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Abstract
The current memory struggles about the Chilean dictatorship makes it increasingly relevant to hear a diverse 
range of voices on the subject. One way of addressing this is to study autobiographical narratives, in which 
people construct a character to present themselves as the protagonists of a story by taking multiple positions 
regarding what is remembered. This article presents a study that analyzed the life stories of Chilean people 
(diverse in their generations, cities, experiences of political repression, political orientations and socio-
economic levels) and that distinguished between the positions that they take when presenting themselves 
as the protagonists of an autobiographical story about the Chilean dictatorship. The results point to salient 
and recurrent positions that allow people to earn the right to be considered part of the social history of the 
dictatorship, that involve different definitions regarding those responsible and the victims of what happened, 
and that unveil a strong family and filial logic of remembering.
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Memories and silences in post-dictatorial Chile

On 11 September 1973, a democratic socialist project (led by President Allende) was interrupted 
by a coup d’état that installed 17 years of dictatorship. Nowadays, more than 40 years after the 
coup, there are several positions, versions and memories of the events that took place during the 
dictatorship and their consequences. This diversity of versions is similar to what has been observed 
in other countries in the southern cone as a result of dictatorial regimes during the 1970s (Jelin, 
2002; Winn, 2014).

In Chile, during the post-dictatorial years, the State memory policies and the persistence of the 
economic and political legacies of the dictatorship show that, while memory about what happened 
is created, silences are also produced (Stern, 2009). Diverse State actors and civil society have 
mobilized to promote a common understanding of the dictatorship as a period of systematic and 
unjustified violations of human rights, posing in the public debate issues related to human rights, 
truth and justice (Lira, 2016; Stern, 2016; Stern and Winn, 2014).

This public process of memorialization about the dictatorship has been deeply connected to 
political processes and episodes that have shaped memory struggles (Stern, 2009) in post-dictato-
rial Chile.

Since 1990, with the first democratically chosen government after the 1988 plebiscite that rejected 
the continuity of Pinochet in power, different post-dictatorial policies of reparation have been made. 
Among these, the reports of the National Commission of Truth and Reconciliation (NCTR) in 1991 
and the National Commission on Political Imprisonment and Torture (NCPIT) in 2003 have been 
especially relevant. The NCTR was created to clarify the truth about what happened to Chileans who 
were murdered and who disappeared during the dictatorship, and its report stated that more than 3200 
Chileans were executed and/or disappeared as a result of the State’s terrorism (today approximately 
1200 people are still missing). The NCPIT acknowledged the systematic practice of political impris-
onment and torture by the Chilean State, acknowledging more than 29,000 victims and 1100 centers 
of torture and detention (in 2011 another Commission identified 9000 new cases). These reports have 
played a key role in acknowledging the victims of State violence, but have not put an end to the 
memory struggles; rather, they have produced new fields of struggle, because they were interpreted 
very differently by diverse actors of society, such as the armed forces, families of the victims, right-
wing and left-wing groups. Moreover, both reports left many stories untold (Hiner, 2009; Klep, 2012; 
Winn, 2014), excluding certain ways of political participation that preceded repression (e.g. wom-
en’s) and important practices of State terrorism (such as raids in poor neighborhoods). Moreover, 
until today, despite different demands, the names of those who tortured and murdered remain a secret, 
because by law these names remain classified information for 50 years.

Other important events were the arrest of Pinochet in London in 1998 and the inauguration of 
the Museum of Memory and Human Rights in 2010. Pinochet’s arrest made the division between 
Chileans salient once again, and had the effect that, publicly, he was held responsible for the viola-
tion of human rights during the dictatorship. The Museum promotes the State’s official version of 
what happened during the dictatorship, which implied the silencing of alternative versions (Stern 
and Winn, 2014); these versions have been rescued by different organizations that have created 
multiple sites of memory with the aim of not forgetting and producing shared versions of what 
happened, collective local identities and symbolic reparations.

More than 40 years after the coup d’état, and more than 20 years of post-dictatorship, histori-
cally excluded actors, such as impoverished groups and indigenous people, are seeking to be heard 
within the field of memory struggles, making new demands for truth and justice and trying to make 
visible the current violations of human rights (Stern and Winn, 2014; Winn, 2014). In this complex 
scenario, questions about what (and how it) is remembered and about those who are involved in 
memory-making processes have been paramount in shaping the field of memory studies in Chile.
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The study of memories about the Chilean dictatorship

Different studies have tried to understand a landscape of memory (Andermann, 2012), or a memo-
ryscape (Reavey, 2017), that is, complex and changeable. These studies share the concerns of 
memory studies in Latin America motivated by the generalized violation of human rights in differ-
ent dictatorships during the 1970s (Jelin, 2002; Schindel, 2009; Winn, 2014). According to Frei 
(2015), academic concerns in the southern cone have focused on the experience of political vio-
lence and its effects on survivors and their families, the authoritarian regimes and transitional jus-
tice, and the way that different generations remember the past.

