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RESUMEN 
En este trabajo se realiza una revisión 
histórica de la represión y violencia polí- 
tica ocurrida en Chile. Describimos la 
represión y sus efectos (miedo, rechazo 
social, culpabilidad, aislamiento, pasivi- 
dad, pesimismo e impotencia). Defini- 
mos conceptos tales como trauma políti- 
co, duelo y compensación social. La 
memoria social se define como el signi- 
ficado dado a los sucesos traumáticos del 
pasado y sus efectos sobre las relaciones 
sociales. Problemas del recuerdo y olvi- 
do de hechos traumáticos se asocian con 
el deseo de evitar el conflicto. En Chile se 
puede observar el dilema de la coexis- 
tencia de la memoria y el olvido y al 
mismo tiempo una tensión entre ambos 
en aquellas personas que quieren recor- 
dar y en los que desearían saltar la pá- 
gina. 

                                                 
1 Originally published in Spanish in Psicología Política, No. 6, 1993: 95-116. [Madrid] 
Translated to English by Laura Elliott for Aluna Psychosocial Accompaniment.   

ABSTRACT 
This article is a historical review of the 
violence and political repression which 
has taken place in Chile. We describe the 
repression and its effects (fear, social 
denial, auto-censorship, isolation, 
passiveness, pessimism and impotence). 
We define concepts such as political 
trauma, mourning and social reparation. 
Social memory is defined as the meaning 
given to the traumatic events from the 
past, and their effects on social 
relationships. Problems in remembering 
as well as in forgetting traumatic events 
are associated with the desire to avoid 
conflict. In Chile, we can observe the 
dilemma of the coexistence of memory 
and oblivion and at the same time a 
tension between both in those who want 
to remember and those who would wish 
to turn over the page. 

Translated to English by 
Aluna Acompañamiento Psicosocial 
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Introduction 
Chile is an independent and sovereign republic whose current 

institutionality was organized in the early nineteenth century and 
characterized by its political stability. In 1830, Diego Portales 
established an autocratic state, founded on the tradition of the colony’s 
Spanish governors and captains. In over 160 years, this political order 
was barely interrupted by political or military conflicts, which were not 
able to substantially alter its institutionality.    

One of the characteristics of Chilean society, since the arrival of the 
conquistadors in the sixteenth century up until now, has been the harsh 
exploitation of the labor force in mines, agricultural estates, and 
industries. From the early years of the conquest until the 1980s, Chilean 
society and culture reflected tensions between attempts to improve the 
living and working conditions of the majority of the Chilean people and 
the reality of a political and economic order that was upheld by the 
existence of conditions of subjugation and repression for workers 
(Loveman, 1988).  

The social movement began to organize in the late nineteenth 
century. The first organizations of workers were known as las mutuales 
(“the mutuals”), which sought reciprocal help and protection. In 1887, 
the first expression emerged of what would later be the popular parties. 
Subsequently, in the Norte Grande, the mancomunales (“united forces”) 
appeared, joining together saltpeter workers, longshoremen, and 
boatmen organizations, which were incipient expressions of what would 
be the Chilean labor union movement.   

Initially, the demands of these sectors of workers were wage claims 
in a society that had been organized and governed by a national elite, 
mainly landowners, since its founding. The workers’ organization was 
deterred through repression and fear. The ruling governments tried to 
impede the workers’ claims by repressing these demands. Often, this 
repression resulted in death. The country’s political history had to 
accept the organized workers as relevant actors despite the political 
repression that was exercised over them. Different organizations 
successively expressed their demands. The Federation of Chilean 
Workers (FOCH, for its Spanish initials), founded in 1909, was the 
first national organization of Chilean workers. Later, in 1936, the 
General Confederation of Workers of Chile (CGT, for its Spanish 
initials) was founded as the national organization, succeeding its 
predecessor, which was dissolved. The CGT’s approaches linked wage 
claims to political demands, which were concretely expressed in the 
unity between the popular parties and labor union organizations, 



 

giving rise to the Popular Front, and electing Pedro Aguirre Cerda as 
president of the republic in 1938.      

The “cold war” altered the precarious power relations of the 
popular sectors. The repression of workers’ strikes and demands meant 
jail, “black lists” of those considered to be subversive according to 
their political ideas and proposals. Because of this, they were impeded 
from accessing employment. This was already a very old practice in 
the field, as peasant-like farm workers and their families were expelled 
from the estates if they participated in strikes or made claims for rights.   

The Central Única de Trabajadores de Chile (Workers’ Unique 
Center of Chile)

2
 was founded in 1953 and brought together most of 

the organized union movement. After its third congress (1962), their 
platform’s political demands took center stage, creating frequent 
internal conflicts due to the varying ideological conceptions that 
existed in the Chilean union movement (Noé, 1971), which reflected 
those in Chilean society.  

In the 1960s, the conviction that the different social groups could 
resolve the large problems that were affecting the country’s major 
sectors seemed to prevail through reforms to the existing legal 
framework. The conflicts between the different social sectors tended 
to be resolved in what was called a state of commitment. Eduardo Frei, 
a Christian democrat elected in 1964, began the process called 
revolution in liberty that involved expanding, among other things, the 
agrarian reform process. In this period, the demand for participation in 
the popular sectors increased, mainly through labor union, urban and 
rural neighborhood, and community organizations, which resulted in a 
growing demand for participation in the social and political power 
structures. 

