg the

price according to the land’s productivity. After a series of
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negotiations and coupled with some developments which were not
favorable to the friars, the two parties agreed to sell the
friar lands for 7,237,195.00 U.S. dollars.

The purchase of the friar lands constitutes only the first
part of the solution to the agrarian problem. As far as the
Filipinos were concerned, what matters most is the distribution
of these lands to the tenants. After the purchase, the Bureau
of Lands divided the haciendas into small parcels and offered
them for sale to the tenants. To ensure the smooth
implementation of the policy, the Philippine Commission passed
the Friar Lands Act of 1904. It provided the guidelines on how
to manage the disposal of the friar lands. It stipulated that
in the disposal of the friar lands, actual tenants must be given
priority. It also imposed a ceiling on the number of acres that
buyers could take. For individual buyers, the maximum is 16
hectares; for corporation the ceiling is 1,025 hectares.

The implementation of the policy became complicated because
many interest groups joined the government during its
formulation and implementation. Aside from the friars and the
government officials, the other participants were the sugar
interests groups in the United States, Archbishop John Ireland,
Mrs. Maria Storer, the Catholic Church, the revolutionaries and
the former tenants of the friar lands. Each one of them had

their own agenda in mind. They were expecting that their
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participation would give them certain benefits. Indeed, some of
them received substantial benefits, but a few of them did not.
Archbishop Ireland, Mrs. Storer and the tenants were Some of the
participants who did not receive that much benefits from the
policy.

Like any other government programs, the friar lands policy
had strengths and shortcomings. Foremost, the American
government deserved commendation for addressing the root cause
of the agrarian unrest in the friar lands. The government’s
land-to-the-tiller program could be considered a radical
development in the history of the friar lands. This was the
first time that the government responded affirmatively to the
clamor of the tenants to own the land they tilled. Lastly,
Taft’s adherence to the principle of due process, transparency
and just compensation also contributed to the speedy resolution
of the conflict.

The friar lands policy had some shortcomings and
inadequacies which affected its outcome. First, some insular
officials did not implement the policy diligently and
faithfully. They vyielded to the pressure exerted by their
colleagues and business partners. As a result, there were some
non-tenants who were able to purchase lands beyond the acreage
limitation. Second, the friar lands policy can be considered

limited in scope. It only covered those lands owned by the
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Dominicans, Augustinians and the Recollects. The government
spared other estates, which were equally controversial.

Lastly, the friar lands policy from the point of view of
the tenants could be considered inadequate. The American
government was grossly mistaken when it assumed that land-to-
the-tiller alone would improve the economic life of the tenants.
It turned out that aside from the friar lands, the tenants had
other needs. They needed infrastructure projects like farm to
market roads, irrigation facilities and other post-harvest
structures. They also needed credit facilities and technical
training on better farm management. Because of the failure of
the government to provide enough support measures, many of the
tenants ended up indebted a few years after they received the
friar lands. In the end, the friar lands policy failed to help

the tenants realize their dream to enjoy a prosperous life.
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