In Chile, the work of Stern (2009) has shown that the testimonies and experiences of different 
actors in civil society are related to different emblematic memories, frames that give meaning to 
the experiences and memories of the dictatorship and that allow individual experiences to be con-
nected with public and collective meanings that struggle and challenge one another to become the 
hegemonic interpretation. This allows for acknowledgment of the fact that memory in Chile con-
figures a complex and polemic field of struggle.

Facing these struggles, different researchers have chosen to study the memory of the coup and 
the dictatorship considering alternative voices that have traditionally not been heard in the post-
dictatorial process of memorialization. These include the voices of ex-conscripts who mandato-
rily joined the military service during the dictatorship (Passmore, 2015), victims of political 
prison and torture from regions of Chile different to Santiago (Lira, 2016), those who were 
exiled and their children (Cornejo, 2015; Serpente, 2015), and women from the reports of the 
commissions (Hiner, 2009).

Other works have focused on diverse phenomena related to memory in relation to the dictatorship 
and the post-dictatorship, such as the effects of truth and reconciliation commissions (Cárdenas et al., 
2015), children’s discourses concerning the past (Haye et al., 2013; Jara, 2016), the ways in which 
different generations remember (Frei, 2015; Guichard and Henríquez, 2011), and how dictatorship-
related events are taught in school contexts (Oteíza et al., 2015; Toledo and Magendzo, 2013).

A prolific area of research has focused on memory sites, addressing the relation between mem-
ory, space and materiality (Andermann, 2012). This kind of work has studied versions of the past 
transmitted and constructed in memory sites (Klep, 2012; Piper et al., 2017; Violi, 2012), the ideo-
logical segregation of memorials in the city (Aguilera, 2015) and the empathic experiences that 
take place when visiting memorials (Hite, 2016).

Listening to other voices about what happened in the dictatorship has also been evident in recent 
studies on psychosocial trauma (Martín-Baró, 1988) resulting from violations of human rights. 
Research has been conducted on the transmission of trauma to victims’ descendants (Faúndez 
et al., 2014); the impact of torture on other actors, such as the neighbors of a torture center (Mendoza 
et al., 2016); professionals of truth and reconciliation commissions (Cornejo et al., 2013); and cli-
nician professionals that work with the trauma generated by political repression (Hidalgo, 2015; 
Morales and Cornejo, 2013), among others.

Memory through autobiographical narratives

The present work shares this interest in studying how conflicted and violent pasts are remembered 
by alternative voices. Memory, while implying a social reconstruction of the past that is made in 
the present (Halbwachs, 1925; Welzer, 2010) and which depends on, and is influenced by, the con-
tingent conditions of its production (Vázquez, 2002), can effectively define what is possible, think-
able and desirable in the present and the future (Vázquez, 2001). Hence, memory not only 
configures what is memorable later but also contributes to shaping the social order in which the act 
of remembering takes place.
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However, the way in which the past is remembered is always involved in memory struggles 
(Stern, 2009) and is used with divergent aims: whether, for example, to define a group as the 
unique victims of history, or to develop useful learning for other scenarios (Todorov, 1995). There 
are different ideological versions of the past (Tileagă, 2010), and therefore remembering involves 
defending, arguing, explaining, justifying or silencing the past from a version that makes sense to 
its holder (Vázquez, 2002). Thus, there are different versions that dispute the present and future 
promoted by memory.

One privileged way to study different versions of the past corresponds to narratives. This is the 
main way in which people organize their experiences and memories, contributing to the creation of 
a sense of self over time. Narratives about the past, while able to describe and assess bygone expe-
riences and the intentions behind them, contribute to the organization of later experiences (Bruner, 
1991, 2004) having an effect on the present and the future by promoting and discouraging specific 
kinds of action.

Among this kind of storytelling about the past, a paramount way of doing memory is through 
the use of autobiographical narratives. Following Bakhtin (1990), when people remember the past 
from an autobiographical point of view, they produce a story in which they have to create an auto-
biographical character in order to present themselves as protagonists. Among a cast of other char-
acters who describe and assess that protagonist, the person who tells the story situates himself/
herself spatially, temporally and ethically within it. Thereby, across the story that is told, an auto-
biographical character is gradually built and takes several positions among different scenarios and 
temporalities, among different roles and among different valuations and opinions about the events 
and people involved in the story.