The popular sectors’ process of political unity materialized in this 
context, expressed in the coalition named Unidad Popular (Popular 
Unity), which elected Salvador Allende in 1970 and whose program 
was characterized as transition to socialism. Salvador Allende’s 
election caused an ardent political reaction from the political sectors, 
mainly from the right, which tried to impede him from assuming the 
presidency of the republic, which did not only depend on the national 
situation but also on influence from the global context (Lira and 
Castillo, 1991).   

Chilean society entered a growing political conflict that 
progressively involved the entire society, causing an intense 

                                                 
2 Translators Note (TN): This union was refounded in 1988 under the name Central 
Unitaria de Trabajadores de Chile (Workers’ United Center of Chile).  
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polarization that started to characterize all social relations. It soon 
became evident that Chilean democracy had reconciled, but it had not 
resolved the conflicts between freedom and participation, and 
authoritarian ideology was a relevant factor in the structures of 
national power (Loveman, 1988). 

Early on, most of its actors perceived the social conflict only as a 
political problem, as a problem of disputing interests and forces. As 
time passed, polarization took root in ethical-political convictions and 
perspectives. For opponents, the concepts of democracy and liberty 
played a relevant role on an ideological and subjective level. At the 
same time, the conviction of the legitimacy of the struggle for more 
just and humane living conditions for the majorities, which 
predominated on the left, stressed the utopic dimension of Unidad 
Popular’s political project. From this perspective, the outcome 
represented a tragedy for the popular majorities, for their social 
organizations and for their historical expectations. 

On September 11, 1973, the Chilean Armed Forces occupied the 
country. Through Decree Law No. 5 of September 12, 1973, they 
declared a state of war and overthrew the established government, 
initiating a dictatorship that governed the country until March 11, 
1990.  

In his last words to the country, Salvador Allende noted his 
perception of the conflict’s limited nature:  

Placed in a historic transition, I will pay for loyalty to the people with my life. And 
I say to them that I am certain that the seeds which we have sowed in the good 
conscience of thousands and thousands of Chileans will not be permanently 
severed. They have the force and will be able to dominate us, but social processes 
cannot be arrested, not by crime nor force. History is ours, and the people are who 
make history.3 

The first edict of the Military Junta proclaimed:  
The president of the republic must immediately proceed to hand over his position. 
The Chilean armed forces and Carabineros (Federal Police) are united to begin the 
historic and responsible mission to fight for the liberation of the homeland and 
prevent our country from falling under the Marxist yoke, and for the restoration of 
order and institutionality. The workers of Chile may be certain that the economic 
and social benefits they have secured to date will not undergo fundamental 
changes.4 

 
In just a few hours, a heightened situation of social conflict had 

transformed into a “war,” according to the new authorities’ definition, 
without any distinction between the supposed combatants and the civilian 
population1 (Cavallo, Salazar, and Sepúlveda, 1988). Political threat, fear, 
                                                 
3 TN: This quote was translated from the original Spanish for use in this particular publication. 
4 TN: This quote was translated from the original Spanish for use in this particular publication. 



 

and repression would characterize social relations from this moment 
forward.    

The Organization of American States’ report on the human rights 
situation in Chile states: 

The Government [referring to the Military Junta], initially convinced that it faced 
a state of war and in its desire to do away with all traces of the situation prior to 
September 11, 1973, used for that purpose all the resources at its disposal, including 
the most extreme methods of violence. Thus […] it gave legal support to those 
actions to the Armed Forces in certain circumstances to execute without the need 
for a trial.2 

 
Political trauma  

The concept of political trauma3 (Montero and Martin Baró, 1987) 
provides an understanding of the impact of the military dictatorship 
(1973–90) in Chilean society. This trauma entails not only the rupture 
of the society’s institutional functioning but also the introduction of 
political threat as a constituent factor of social relations under 
conditions of state violence and terrorism.      

In this description, we adopt the concept of psychosocial trauma 
that was described by Ignacio Martin Baró (1990), in which the 
differentiated impact on different social groups and individuals is 
distinguished according to their social background, their degree of 
participation in the conflict, and other characteristics of their 
personality and experience.   

The rigidity of social relations “of war” is observed; they are 
characterized by a type of polarized social interaction, which reduces 
the possibilities of conflict solution to the point of not having any 
alterative other than war, destruction, and death.  

In situations of civil war or dictatorship, the predominant 
ideological argument tends to be developed precisely from the division 
and polarization of society, cataloguing one of its sectors as the 
“others,” the “enemies”, the “subversives”, the “criminals”, the 
“terrorists,” or some other equivalent term, giving subjects a 
“malignant identity” (Erikson, 1985),4 which makes it possible to strip 
them of their human condition. Thus, once its targets have been 
dehumanized, political violence seems to be transformed into 
something legitimate. 

 
Political repression  

With the aim of legalizing, justifying, and legitimizing the military 
coup, the Chilean military dictatorship attempted to carry out a 
stereotyped reduction of the country’s political conflict. The situation 
was politically, socially, and subjectively defined as if the political 
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conflict could be reduced to two opposing positions and as if the 
existence of some depended on the destruction of others. The compre-
hensive political framework was the Doctrine of National Security.      

