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Abstract 
 
 
 

In the contentious struggles over the interpretation of Chile’s past, the presidential palace, 
La Moneda, exemplifies the dynamic interactions of history, memory, place, and national 
identity.  This dissertation argues that the actual physical site of La Moneda has been 
used throughout Chile’s history as a stage for the performance of legitimacy and 
citizenship, while its image – particularly the image of the building in flames on 
September 11, 1973 --  has been used as both a symbol and, more recently, a text. In 
2000, after a decade of post-authoritarian transition and the accompanying struggles over 
memory of the 1973 military coup and the Pinochet dictatorship that followed, then-
President Ricardo Lagos took the symbolic step of re-opening of La Moneda to visits by 
ordinary Chileans. This created a unique opportunity to examine, through visitor surveys 
and interviews, how the site functions as a focus of Chilean historical discourse and 
governance. While the reopening was an important element of the Lagos administration’s 
push for reconciliation, the administration was not able to control fully the interpretation 
or experience that visitors drew from La Moneda. This reveals the tensions inherent in 
any historic or emblematic site. Further, this history of the uses of La Moneda by Chilean 
leaders and of the public reactions to it demonstrates that despite Lagos’ desire to declare 
Chile’s transition complete, memory struggles related to the historical interpretation of 
the military coup of 1973 were still present as late as September 2003, as seen in the 
symbolic dimensions of this place.  
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Yo la veo totalmente renovada; la restauraron entera….Se ve como que no pasó nada 
por acá. Pero la herida está en el alma.  
 
It seems completely renovated to me; they restored it wholly….It looks as if nothing had 
happened here. But the wound is in the soul. 
   

- Chilean visitor to La Moneda, July 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sigan ustedes sabiendo que mucho más temprano que tarde, de nuevo se abrirán las 
grandes alamedas, por donde pase el hombre libre, para construir una sociedad mejor.  
 
Remember that much sooner rather than later, the broad avenues will re-open, down 
which free men will walk, to build a better society.  
     

- President Salvador Allende, Palacio de la Moneda, 
September 11th, 1973 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 In trying to understand the identity of places we cannot—or, perhaps should not—
separate space from time, or geography from history. 
 

- Doreen Massey, “Places and Their Pasts,” in History 
Workshop Journal Issue 39, 1995, p. 187. 
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Introduction 
La Moneda en llamas (La Moneda in flames) 

 
 
 
In a commercial for CNN’s Latin American news service aired during 2000 and 2001, a 

voiceover states “I need to know: what is happening in my community”….and then “what 

is happening in my region.…in the world”. At each statement, the screen shows dramatic 

news footage. In the final screen, a picture of the Chilean presidential palace, La Moneda, 

flames and smoke pouring from its structure, fills the background, with the profile of ex-

dictator Augusto Pinochet superimposed on the image. The voiceover states “I need to 

know: the Truth.”   

 This commercial reflects brilliantly how the image of a place at one moment of its 

history: the Palacio de la Moneda, in flames on September 11, 1973, can communicate 

rather complex meanings of history, and of struggles over historical discourse. The image 

of La Moneda in flames has come to stand not only for one violent moment in Chile’s 

history -- the 1973 coup – but also for a violent process of changes in government, from a 

famously stable, constitutional democracy to the notorious dictatorship of the national 

security state. The addition of Pinochet’s face over the background of the burning 

building adds another layer of complexity, making adroit reference to the tangled issue of 
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“truth” – about human rights abuses, and about the proper historical interpretation of the 

military coup – in Chile’s transition to the present day neoliberal democracy.   

In March of 2000, another image of La Moneda was featured on the front pages of 

Chilean newspapers: that of throngs of people waiting to enter the building after newly-

inaugurated President Ricardo Lagos’ decision to re-open the interior patios of the 

building to anyone who wanted to visit. An editorial cartoon compared the long wait in 

lines to enter the building to the scandal of the moment which La Moneda’s opening had 

supplanted in the headlines: long waits to be seen at public health clinics, a topic that the 

incoming administration and its new health minister (and future president) Michele 

Bachelet had promised to tackle.  