Therefore, autobiographical characters, and specifically the positions they take, constitute a key 
way to envision how different interpretations and ideological versions of the past are vindicated, 
ignored or resisted. These versions can coexist in the same story, because each autobiographical 
character, as part of a discursive construction that involves different voices (Haye and Larraín, 
2011), takes multiple and diverse positions within and along the development of the story, and 
these positions can even be contradictory to one another within the same story and in the way that 
its protagonist is presented.

This becomes very important in a historical moment, such as the post-dictatorial one in Chile, 
because the living memory of the dictatorship shapes political and social aims in the present that 
cannot be achieved without the involvement of actors, which makes it relevant to addressing the 
diverse positions that people take regarding the dictatorship.

For this reason, this article focuses on the autobiographical narratives of individuals with 
very different experiences, distinguishing between the positions that people take when pre-
senting themselves as the protagonists of an autobiographical story about the Chilean dic-
tatorship. This involves attending to the many ways in which the main character is presented 
in the autobiographical narratives about the dictatorship, examining the positions from 
which people state a version about that past, which diverse roles they assign to themselves 
in their stories, how they allocate responsibilities about past events, and how people vindi-
cate and argue when presenting an autobiographical character to tell a story about the 
dictatorship.

Hence, among diverse autobiographical narratives about the dictatorship, we will present the 
main and most recurrent positions that are taken when remembering that recent past. We thereby 
hope to contribute to comprehension of the current struggles over the memory of the dictatorship, 
by addressing questions about not only what and how it is remembered, but also those who are 
involved in the disputes about its memory.
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Researching stories about the Chilean dictatorship: Diverse voices 
and memories

In order to distinguish between the positions that people take when presenting themselves as the 
protagonists of an autobiographical story about the Chilean dictatorship, we used life stories 
(Cornejo et al., 2008; Legrand, 1993) that were conducted as part of an initial study in this research 
project. This method of data production was chosen because it allows the development of a nar-
rative in which the participant organizes both plot and content. It promotes the displaying of a 
story that is told in the first person (Bruner, 1991, 2004) giving access to personal, familial and 
social stories that are articulated in a narrative (De Gaulejac, 1987; Ricœur, 2000), involving a 
cast of characters among which an autobiographical character, the protagonist, takes positions 
(Bakhtin, 1990).

The life stories were developed through two meetings with each participant, who were told that the 
research was oriented to build stories about the dictatorship, with the assurance that participation was 
voluntary. In the first meeting, the prompt was an open one, “Tell me your story about the dictator-
ship.” Questions were avoided in order to ensure that the participants organized their own narratives. 
Between the first and the second meeting, the transcription of the first meeting was sent to the partici-
pants for review. This had two purposes: on the one hand, to give the story back to the participants, 
and, on the other hand, to elicit more memories about their story based on the opportunity to reflect 
on certain passages. Many participants arrived at the second meeting having carefully read the tran-
scription, mentioning the novelty of telling their own story about the dictatorship, something that 
most of them had not experienced before. The second meeting explored in greater depth any topics 
that emerged in the first one that the researchers or participants considered relevant.

The life stories were produced between 2011 and 2012. This coincided with the second major 
student movement that took place in post-dictatorial Chile (the first was in 2006), which, during a 
right-wing government, involved an outbreak of collective actions in which thousands of people 
took to the streets again to demand social rights, criticizing the political and social neo-liberal 
models inherited from Pinochet’s dictatorship (Del Campo, 2016). Moreover, the life stories were 
compiled just before the commemoration of 40 years since the coup d’état, which, as with every 
commemoration in “round dates” (Piper, 2013), produced an effervescent scenario with the organi-
zation of multiple events (from academic, State and human rights’ organizations).

The participants of the research were 25 Chilean individuals. They were invited based on crite-
ria considered relevant by the previously described memory studies in Chile, namely: generation, 
participating people that have and have not lived in the time of the dictatorship; experience of 
political repression, people with and without direct or family experiences of repression; political 
orientation, considering a diversity that included right-wing, center and left-wing individuals; city, 
participants from Santiago, cities of the north and the south of the country; and socio-economic 
level, considering different levels of income. Using these criteria, we accessed diverse participants 
with different stories about the dictatorship, which are not necessarily acknowledged in the public 
and academic fields.

For the current work, we selected 12 from the 25 life stories. These stories were selected by 
considering four generational voices identified in the initial study (Cornejo et al., 2013), which 
differed based on the content, characters and positions that were taken regarding the dictatorship. 
With this selection, we maintained heterogeneity within each generational voice, and the diversity 
given by the sample’s characteristics of each age group according to the aforementioned criteria.