Violence and political repression involved the normalcy of extreme 
situations in daily life. The most terrifying effect came from verifying 
that the State apparatus intentionally exercised the violence through 
the massive and systematic violation of human rights. It was 
characterized as State terrorism. Its most extreme procedures were 
death, the disappearance of individuals who had been stigmatized as 
enemies of the society, and the systematic and generalized torture of 
those who had been detained. All this became a state of permanent 
threat to the political sector, the left, which produced a response of 
chronic fear in society as a whole. The concept of chronic fear is a 
contradiction in itself, as both fear and anguish are specific responses 
to an internal or external threat that is perceived by the subject. 
Speaking of chronic fear implies that it stops being a specific reaction 
to concrete situations and is practically transformed into a permanent 
state of daily life, not only for those who are directly affected by the 
repression but also for any other person that might perceive 
her/himself as being threatened.5  

In contrast, the state of threat involves the existence of a type of 
invisible violence that is very difficult to evade or avoid, as it is the 
subjects’ very psychic structures that are made vulnerable. Threat and 
fear form a single process that formulates different levels of relations 
between the subject’s external and internal reality. When this happens 
simultaneously in thousands of subjects, it forms a process that affects 
the daily lives of these subjects and of the society where it takes place 
(Lira and Castillo, 1991).    

The types of repressive political violence have been described 
according to their direct effects on the victims (Human Rights 
Commission Report of the Organization of American States, 1985). 
The report identified collective executions, executions by firing squad, 
and individual executions. It also verified that numerous people were 
condemned to death by war councils, being immediately executed 
after they were sentenced (Decree Law No. 5 of 1973) without the right 
to appeal. Most of these cases affected the leaders of certain political 
groups or President Allende’s government officials.  

The dictatorship’s repressive violence in this period used mass 
detention and torture,6 untraceable disappearances, and false 
confrontations that were widely disseminated although, in many cases, 
they were related to people who had been previously detained. It is 
necessary to add the murders that took place during torture7 to the 



 

deadly situations that have been described (National Commission for 
Truth and Reconciliation Report, 1991). Likewise, it should be noted 
that thousands of Chileans went into exile to protect their lives—
whether because they requested asylum in embassies, because they 
commuted a jail sentence to expulsion, or because they were expelled 
from the country. The systematic practice of torturing8 detainees had 
a terrifying effect on the victims, their family members, their political 
organizations, and the society. Torture mainly attempted to destroy the 
political and psychological identity of the subjects through various 
types of torment (Weinstein, Lira, and Rojas, 1987). The traumatic 
character of these practices prolongs their consequences in the lives of 
subjects and their families far beyond the end of torture itself (Lira and 
Weinstein, 1984).        

The fact that these existed as regular practices was one of the most 
powerful threats exercised over organized sectors.9 Their effects on 
society have been observed in fear, social denial, self-censuring, 
isolation, passiveness, resignation, powerlessness, skepticism, and the 
alteration of subjects’ relationship with reality. Regarding this, Hernán 
Vidal (1989) states:     

 Daily life appears as spaces and schedules that are deeply violated, mutilated in 
their routines […]. Residences and rooms can be violently raided without respect 
for the differences between day and night, light and darkness, that usually guide the 
conduct of business matters of the legitimate authority, which should leave its 
transactions open to the view and examination of its citizens […]. Its task is 
facilitated by curfews that immobilize nightly transit, detaining the bodies of the 
defeated to fixed locations and turning them into defenseless objects that are 
available for punishment […]. Public and work spaces are penetrated by a logic of 
violence, which is why the most atrocious acts are expected and justified as a 
consequence and a “natural” possibility of mass confrontations and the supposed 
need to reestablish a social discipline that has been altered by political “chaos.”5        

 
For nearly 10 years, Chilean society lived under conditions of extreme 

political repression, with very weak reactions resulting from a 
recognition of the threat of this repression. However, the economic 
crisis in late 1982 enabled a reaction from civil society, which made 
demands relating to the country’s existing economic and social 
conditions. In 1983, an unprecedented demonstration took place: “the 
protests,” a name given to the mass mobilizations against Pinochet’s 
government. The protests set forth that one day a month, as previously 
determined, the opposition would make itself present through a variety 
of collective expressions, both in the popular sectors and in well-to-do 
neighborhoods, through different conducts of “not doing” (not taking 

                                                 
5 TN: This quote was translated from the original Spanish for use in this particular publication.  
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children to school, not carrying out administrative procedures, not 
making purchases). This expression took on relevancy precisely by 
using the absence of the active behaviors that are expected on a massive 
scale, which was the fear of participating in political manifestations. 

These collective manifestations reclaimed as specific social sentiment. 
Fear did not allow the majorities to express their “opposition,” but it did 
make it possible for individual actions, by simultaneously becoming 
collective, to transform into visible social action, which was perceived 
to be less dangerous.  