This is the story of the reopening of La Moneda. The study began with the 

question, why did so many people want to visit –physically set foot in -- this particular 

place? Why, even three years after its opening, did they continue to pour through the 

doors? What did visitors to the site do there, and why? The fervent reaction of visitors 

upon La Moneda’s reopening, as well as the ubiquitous use of the building’s image as a 

shorthand symbol alluding to debates over politics and historical memory, such as in the 

CNN spot, suggests that this particular site possesses unusual symbolic weight, 

qualifying perhaps as the premier among many in Chile of what have come to be known 

in Chile as “emblematic sites.”   

This project attempts to understand how this symbolic weight was acquired. First, 

through an examination of the building’s history from its construction during the late 

colonial era through the present, we see that La Moneda functioned even from its early 
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days as a stage for the performance of political legitimacy and participation, both creating 

and reinforcing the association of La Moneda with these themes in Chilean history.  

Then, through surveys and interviews, this dissertation investigates the actions and 

reactions of visitors to La Moneda in 2001 and 2003, more than a decade after the return 

to democracy. What can we learn from the process of reopening La Moneda, and from 

visitors’ experiences there, about the functions of place in memory struggles?  And 

finally, what does the story of La Moneda’s reopening and its symbolic meanings tell us 

about Chilean history?  

In attempting to answer these questions, then, this study became the story 

primarily of public reactions to Ricardo Lagos’ Moneda. The Lagos administration, in 

office from 2000 to 2006, inherited the symbolic weight of the place, but, like other 

governments before, also used it deliberately, I argue, as a stage on which to perform 

rituals intended to move Chile further toward reconciliation of its deep divides over 

historical memory. Indeed, the ways in which visitors to La Moneda described their 

motivations for visiting and their expectations of the site clearly demonstrate the 

significance of La Moneda to the processing of historical memory. Yet at the same time, 

visitors surveyed were also critical of certain elements of the experience of visiting. This 

illustrates the complexities of the memory struggles associated with the site, and of 

governance in transition. It also demonstrates that the administrators of any historic or 

emblematic site cannot fully control the meanings that visitors will attach to it, and that 

site visitors are not merely consumers, but also participants in debates over how to 

interpret and present history in a physical place.  



 

 5 

This dissertation adds to the growing field of memory studies, and specifically of 

historical memory struggles in the process of post-authoritarian transitions. But in 

addition to providing a narrative of the reopening of La Moneda, this work does 

something that is new in Chilean historical studies: it connects memory issues in 

transitions to the study of place, in a concrete way. A great deal of work by activists has 

been focused on emblematic sites of memory (particularly on the marking and 

interpretation of places of detention and torture), but until quite recently there has been 

little work that has attempted a critical academic approach to studying the linked issues of 

place and memory in Chile.1 In that sense, this study provides a useful connection 

between the fields of transition studies and studies of place.  Yet it also adds some 

complexity to the idea of place, as will be discussed further on, because of the somewhat 

unique and mixed features of this particular physical and cultural site.  

Most importantly, the evidence from the visitor surveys, presented in Chapter 

Four, helps to fill in a gap in studies of transitions. Although a link between 

acknowledgement of a troubled past and an effective process of reconciliation or of 

democratic transition has been presumed and argued for by both activists and scholars, 

concrete evidence for this link has been missing. The visitor reactions to the reopened 

Moneda, both positive and negative, demonstrate the strength of this idea in the public 

mindset. That this public response to the limitations of their access to the reopened 
                                                 
1 See, for example, the “memory map” on the website of Derechos Chile at 
http://www.derechoschile.com/espanol/mapa.htm. A good academic introduction is in Victoria Langland 
and Elisabeth Jelin, Monumentos, memoriales y marcas territoriales. Colección Memorias de la Represión, 

5. Madrid: Siglo XXI de España. The University of Chile subprogram on Memory, History and Human 
Rights began to also examine questions of sites of memory as of 2009.  More work has been done on this 
topic in Germany, but critical analysis of both government and activist place/memory projects is still fairly 
new. See, for example, Karen Till, The New Berlin: Memory, Politics, Place (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2005.)   
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Moneda symbolically parallels public views of the limitations of restored democracy, 

help explain the symbolic performances of the Lagos administration at the site of La 

Moneda on the thirtieth anniversary of the coup. 