From the participants who were 18 years old around 1973, we selected stories that demon-
strate diverse responses to the coup d’état (support, resistance and distancing). From those who 
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experienced the plebiscite of 1988 when they were approximately 18 years old, we selected 
stories that display the different types of childhood mentioned: being protected (by their parents’ 
efforts to hide what was happening), being idealized (in left-wing families with experience of 
political repression), or being ambivalent (whose familial stories are connected to the armed 
forces). Those who were 18 years old when 10 years had passed from the 1988 plebiscite com-
monly supported their stories with others that were not their own (the stories of detained and 
disappeared parents or those transmitted by the media), and therefore, we selected stories that 
show each of these possibilities. Finally, those who were 18 years old during the student move-
ment of 2006 built stories based on socialization scenarios that are different to the familial and 
the use of diverse technological tools, which differ depending on the political orientation and sex 
of their narrators, these being the criteria for selection of their stories.

With the aim of distinguishing between the positions that people take when presenting them-
selves as the protagonists of an autobiographical story about the Chilean dictatorship, we con-
ducted the analysis of life stories in two analytical moments. In the first, dedicated to the narratives 
of each age group, we focused on every life story separately, analyzing the transcripts of the two 
meetings with each participant. For each life story, the unit of analysis was the multiple positions 
that its autobiographical character took. This meant distinguishing between the spatial scenarios, 
temporalities, social relationships and roles in which this autobiographical character was situated, 
and which valuations, vindications or interpretations about the past were communicated from those 
positions. The diverse positions taken by each autobiographical character were multiple in each 
participant’s story, and they could even appear to be contradictory, for example, someone could 
present himself or herself in the story as both a mother and a daughter, as an adult and a child, as a 
militant committed to a commendable cause and as the one responsible for the unnecessary suffer-
ing of others.

Second, we conducted a transversal analysis of the stories of all the participants, distinguishing 
between the main and most recurrent positions that people take when telling their own story about 
the dictatorship and when presenting themselves as the protagonists. These recurrent and dominant 
positions are the focus of this article.

From autobiographical stories to a social history about the 
dictatorship

When people told their own stories about the dictatorship, they developed narratives and built 
unique and unrepeatable autobiographical characters to present themselves as the protagonists of 
their story. Each autobiographical character took diverse positions regarding the dictatorship, and 
some of these positions were recurrent and salient across different stories. We found commonalities 
in the roles they gave to themselves, in the kinds of social relation in which they situated them-
selves, in what they said they would have known or not, in the ways they allocated responsibilities 
and in their vindications about this dictatorial past in the present and the future connected to it.

Therefore, we do not present a categorization of different kinds or types of autobiographical 
story or character, but rather we describe the main positions that people take when presenting 
themselves as the protagonists of an autobiographical story about the Chilean dictatorship.

Our diverse group of participants had different experiences and some of them did not even grow 
up during the dictatorship. However, all the participants ultimately told autobiographical stories in 
which their experiences were described as part of broader social processes situated in a social his-
tory of the dictatorship, by means of taking different positions that were manifested through the 
autobiographical characters.
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Some participants claimed having witnessed the events of the dictatorship, presenting them-
selves as the protagonists of history, legitimizing their memories and assuming the voice of experi-
ence (this was salient among those who were adults around 1973):

So then the country was in chaos, I mean there was a […] black market, […] so I had to get up at four, I 
had to stay up all night to get, for example, if they said that they were selling milk somewhere […] I’m 
serious, I experienced all these things, I did. (Guillermo, 54 years old, mid–low SES, no repression, 
apolitical)1

Other participants that were children at the beginning of the dictatorship, or during it, initially 
presented themselves as not having witnessed or participated in the events of this period. However, 
later on they stated that constructing a narrative about the dictatorship within this study allowed 
them to discover themselves as subjects influenced by history:

[Referring to the first meeting] I thought it was very interesting from the perspective of, of how events that 
seemed so distant to me, because I narrated them like that, I mean […] Generally one says: “Well, what am 
I like?,” but, when you do it like the other way round [laughs weakly], from the outside, seeing how you 
dealt with social processes, how you experienced them, that makes you discover things about yourself in 
more depth. (Mauricio, 30 years old, mid to high SES, left-leaning apolitical)

Likewise, young people who did not grow up during the dictatorship presented themselves as 
earning the right to be considered legitimate parts of its social history through a gesture of empathy 
and identification with the victims of the dictatorship. That identification with the victims allows 
them to explain why they are moved by the past and politically committed in the present to aims of 
social change that are oriented toward the future. This gesture could enable and legitimize them 
with respect to older people who question their narratives and positions regarding events that they 
did not witness:

After that umm, that specific event, seeing those 60 pregnant women dead, detained and disappeared, umm 
I said, hell, that can’t be, it’s like we must separate [the participant’s university] from the time of the 
military government, and it has to start ruling itself, you know? And that’s when we decided to run for 
election [in her students’ union]. (Dominga, 26 years old, high SES, no repression, right)

While the narrators of the stories took the described positions to present themselves as subjects 
inscribed in the social history of the dictatorship, they also moved between other recurrent posi-
tions in the process of building the plot of their stories. These positions related to the definition of 
who was responsible or who was a victim of the atrocities committed in the dictatorship, and to a 
family logic of remembering. These ways of taking a position regarding the dictatorship were not 
only the most salient within and across the stories, but also the ones that most clearly shed light on 
the struggles in which these individual memories could be involved.