The authority, nonetheless, had a monopoly on force and used it to 
consolidate its power beyond what was necessary, generating 
perceptions of vulnerability and threat that exceeded the majorities’ 
capacity for rational discrimination, but at the same time this restricted 
the possible scope of social life. These contradictions were expressed 
later on in a variety of political alternatives for ending the dictatorship. 
Even so, Chileans from the opposition had a strong notion of their 
purposes and expectations regarding the end of the dictatorship. On this 
point, an Argentinean writer made note of the following: 

Chileans speak of Chile. At all times. Their hearts burst of anguish, anxiety, and 
nostalgia, but they do not stop speaking […]. Their fears and trembles are apparent, 
but they believe in the magic of that name […]. Chileans say that life takes place in 
churches, courts, and cemeteries. The rest is survival. Surviving general Pinochet and 
the dictatorship, because Chile is on the other side (Timmerman, 1987).6        

 
In the years to come, the protests went through a search for political 

solutions as alternatives to the dictatorship. The fantasy of the 
dictatorship was that it would endure indefinitely. 

Between 1987 and 1988, political repression escalated, expressed 
mainly in death threats. In 1987, 1,088 threats were legally denounced. 
Of those affected by them, 10% suffered some type of severe 
consequence. Between the plebiscite (1988) and the elections 
(December 14, 1989), this situation of permanent threat remained. A 
general perspective of the repressive violence upheld during the 
dictatorship led the Organization of American States’ Commission for 
Human Rights (1985) to note:         

The magnitude of the proven violations, the diversity of the methods used in 
perpetrating them, the prolonged period during which they have been carried out 
and the impunity of the officials that have committed them lead the Commission to 
conclude that they are not individual excesses explainable in the context of an 
armed struggle against an internal enemy but, on the contrary, are due to the 
deliberate intention purpose of the Government of Chile to eliminate any form of 

                                                 
6 TN: This quote was translated from the original Spanish for use in this particular publication. 



 

dissidence even at the cost of such serious violations of the right to life as those 
documented in this chapter. 

 
 

Political Trauma and Violence: an attempt to interpret  
 The historical social context is critical for understanding the 
conditions that brought on the collapse of Chilean institutionality in 
1973 along with the mass political repression of social forces that were 
bearers of a popular political project for social change.     
 It is necessary to look to the past—from the foundational origins 
of Chile in the sixteenth century to the institutionalization of the State 
and the workers’ struggles of the nineteenth century—to understand 
how the basic dilemma of Chilean society played out once more: how 
to make Chile a land of liberty while maintaining institutional and 
political order; how to gain economic progress without this involving 
exploitive conditions for the majorities; how to maintain social order 
and create conditions of social justice without political repression. The 
national emblem’s motto proclaims that the national objectives should 
be reached “by reason or by force,” pointing to this historic challenge 
and remembering that the present—that of yesterday and today—cannot 
evade or escape the past, both in regard to the dilemmas set forth by the 
societal project (what do we want) and the procedures (what to we use) 
to achieve it (Loveman, 1988).     
 Deciphering those dilemmas continues to be a task of the present 
that is intrinsically associated with the political trauma of 1973 and with 
the tasks undertaken to face this trauma.  
 The human rights violations were the most extreme manifestation 
of political violence, and they produced a traumatic collective 
experience in the direct victims, in those who have been profoundly 
affected, and in social relations. This experience also had a bearing on 
the collective representation of Chilean society and on political work. 
The consensus that was reached to end the dictatorship represents, in a 
certain way, the triumph of reason over force. It is an attempt at 
exorcism before the constraints of force whose exercise, outside the law, 
caused systematic violations to people’s rights, the subsequent terror, 
and the political trauma to which we are referring.  

The question of how such violence was possible remains latent, and 
it is not easy to answer. It is a situation of political origin; however, its 
consequences cross through all spheres of the society’s daily life, and 
political logic only explains one part of the process. When these 
problems are placed within a historic perspective, the authoritarian 
dimension emerges with strength: the autocratic roots of the national 
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culture, both in public life and in daily life. This statement tends to 
surprise the common citizen. The most comfortable explanation has 
been to attribute this autocratic aspect to the military incursion in 
national and political life, as if everything had originated following the 
1973 coup. The authoritarian dimension in social relations tends to be 
an element that is repudiated and denied, explained as if it were an 
unpleasant incident from the past, only a cultural aspect in a process of 
modernization, in evolving toward more tolerant and plural expressions 
as a natural result of progress in this century. 

The experience of the military coup made it evident that the 
authoritarian origins of the political conduct and social relations were 
deeply rooted in important sectors of the society. An example of this 
was that there were more aggressors than what daily Chilean thought, 
apparently liberal and democratic, was able to imagine. Aggressors 
emerged from different sectors of society. The State’s reasoning and the 
ideological justifications contributed to excluding objections or qualms 
from their consciences. The demonization of the enemies enabled a 
release from the risk of experiencing remorse. The apparent 
massiveness of the violence dissolved responsibilities. The capacity for 
uncritical obedience and acceptance of the authority’s rulings delegated 
the responsibility for individual acts to those who held the power. The 
aggressors’ subjective needs provided the emotions and passions that 
were required for identifying with the State’s reasoning and 
contributing to executing it with a particular cruelty.         