Lastly, this dissertation also contributes to the study of Chile’s history. It does so 

first by recounting how Chileans experienced the reopening of La Moneda, in their own 

words, and secondly, by furthering the discussions of the controversy over the 

interpretation of Chile’s past. If it adds some measure of richness and detail to the 

literature available, particularly to younger generations of Chileans, so that they see the 

past, and the interpretation of the past, as the focus of struggle by their forbears rather 

than as preordained, then they may see themselves as able to play an active role in the 

construction of their present and future. To this author, fostering a sense of agency is one 

of the most important contributions that the study of history can make. 

The research behind this dissertation is a combination of archival work, oral 

history, and qualitative field research and observation. The latter two are methods more 

often seen in sociology and anthropology, but I use them because I wish both to recount 

and critically analyze data derived from the memories and personal experience of visitors 

and other Chileans. During two separate research stints, in 2001 and 2003, I conducted 

brief survey interviews of visitors to La Moneda, as well as more in-depth interviews 

with Chileans of various backgrounds, observation of tours, and both formal and informal 

conversations with staff at La Moneda and with Chileans of all walks of life.  Although I 

collected and provide statistical data from the visitor surveys, my primary interest is in 

understanding the context of the reopening and the public’s reactions to it, which requires 
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a window into the personal construction of meaning by visitors and others. For that 

reason, in both surveys and interviews, I used open-ended questions that, for the most 

part, allowed participants to supply their own words. In the case of the surveys, I then 

noted and analyzed the frequency of certain concepts, while the in-depth interviews 

provide further perspective and commentary on the symbolism of La Moneda. 

The study begins by positioning La Moneda’s reopening in the context of Chilean 

history, particularly the history of the post-authoritarian transition. This naturally leads 

into the tangled question of historical memory in Chilean history, along with a discussion 

of how I use the concept of memory in this work. From the area of historical memory, I 

then add in the element of place and studies of the role of place in constructing and 

contesting historical memory.   

Then follows a brief narrative of the history of La Moneda, in which I develop the 

idea of its historic role as a symbolic stage in the performance of governance in Chile. 

This is woven in with the perspectives of Chilean interview participants on La Moneda 

prior to the year 2000.   Then, a narrative of the reopening in 2000 leads into the surveys 

of visitors conducted in 2000 and 2003, and the issues they raised.  The final segment of 

Chapter Four looks at changes to La Moneda and its surroundings at the time of the 

thirtieth anniversary of the military coup and in the Bachelet administration. Finally, the 

conclusion considers the impact of the reopening in Chile’s memory struggles and 

questions for further study.  
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One 
 

Chile and La Moneda2 
 
 
 
Chile, with a population in 2010 of around seventeen million, occupies an interesting 

place in the contemporary and historical world. This long, thin, country stretches along 

the Pacific coast of South America, and ranges in climate from the driest place on earth, 

the Atacama desert in the north, through the temperate central valley, to rainy and cold 

Tierra del Fuego and even to Chile’s controversial territorial claims in Antarctica.  

Throughout most of the country, the Andes mountain cordillera is a constant on the 

horizon. 

Relative to other nations of Latin America, Chile in the 1990s and first part of the 

twenty-first century enjoyed good economic growth, although the dependence of this 

growth on the export of agricultural products, fisheries, and timber, based on a 

casualized, temporary and increasingly female workforce, raises questions about the 

future sustainability of its economy.3 This growth is unevenly distributed among Chile’s 

                                                 
2 It is not the goal of this chapter to provide a thorough history of Chile, merely to explain the context for 
the memory struggles surrounding La Moneda. More thorough  (and competing) analyses of Chilean 
history can be found in works by authors such as Luis Galdamés, Maurice Zeitlin, Elisabeth Lira and Brian 
Loveman, Volodia Teitelboim, the Penguin history of Latin America, and of course numerous textbooks for 
students of all levels. 
3 Duncan Green, “Flexibility and Repression: The Chilean Model Explained,” Chapter Four in Free Trade 
and Economic Restructuring in Latin America, Fred Rosen and Deirdre McFayden, eds. (New York: 
NACLA Monthly Review Press, 1995). 
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population, as well, with inequality continuing to be a significant issue. The Gini index, a 

measure of income disparity that allows comparison among nations worldwide, rated 

Chile at 54.9 in 2003, a relatively high number that indicates wide income disparity 

among households.4 Along with Brazil, Chile is frequently cited as one of the world’s 

most class-conscious nations, and the aspirations and fears of the middle class were an 

important factor in the political struggles of the period 1960-1973. Yet today (in 2009) 