(a) Taking a position regarding who was responsible and who was a victim of the dictatorship

Some participants positioned themselves deploying apparently opposing versions of the dictator-
ship, as a result of the different ways in which they answered the question about who was respon-
sible or who was a victim of what happened (a recurrent social question that was not asked by the 
researchers). We are referring to people who positioned themselves as left-wing activists, on the 
one hand, and as members of the armed forces, on the other.
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From the position of left-wing activists, participants related trajectories of political commitment 
in which they vindicated that every choice made, regardless of its associated difficulties, was expe-
rienced as necessary and unavoidable (e.g. turning themselves in to the police to avoid putting their 
families at risk, and returning from exile to defeat the dictatorship, among others).

Even though these trajectories reveal experiences of political repression, the main vindica-
tion of their protagonists is the rejection of being regarded as victims of the dictatorship. As 
the quotations below show, this is argued by noting that the victim label hides their active 
commitment and their full awareness of the consequences of their political affiliations, that 
other people suffered worse experiences or that the true victims of these events are their 
children:

I never felt like a victim, I had made the commitment to accompany a guerrilla fighter […] and that 
entailed costs, and when I was thrown in jail I never felt I was a victim of the enemy […] but there was no 
reason for my child to experience what he experienced. (Mariela, 44 years old, low SES, left, experience 
of political repression)

I don’t feel like a victim, but, I mean, if one made a list of the horrors, I’m not in first place, not in second 
place either, no … (Bernardo, 66 years old, high SES, outraged, experience of political repression)

It seems that presenting themselves as activists who should not be considered victims consti-
tutes a reply to positions that reduce their political experience to victimization. It is possible that 
they are contesting official narratives promoted by the State in which people who were politically 
repressed have been exclusively conceived of as victims, thus demanding another kind of 
acknowledgment.

From the position of members of the armed forces, as if they were responding to critical dis-
courses about the role of these institutions during the dictatorship, participants dignified their 
choice by stressing the value inherent in protecting one’s country. Thus, they presented themselves 
as subjects who were not responsible for the events that took place during the dictatorship: they 
note that it was the people—as a diffuse group—who wanted what happened, that others were 
responsible for everything, and that they did not have full knowledge of the repressive actions 
being carried out.

The central claim made by those who positioned themselves as members of the armed forces is 
that they are the unrecognized victims of the dictatorship, whose suffering would have been 
eclipsed by the usual acknowledgment of systematic human rights’ violations (were even relativ-
ized by them). In this way, the claim of victimhood is accompanied by the vindication of a version 
of the dictatorship that they regard as having been silenced:

Then [at the beginning of his military service] my suffering started, because of wishing to be great, loving 
my homeland, wanting to defend my country in case of conflict […] The torture that they made us go 
through, since they wanted to create war machines. (Hugo, 42 years old, low SES, centre–right, suffered 
repression in one branch of the armed forces)

Normally, umm … nobody listens to you. I mean, those of us who lived the process on the other side, 
we’re not heard. I mean no … like “Noo, this guy has a chip on his shoulder,” right? So, someone, 
shouldn’t another version be heard for a change? Not the usual one that there were murders that 
people disappeared … I mean, how it affected, how it affected a person, in his life, I mean, the 
military coup […] when you’re wearing your uniform people no longer see the person, they don’t see 
the sacrifices that person made to earn that uniform. (Guillermo, 54 years old, mid–low SES, no 
repression, apolitical)
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If we consider the claims made from these positions between left-wing activists and the armed 
forces, we see that, although they shape versions that can be at odds (in the ways they allocate suf-
ferings and responsibilities during the dictatorship), they do not contest each other as much as they 
reply to a third (the State or society more generally), sharing the demand and struggle for an accu-
rate acknowledgment of their experiences.

(b) Filial and parental positions in stories about the dictatorship

Another two positions frequently adopted when the dictatorship was remembered through an auto-
biographical story were those of children and parents. Both positions appear in several stories and 
tended to be taken within the same stories, since participants presented themselves as children in 
certain moments and as parents in others (this was salient in participants who lived their childhoods 
and adolescences during the dictatorship).