Did these aggressors have any particular characteristics? (Milgram, 
1980). It is quite probable that they appeared to be ordinary human 
beings. Their placement in contexts that politically legitimized 
repression and violence from a standpoint of hierarchical authority 
enabled the disassociation in the individual and collective conscience 
regarding the concrete ethical and political consequences of their acts. 
The social process in which this situation took shape can be described 
as a paranoid psychosocial context, which had existed before the 
outbreak of political repression.10  

The climate of political polarization stimulated the construction of 
social relationships that were affected by distrust, fear, and 
aggressiveness. Political repression defined the exclusion of a sector of 
society by making it the object of violence. Yet, inside this sector, for 
as massive as the repression was, it could not affect everyone and, 
therefore, each subject was a potential victim, precisely because 
everyone was threatened. The impossibility of distinguishing between 
those who were subjects of threat and those who were not defined a type 
of paranoid relationship with reality, which could paradoxically reach 



 

the point of providing an adequate discrimination of the possible threats 
that hung over some individuals. 

The system of paranoia is characterized as being absurd for those 
who are outside of it but nearly impossible to discern for those who are 
trapped inside it, precisely because it is a belief system. An ideologically 
polarized society stigmatizes and devalues the enemies in such a way 
that persecuting them is transformed into a factor of social health 
(Bulhan, 1985). The life of the enemies-victims depends on the 
exchange of paranoias among those that control power in the society. 
One part of the society actively identifies with the authority and its 
ideological arguments; another part accepts that if the authority 
determines it, if something is legal, then it is also legitimate. Only a 
sector representing a small minority can denounce the process—as a 
kind of metacommunication—confronting the reality on the basis of 
another belief system.  

If we observe the Chilean process from a psychosocial perspective, 
we can see that the climate of political polarization that preceded the 
military coup was accompanied by the intensification of certain 
threatening collective images. Accordingly, political change, Unidad 
Popular, the leftists, the extremists, and the revolutionaries were 
categories into which stigmatizing elements were deposited without 
distinction, facilitating the construction of a “malignant identity” from 
the social and political point of view. This identity appeared to be what 
was responsible for the approaching catastrophe, which was the 
imminent destruction of the homeland, of the national identity, of the 
life of its nationals, of the lives of everyone. This collective threat was 
latent, given that communism represented its most permanent and 
condensed form. In spite of all this, the category of “enemy” was upheld 
for years on more of an abstract level that was socially disassociated 
from specific people who were expressions of this ideology or of these 
political positions. Yet, paradoxically, this dissociation made it possible 
for the enemy-victim to also be dehumanized in an abstract way. The 
enemy was communism or communists. It was not a specific human 
being with a first and last name. The enemy lacked rights. It could be 
stalking anywhere. This type of rationalization enabled one part of 
society’s entry into paranoid functioning without clear warning, as it 
was based on old prejudices of which there was not great awareness.      

Dehumanization, upheld by the fear of destruction and by social 
prejudices that were rather widespread, facilitated repression without 
creating too much unease in the beginning. Institutionalizing repression 
in specialized apparatuses made it less visible and created a certain 
statute for the legalization of its functioning when it appeared as a way 
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to protect the homeland from the threat of communism, subversion, and 
terrorism. The political and legal basis of military intervention justified 
political repression in accordance with this threat that was identified and 
perceived as the destruction of the homeland, once more defending 
military members as guarantors of institutionality and defenders of the 
homeland. This definition is explicit in the political constitution of the 
State that was dictated in 1980. 

When analyzing the Chilean society’s subordination to the military 
dictatorship, the functioning of projective mechanisms can be noticed 
on a massive level; they targeted the enemies, but, in reality, they 
introduced suspicion in everyone. The violence used against this enemy 
was always rationalized at first instance as a defense of national identity 
(the homeland) and of one’s own identity, not differentiating one from 
another. This lack of differentiation attempted to legitimize the State’s 
reasoning as a rationalization of individual conducts and interests and 
the human rights violations as comprehensive policy.      

Political repression forcibly imposed a paranoid discourse onto 
Chilean society, which was not fully questioned because a significant 
part of the population initially identified with authoritarianism, 
appreciating its capacity to instill order in a situation that was 
perceived to be threatening and chaotic. Later on, they saw the results 
of the economic model as a promise of modernity and progress.  

In summary, the human rights violations created a political threat 
perceived as a threat of annihilation aimed at the existence of subjects 
in their condition as living beings and social beings. This type of 
violence was constituted as a political threat (Lira and Castillo, 1991), 
that is, as a threat that was linked to political work, initially aimed 
against supporters of the overthrown government and, subsequently, 
against the opponents of the military regime.   

From a psychosocial perspective, these types of situations had 
consequences on daily life in Chilean society that can be characterized, 
mainly, by the hardship and intransigence of the general structure of 
social life, the upheld social and political polarization, which implied 
a reduction and schematization of life and rupture from the common 
sense of daily routines. This also manifested in the weakening of 
personal autonomy and self-confidence. Finally, a very drastic 
psychosocial characteristic, joined with other circumstances, was the 
devaluation of human life.11      

Regarding this type of reality, Hernán Vidal (1989) speaks of the 
cataclysmic effect that the dictatorship had on social reality when it 
dislocated all its referential elements and reordered them on the basis 
of a different social project, in which the process of social economic 



 

transformation took preeminence without taking into account how 
much violence this required.  

The dictatorship formally ended after a plebiscite that was held in 
1988, in which 56% of the Chilean population decided Pinochet was 
not wanted as the republic’s president. Elections were convened, and, 
in 1989, Patricio Aylwin was elected; he assumed the position in 
March 1990. Nevertheless, Pinochet has remained as the army’s 
commander-in-chief without the current president having the power to 
remove him from his post.   

 
Social mourning and redress 
During the dictatorship, the political nature of the violence and its 
exculpatory arguments tended to deny the existence of the facts. They 
appeared to be a subjective perception invented by the victims, who, in 
addition to the suffering they had endured, seemed to have lost their 
sense of reality. What they had experienced had not existed. Hence, the 
human rights violations seemed to be a matter of believing or not 
believing that they had happened and not objective facts that could be 
established regardless of individuals’ subjectivity, whether they were 
victims or anyone else. From the standpoint of this general social 
experience, it was necessary to establish the reality of the facts. 
 With this in mind, the new government’s first political measure 
consisted of designating the National Commission for Truth and 
Reconciliation in 1990, made effective by the president of the republic. 
The commission’s mandate was limited to the cases of death and 
disappearance, specifically leaving out cases of torture, mainly because 
torture was such a widespread practice that it would have made the 
commission’s work endless—an argument authorities presented when 
defining this mandate. Likewise, it was not authorized to identify the 
perpetrators of the crimes, as it was not to usurp the courts’ authority 
when establishing responsibilities.  
 The report produced by the commission provided an analysis of 
the context in which the crimes were committed, which involved 
identifying the institutions that the perpetrators belonged to. Upon 
analyzing the overall process of political repression through specific 
situations, the Commission on Truth and Reconciliation concluded that 
they had devastating effects on the victims and on social harmony in 
Chilean society.    
 The president of the republic presented the commission’s report 
to the country and apologized to the victims, reaffirming the entire 
society’s responsibility for the human rights violations. However, the 
right and the armed forces reacted negatively, reiterating that they had 
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saved the homeland from Marxist danger and that this argument was all 
that was needed to justify the facts, which they could no longer continue 
to deny. The solid presentation of the report could have stimulated 
debate about the past, but it unleashed a surge in terrorism that began 
with the assassination of a right-winged senator, ideologist of the 
military regime, which shifted the focus of national attention onto the 
terrorism of small groups instead of State terrorism. Because of this, the 
social redress proposals no longer had the political and cultural 
relevance that would have enabled the victims’ social vindication.          

The Commission on Truth and Reconciliation Report placed the 
unequivocal result of political repression before Chilean society—the 
destroyed lives and bodies, not only of the dead, but also of those who 
survived them—and it pointed to the irreparable dimension of this 
process. This is why speaking of social redress is a metaphor that gives 
an account of a political process that is upheld by the recognition of 
injustice—there was not justice for those who were murdered and 
disappeared, there was not due process, there were not proven charges, 
there was an excess of political violence aimed at “extirpating the 
Marxist cancer” and, with it, any traces of a popular political project.      

In relation to the human rights violations, a series of initiatives have 
been developed that are tied to a notion of social redress. There is 
compensation for the victims, health care, and mental health care 
through a program named PRAIS (for its Spanish initials, Redress and 
Comprehensive Health Care Program for Victims of Human Rights 
Violations). There is special assistance for exiles who return to the 
country at the National Office of Return. The problem deriving from 
serious human rights violations has become a matter for the courts of 
justice, which pursue the cases of thousands of denouncements of 
disappearances of persons, murders, and torture. The trials make slow 
progress within a legal framework that had the purpose of guaranteeing 
aggressors’ impunity (Amnesty Law of 1978) and a system of internal 
loyalties that would ensure this impunity. However, many have started 
to be publicly identified, and society does not seem willing to accept the 
total impunity of their actions if the process takes place through the 
courts of justice.  

Nevertheless, it is necessary to reflect on the Chilean society’s 
capacity to face this process. The government speaks of reconciliation 
as the objective pursued in coping with the consequences left behind by 
the human rights violations. It might seem to be a word that exorcizes 
the fears of the armed forces and that attempts to recognize the rights of 
victims. Yet, the problem of the damage caused to individuals and 
society is more complex, and it does not seem possible to resolve it only 



 

on the level of social policies. There are aspects of this political trauma 
that are still not identified and that need to be recognized in different 
social indicators.  

Reflecting on redress as a social and political task for Chilean 
society and for all other societies, Ignacio Martín Baró wrote to us in 
October 1989:  

All of this damage is of such a magnitude that it would be naïve or cynical to expect for it 
to be forgotten from one day to the next, because at the heart of the issue it is not a problem 
of isolated individuals, neither few nor many. It is a strictly social problem. The damage 
produced is not simply that of the destroyed personal life; the damage has been caused to 
the social structures themselves, to the norms that govern coexistence, to the institutions 
that regulate the lives of citizens, to the values and principles that one has been taught, and 
in accordance with which they have attempted to justify repression… (Becker and Lira, 
1989).7  

Yet, it is possible to feel like the fear that affected the entire society 
is still there, latent, and that it is activated when these issues are 
positioned in national debate. The past, whether it be the dictatorship or 
the previous form of political life, yearned for like democracy, is 
transformed into a past that is difficult to summon in order to think about 
its lessons and dilemmas. The issue of human rights violations is 
automatically associated with death, and it recalls the time of the 
dictatorship that was not only traumatic for the victims. Today, it is 
transformed into a latent threat for the aggressors.       