From the position of children, facts and silences linked to events of the dictatorship were 
explained as having been determined by their parents’ trajectories and by what they thought to 
transmit to their children. Therefore, from this position, a constant dialogue is held between the 
person who tells the story and their parents and their mandates. In this way, those who position 
themselves as children present their parents as being responsible for their experiences during the 
dictatorship.

Some participants presented and positioned themselves as the children of left-wing activists 
who had to answer to the ethics promoted by their parents, either by continuing their political 
involvement or by distancing themselves from it. This became a critical decision involving address-
ing a whole legacy in the case of children whose parents were made to disappear or were forced to 
go into hiding. The stories display different ways in which the autobiographical characters position 
themselves regarding this issue: the disappearance of their father entails suffering but also fills 
their life with meaning, resuming his interrupted mission, and a desire to get away from a position 
of “heirs” that upsets them and in which they cannot find meaning:

His death, as I was telling you, it wasn’t in vain for me […] I was a young combatant indeed, and I spent 
my whole life in the barricades, and if I cut the power or… everything I did, I did it with the impotence 
and the rage I felt because of my father. (El Flaco, 41 years old, low SES, left, son of a detained/disappeared 
person)

The whole thing was like this idea that one was like a kind of child who symbolised this, this thing […] I 
never felt part of, of that world, that because my father had disappeared I had to be almost, I don’t know, 
a communist or a socialist. (David, 34 years old, high SES, centre, son of a detained/disappeared person)

Some participants remembered the dictatorship by positioning themselves as children sheltered 
from the political and social conflicts that took place during the government of Allende and the 
dictatorship, noting that their ignorance about what was happening was the result of a parental 
decision. This allows them to justify, for example, why they did not participate in certain actions 
of protest. Thus, they acknowledge their delayed attempts to find out what was occurring during 
the dictatorship, which eventually materialized at the behest of others (couples, children or social 
movements) who provided them with new perspectives and challenged them to take a position:

The memories one can have mostly deal with games, myths or things one’s classmates said, the things 
discussed at home, and things one’s parents may have said. (Andrea, 37 years old, high SES, no repression, 
right-leaning apolitical)
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I lived in an ideal world, the world in which the things others saw weren’t, weren’t happening. And I’ve 
talked about this with my son, and he still says: “Mom, you’re very… I don’t know how you can be the 
way you are.” Umm, from, around me, some people experienced the world the way I did, but they’re still 
resistant to some things. And, and they don’t acknowledge some things. No, not me. I think that, that… 
today there’s a, there’s a national referendum. A referendum to support these kids who are fighting today. 
Um … I hope that works out. (Sonia, 48 years old, low SES, no repression, apolitical)

All the stories in which the participants presented themselves as children are strongly marked 
by the voice of silence, given their lack of information about the events that took place during the 
dictatorship. This applies to all ideological positions and experiences of political repression, 
because even in the presence of repression it is possible to leave some relevant aspects concealed. 
Thus, autobiographical characters who positioned themselves as children acknowledge an active 
silencing effort by their parents, who sought to hide certain events by imposing a norm that gave 
them a threatening connotation. What was concealed might somehow result in sickness, fragility, 
or harm, both for the person who says or reveals something about it, usually adults, and for the 
person who listens, with children being the main parties to be prevented from learning about cer-
tain events.

In this context, silence is understood as protection, which causes these children to legitimate and 
repeat this silence-based course of action. Thus, by seeking to protect their parents or their own 
children, they also conceal aspects of their political participation or their experiences of 
repression:

I mean, um, I would sit at the table as a child and nobody spoke about my dad, or about anything, and if 
someone spoke about my dad my mom interrupted them right away […] I didn’t know anything about that 
because nobody would tell me.

[After narrating an episode of police violence] So I left, I mean, I went out and I asked everyone not to tell 
my mom because my mom was sick. (Both quotations are from El Flaco’s life story, 41 years old, low SES, 
left, son of a detained/disappeared person)

This voice of silence also appears in the stories of young people who did not grow up during the 
dictatorship. However, they allude to a non-threatening silence, thus contesting the previous gen-
erations’ decision to silence the past and investigate this period on their own, showing a genera-
tional transformation in the relation with silence.

Likewise, participants presented themselves from the position of parents and mothers who, 
when recalling the past, included their own children, the children they might have in the future, or 
the new generations, as relevant characters.