The issue of human rights violations concerns individual traumatic 
experiences and the political crisis resulting from the Chilean society’s 
political trauma. Perhaps these associations explain various social and 
political sectors’ efforts to bring the issue to a conclusion: some, out of 
fear of evoking vengeance, violence, and confrontation; others, out of 
political calculation; and others, simply because the horror can become 
intolerable. One of the most evident psychosocial effects of this 
traumatic dimension is the difficulty in discussing differences and the 
prevailing tendency to avoid conflict in most public social relationships 
as well as giving great worth to consensus above any other type of 
relation.  

However, despite all of these contradictions and fears, the political 
coalition that followed the dictatorship, the Concertation of Parties for 
Democracy, did not commit itself to silence. It committed itself to the 
Truth, to Justice to the extent possible, and to Social Redress. 
Consequently, silence and oblivion are not easy to impose, although, on 
a formal level, Chilean society does not appear very interested in 
mobilizing these issues, and different sectors converge on the 
conviction that it would be better to forget and let time close all wounds.  

                                                 
7 This quote was translated from the original Spanish for use in this particular publication. 
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Social memory  
 We can observe that the dictatorship’s traumatic impact on social 
relations is subordinated to the definition of social life as a “war.” In 
brief, war it is about killing and, as Canetti (1962) said, “[it] has to do 
with killing. The enemy ranks are ‘thinned.’ It is killing wholesale; as 
many of the enemy as possible are cut down. The aim is to transform a 
dangerous crow of live adversaries into a heap of dead.” This link 
between violence and death traumatically invaded the daily life of 
Chilean society. Only a retrospective view made it possible to delimit 
who was targeted by the death threat. The violence that was exercised 
spread fear throughout the entire society, which openly lasted for many 
years.  
 Fear is the first social remnant that we find in relation to the threat 
of annihilation perceived by subjects during the dictatorship. It is not 
strange that, in a society where the systematic violation of human rights 
was upheld as the main political threat for 17 years, the perception of 
fear is focused on basic distrust in relationships and in social structures, 
since they appear as structures that do not guarantee or inspire trust in 
people regarding the care of their lives and their development as human 
beings. It is worth wondering about residual fear’s effect on social 
relationships. What capacity does political threat have to reappear that 
is preserved within Chilean society itself, beyond the military 
dictatorship? What influence do the consequences of the human rights 
violations have on maintaining fear as a social political process in 
psychosocial, legal, and ethical terms? How much latent political threat 
and how much fear continue operating as a legacy of the past? How 
does this type of process influence the political transition when 
operating as invisible elements in Chileans’ conduct and political and 
psychological conscience? (Lira and Castillo, 1991) 

The dilemma between memory and oblivion in a traumatic political 
situation has specific connotations. Remembering something 
traumatic may be impossible. But forgetting it might also be, and the 
memory can come back violently, relentlessly invading, time and 
again.     

The traumatic knotting between oblivion and memory cannot be 
resolved as long as the magnitude of what has been lost and destroyed 
cannot be recognized in order to differentiate between what has died 
and what is still living within each of us. This can be recognized as 
part of processing losses on an individual level, but it cannot be 
assimilated as if it were identical on social and political levels. It could 
be thought of as an analogous process; however, it is not produced by 
multiplying individual mourning. On a social level, it is more about 



 

producing symbolic processes that make it possible to recognize the 
difference between them, creating an attitude of recognition of the 
traumatic reality on a collective level, a matter that is being done 
partially. This time, the attitude reflected in the popular saying “ojos 
que no ven corazón que no siente” (eyes that do not see, heart that does 
not feel) has not prevailed.  

On an individual level, this problem passes through subjects’ 
psychic structures and their particular circumstances. Canetti (1962) 
said: “Only those who were close to him, or who know precisely who 
he was, have a right to join the lamenting pack. Their pain increases 
with the degree of their familiarity with him; those who knew him best 
lament most. […] Strangers are not mourned […].” For someone who 
has loved another who has died, forgetting is impossible. The sorrow 
for his or her absence can be mitigated with time, assuming the 
definitive separation as an irreparable reality. Yet, saying his or her 
name calls this person into the condition of being alive in memory and 
in the heart of those who remembers him or her. 

Stated in these terms, for those who relate to the dead and survivors 
externally, as outsiders, it seems natural, healthy, and convenient for 
them to forget, to turn the page. This invitation only achieves that the 
relative grasps mourning as the only possibility to escape his or her 
own death in life, due to the threat that forgetting represents. Yet, the 
environment becomes toxic if the victims are transformed into the 
spokespeople for collective deaths that the society would like to burry 
and forget. “Collective deaths” were of distinct individuals, but the 
projects that these individuals embodied and gave their lives for were 
as well.  

Therefore, it is about thinking of the content of social memory, 
which is frequently referred to in the discourse of social organizations, 
of human rights bodies, and of victims. The account of the Vicariate 
of Solidarity’s12 work in defense of life and human rights, which was 
written during the dictatorship, is called Memoria Prohibida 
[Forbidden Memory]. This title depicts the dilemma of memory and 
oblivion that was taking shape for the future. The issue of oblivion has 
also been part of a political discourse that has circulated around Latin 
America. Historic memory or social memory, in our opinion, does not 
refer to the events themselves, but to the significance they have had 
for social relations, producing effects that have a bearing on the 
present, on political work, and on the course of social life.  