This parental position is recurrent in the same participants who tended to remember the dictator-
ship as sons and daughters. When remembering this period, some participants presented them-
selves as parents whose children questioned their role during the dictatorship by stressing their 
omissions or doubting their supposed lack of information. In another way, some presented them-
selves as parents wishing to safeguard their children’s freedom of thought, which stands in contrast 
to their personal experience during the dictatorship and which could be interpreted as an effort to 
make a positive contribution to make up for their omissions or lack of agency in the past:

That’s what I wanted, that he [his son] would have his own way of thinking, that he’d have his own ideals, 
and I have mine; if I impose my ideals on him, he’ll never […] have an identity of his own. (Guillermo, 54 
years old, mid–low SES, no repression, apolitical)
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I raised my son with the idea of the, what’s it called? The fan. I always said to them, children, do not keep 
your fan closed, I grew up with my fan closed. I saw one thing. Nobody opened my fan. I didn’t learn to 
see, to look in all directions. I learned to do that later. (Sonia, 48 years old, low SES, no repression, 
apolitical)

Otherwise, participants who experienced political repression also presented themselves as par-
ents, assuming responsibility for the undesired effects that their political choices had on their chil-
dren, whom they regard as the true victims of the events:

I have been an absent father, totally absent. I owe a huge debt to my children. (Vicente, 69 years old, 
mid–high SES, left, experience of political repression)

Overall, the positions of children and parents, which coexist in the same stories, reveal a famil-
ial and filial logic that leads to autobiographical stories and characters whose construction is ori-
ented by a familial genealogical line. What is told is presented as something understandable by 
considering family experiences (especially those of the participants’ predecessors), and it is chil-
dren and parents who are the main interlocutors of what is uttered.

Taking positions in an ongoing memory struggle about the Chilean 
dictatorship

Even though inviting people to tell their own stories about the Chilean dictatorship could be chal-
lenging (because not everybody was present at the time of the events or knew very much about 
what happened), our results show that all the participants were able to tell a story and present it as 
part of the history of the dictatorship. This not only demonstrates their interest in getting involved 
in the study, but also reveals the fact that they took diverse positions to be considered part of a 
social history, a key process of becoming an actor, crossed by contradictions, the product of a fam-
ily, and social history (Bonetti and De Gaulejac, 1988). They took diverse positions and drew on 
different resources to build a story, because their experiences of the dictatorship were also diverse, 
because of their different ages, genders, cities of origin, socio-economic levels, political orienta-
tions and experiences of political repression.

The diverse ways of inscribing their stories in social history (as protagonists of the events, as 
people who discover themselves as affected by history and as young persons that can say and do 
something about the consequences of the dictatorship) have specific generational-related traits, 
because through different means they dealt with the fact that not all of them witnessed what hap-
pened in the dictatorship. Likewise, the ways in which they brought into their stories what was 
happening at the time of the study was differentiated in a similar manner. While nobody mentioned 
the forthcoming commemoration of 40 years from the coup, the ongoing student movement of 
2011 was mentioned with different connotations: those who were children around the time of the 
coup mentioned it to point to their omissions when they were young; while those who were 18 dur-
ing this movement mentioned it to communicate their commitment to fighting the dictatorship’s 
legacies. Following Mannheim (1952), these generational similarities are understandable because 
living together certain historical events can structure similar patterns of responding to them.

However, the central finding of our study is that even though people told an autobiographical 
story about the dictatorship, building unique autobiographical characters to represent themselves 
in it, these characters manifest recurrent positions taken from a family logic of remembering and 
regarding the question of who was responsible and who were the victims in the dictatorship.
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When people recurrently, and even simultaneously, position themselves in their stories as 
parents and children, they show a familial logic of remembering the dictatorship in which the 
meaning of what is remembered is determined by familial experiences and decisions about 
what to transmit. One way to understand this is to consider that traumatic pasts define a hegem-
ony in which the familial sphere is the privileged space for uttering alternative discourses, 
because contradicting official ones in the public sphere is sanctioned (Molden, 2016). These 
filial positions disclose struggles that are characteristic of the dictatorship that took place within 
the private sphere of families, which appears as a scenario of mandates, loyalties and intergen-
erational dialogues and contestations. These mandates are salient in the dilemma presented by 
the sons of former left-wing activists, who must decide to continue or discontinue their father’s 
fight. In those cases, we distinguished both kinds of answer to what seems to be a family 
demand for loyalty (Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark, 1983), whereby following a similar trajec-
tory to that of the father could be an affirmative answer to what is expected, and a rupture with 
it could represent a refusal to consent to a demand that can be perceived as excessive or discom-
forting, something that has been recounted when children have to take an active part in their 
parents’ conflict.

Family is also presented in the stories as the space where a voice of silence is produced, at first 
due to parents’ decisions to protect their sons and daughters from threatening events, and later by 
the very repetition made by their children. How could it be so? The history of the dictatorship is 
that of a violent past and for some it is traumatic, because of the unimaginable cruelties that took 
place. There, the fear and daily threats encouraged silence within the familial sphere, a protective 
gesture against danger (Lira and Castillo, 1991). Hence, the social conditions of the dictatorship 
imposed a social mandate of silence and secrecy that prevented elaboration processes (Cornejo 
et al., 2009). In that context, children learnt not to ask and not to speak (Hidalgo, 2015), reinforcing 
and actualizing the social mandate of silence. Thus, the dictatorship configured filial bonds that 
fostered obedience to parental mandates and withdrawal to the private familial space, as a result of 
the threats of the public space.

It is worth noting that within this family logic of remembering, it is very easy for participants to 
structure their narratives from the perspective of the children they were during the dictatorship, 
despite their current age. This could be understood through the findings of different works suggest-
ing that the memory of critical events of the dictatorship shapes the later experiences of those who 
were children at the time (Jara, 2016), thereby determining the construction of their identities 
(Castillo and González, 2013).

Positioning oneself regarding the question of who were the victims and who was responsible for 
what happened in the dictatorship is also salient. It can be interpreted that taking these positions 
when remembering this recent past is enabled by the narratives produced from the truth commis-
sions. These promoted acknowledgment of the victims of the dictatorship (Hiner, 2009; Klep, 
2012; Winn, 2014) through a search for truth that implied looking at crimes involving people who 
were responsible. This may have shaped the autobiographical stories that people tell about the 
dictatorship, encouraging a tendency to make a statement about the responsibilities they have or do 
not have. Some participants justified their omissions by presenting themselves as children shel-
tered by their parents; left-wing activists presented their life choices as necessary given the histori-
cal context, while also presenting themselves as responsible for the unwanted consequences of 
their political engagement on their children; those who belonged to the armed forces claimed that 
they were guilty of no misdeeds during the dictatorship; and young people assumed responsibility 
for challenging the dictatorship’s legacies.

Different positions in terms of being a victim of the dictatorship were also taken. On the one 
hand, former left-wing activists rejected being considered as victims. This position has also been 
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reported by Piper-Shafir and Montenegro (2017), and could be interpreted as an attempt to restore 
their citizenship, recognizing their active commitment, which tends to be hidden behind the cate-
gory of victim (Lira, 2013). On the other hand, former members of the armed forces positioned 
themselves as victims to ask for recognition of their suffering and to disavow responsibility for past 
crimes, which is consistent with the results reported by Passmore (2015). Otherwise, younger par-
ticipants empathized, and some identified, with victims, aiming to be recognized as touched by the 
consequences of a period that they did not experience directly, but which motivated their political 
commitments. In this sense, the diverse uses of the position of victim, rather than being antagonist 
to one another, seem to reply to a third one, perhaps a moral third (Benjamin, 2006), to earn the 
acknowledgment of their experiences in the social field, where there might be no narratives that 
recognize them faithfully.

The positions we distinguished through the autobiographical characters of the narratives about 
the dictatorship are very relevant to envisaging the memory struggles (Stern, 2009) and social 
processes that the dictatorship has shaped. These positions do not just inform about how the past is 
remembered and valued, but also offer a unique opportunity to envision how people would insert 
themselves in current and future processes of social history. Bruner (2004) pointed out that “we 
become the autobiographical narratives by which we ‘tell about’ our lives” (p. 694), as a result of 
narratives’ power to structure later experiences. If that is so, the role that people usually assign 
themselves in narratives about conflictive pasts and social life could be related to the roles and 
actions they actually assume in that arena. These actions and roles outline future possibilities 
(Reavey, 2017), and these become recognizable by listening to autobiographical narratives pro-
duced via life stories.

In summary, the presented positions contribute to distinguishing between diverse claims that 
coexist within the current memory landscape (Andermann, 2012), and that, going beyond 
antagonisms, show that the question of who we are, considering a conflictive past and the way 
we remember it, implies family tensions and new demands for acknowledgment. This coexist-
ence of positions suggests that the memory struggles are still very much alive in our society. 
Furthermore, current happenings show how active the legacies of the dictatorship remain, for 
example, the most popular candidate for the upcoming presidential elections is supported by 
groups that participated in Pinochet’s regime, and in his campaign acts Pinochet has been 
cheered by the public. Thus, we wonder about the diversity of positions regarding the dictato-
rial past that will be taken in the future. Who will speak about this violent past in the future? 
How will this changing memory landscape impact the roles that people assign to themselves 
regarding the dictatorship and its consequences? Considering what remains to be told about this 
past, we can only expect that the memory of it will continue to develop in a complex and 
unfinalizable process of struggle.
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Note

1.	 Quotations from participants’ life stories have been incorporated. They include the participant’s pseu-
donym, age, socio-economic status (SES), self-reported political position and experience of political 
repression.
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