We began this work by remembering past projects of popular 
Chilean organizations that ended in violence and death and that, today, 
very few remember. Yet, this past was what made it possible for 
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thousands of people to take the risk to change society. The memory of 
the past—the “forgotten memories”—returns to us the possibility to 
recognize ourselves as a society, noting the illusions and utopias that 
were part of this process—our contradictions and dilemmas. The 
incidents will not happen again, as time does not return or repeat itself. 
The events are not what comprise social memory but the sense that 
they had in their time and for the future. When social memory is 
spoken of, there is an allusion to this possibility of remembering and 
discovering the permanent structures of the social relations of a people 
that recognizes itself, despite its great contradictions, in a common 
identity.   

We think the dilemma of the coexistence of memory and oblivion 
in Chile takes place in a double tension: oblivion subordinated to 
memory or memory subordinated to oblivion (Bertrand, 1977). Thus, 
under the epidermis of a society that faces the next century are the 
marks of what has still not healed, of what is not possible to close if it 
cannot be spoken of collectively. But it seems that remembering the 
traumatic has been experienced as “living through it again.” The 
painful memory of ruptures, of the presence of death and fear in the 
collective relations is still threatening. There are countless dead and 
disappeared persons that do not rest in peace…and there is the wish to 
forget and turn the page of one and another to continue living. This 
dilemma is not abstract. It happens in the concrete lives of Chileans, 
in daily options and, like all historic dilemmas, it does not have 
unanimous alternatives or simple consensus. It has possible social 
practices, anchored to the past and moving toward the future, ones that 
can allow for the political and subjective development of this traumatic 
past that is inserted in a greater past: that of the country’s social and 
political history.  

Violeta Parra sang: “volver a los diecisiete, es como vivir un siglo, 
es como descifrar signos sin ser sabio competente, volver a ser de 
repente tan frágil como un segundo, volver a sentir profundo…” (to be 
17 again is like living out a century, like deciphering signs without 
being a competent sage, suddenly going back to being as fragile as a 
second, going back to feeling deeply…). In other words, our dilemma 
of the future is also the dilemma of the memory of life.             

Notes 
1 On September 12, all public administrative employees were declared interim employees. On 
the 17th, the CUT’s legal status was canceled. On the 24th, congress was dissolved. On October 
1, delegate rectors were designated in all the universities. On the 8th, Unidad Popular’s seven 

                                                 



 

                                                                                                                     
parties were declared illicit and dissolved. On the 11th, the suspension of all the other parties 
was decreed.  
2 The Organization of American States’ report on the Human Rights Situation in Chile (Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights. Doc. 17, September 27, 1985. Washington, D.C., 
U.S.A.) notes that the statement corresponds to Military Edict No. 24 of September 12, 1973 and 
Decree Law No. 5 of September 12, 1973, published in the Official Journal on December 22, 
1973.  
3 Texts referring to exile, torture, and the effects of war—including both those developed through 
clinical work and denunciations as well as those that come from psychosocial research—have been 
classified in Latin American literature on political psychology under the term of political trauma. 
4 This concept was coined by Erik Erikson in relation to the psychosocial processes observed in the 
persecution of Jews, communists, blacks, and other stigmatized and persecuted human groups. 
5 In the FLACSO CED Survey on Public Opinion and Political Culture conducted in 1986, questions 
were asked regarding people’s fear of the occurrence of certain political situations over a period of 
the next three years. The answers yielded the following results: –that terrorism will increase 70.5%, –
that repression will increase 64.2%, –that there will be a civil war 59.8%      
6 The National Secretariat of Detained Persons (SENDET, for its Spanish initials, a State body created 
ad hoc between 1973 and 1976) established that between September 11, 1973 and February 6, 1976 
there were 42,486 detained persons. This figure is considered to be conservative.  
7 The government of the Concertation of Parties for Democracy established a Presidential 
Commission on Truth and Reconciliation that, between 1990 and 1991, investigated the cases of 
human rights violations that had resulted in death.   
8 Between  1973 and 1977, 1,429 cases of torture were denounced in international bodies. Between 
1978 and 1988, 1,300 cases of torture were legally denounced through the Vicarate of Solidarity. 
Between 1981 and 1988, the Human Rights Commission registered 1,663 cases of torture and 6,209 
cases of cruel and inhumane treatment.   
9 The Chilean Human Rights Commission noted that the figure of detainees was 116,275 between 
1981 and 1988.   
10 In this context, we understand paranoia as a type of disturbance in the relationship with reality in 
which one fears being hated or intentionally mistreated by another, a reaction that appears to be 
irrational and without basis.   
11 This characterization was formulated by Ignacio Martín Baró at the Conference Psychosocial 
Consequences of Political Terrorism sponsored by the Committee for Health Rights in Central 
America (CHRICA) in San Francisco, California (USA) in January 1989. He stated it in relation to 
daily life in El Salvadoran society. In our opinion, it adequately reflects the type of social relations 
that are produced in situations of State terrorism.         
12 The Vicariate of Solidarity is a pastoral organization created in late 1975 by the then-Archbishop 
of Santiago and Cardinal of the Catholic Church of Chile Msgr. Raúl Silva Henríquez. This body 
provided different kinds of legal and social assistance to people affected by political repression.    
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