Chile’s rates of literacy, life expectancy, and infant mortality are very close to those of 

the United States, though the gross national median income in Chile is only $13,270 

compared to $46, 970 in the United States.5 

Up until 1973, Chile had another reputation for exceptionalism within Latin 

America: it was a constitutional democracy in which the military largely stayed out of 

politics, and the transfer of power most often occurred through peaceful elections rather 

than through military coups. The idea of Chile as a perpetual democracy does not truly 

reflect all of its history. Civil war, authoritarianism and rigged elections were a feature of 

several decades of the 1800s, and in fact Chile experienced dictatorship as recently as the 

1920s. Yet the tradition of describing Chile as exceptionally democratic functioned as an 

important part of Chilean national identity, allowing Chileans to distinguish themselves 

from their near neighbors and rivals, Argentina, Peru and Bolivia, and was a source of 

pride for educated, middle-class Chileans.  

                                                 
4 http://www.indexmundi.com/chile/distribution_of_family_income_gini_index.html. The index takes its 
name from Italian statistician Corrado Gini (1884-1965). An explanation of how it is calculated can be 
found at http://www.leftbusinessobserver.com/Gini_supplement.html. 
5 GNI (gross national income) PPP (purchasing power parity) expressed in dollars, from the Population 
Reference Bureau data finder, www.prb.org, (2009 data). 
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 In fact, during the late nineteenth and throughout the twentieth century Chile 

experienced fierce struggles over questions of economic development, inequality, and 

participation in politics. In the second half of the twentieth century, rapid population 

growth, urbanization, and rising expectations fueled demands for economic reform. It 

was clear by the 1960s that these pressures would result in substantial challenge to the 

control of Chile’s economy and political system by the traditional elite; the question was 

merely how much reform and how quickly. The centrist government of Eduardo Frei, 

whose election owed much to funding and support from the U.S. government which 

sought to avoid a significant shift of political control to Chile’s left, enacted land reform 

and other measures designed to alleviate these demands. It was not enough, however, and 

in 1970 Chile narrowly elected as president Salvador Allende, a socialist who governed 

within a coalition of parties on the left known as the Unidad Popular, or Popular Unity. 

  The success of Popular Unity and Allende came as a shock to all, a source of joy 

for the supporters and participants and of unease for opponents. Projects to draw into 

participation peasants and workers who had never previously had a voice in politics led to 

a proliferation of community, neighborhood or workplace-based organizations, in 

addition to the cooperatives (both government-endorsed and unofficial) and unions that 

were changing the ways in which decisions were made in many economic enterprises.6 

Development of the arts and cultural activities as a way in which previously marginalized 

citizens could participate in constructing their Chile was also part of the Popular Unity 

government’s agenda. Theater, dance and artistic endeavors proliferated, such as the New 

                                                 
6 See, for example, Peter Winn, Weavers of Revolution: The Yarur Workers and Chile’s Road to Socialism 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
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Song movement that brought pride in and knowledge of Chile’s indigenous musical 

traditions in songs infused with political visions to a public accustomed to consuming 

only traditional Spanish music or popular British and U.S. imports.7 

 The first year of the Allende government saw economic growth, with some 

features of a social safety net designed to lessen poverty, such as a program to provide 

every child with an adequate daily serving of milk. The Allende government expanded 

Frei’s land reform program, and nationalized the copper industry, expropriating 

possessions of the large multinationals Anaconda, Braden, and Kennecott.  Even these 

steps, however, were too slow for some members of the Popular Unity. Through either 

impatience, or a belief that speeding up the process, even if it increased conflict, would 

lead to a total revolutionary triumph, illegal land invasions and takeovers of factories 

made the government appear to be losing control of some of its own supporters.  

Meanwhile, the traditional elite and international investors with political ties in 

the United States worked to undermine the Popular Unity government. The conservative 

newspaper El Mercurio received funds from the U.S. government, among others, to 

support a propaganda campaign designed to increase dissatisfaction with Allende 

government.8 The Nixon administration developed a “two-track” plan to get rid of 

Allende. The first track involved a trade embargo designed, in the words of Secretary of 

                                                 
7 A good overview is in Joan Jara, An Unfinished Song: the Life of Victor Jara (New York, Ticknor and 
Fields, 1984).  
8 Claudio Durán, El Mercurio: ideología y propaganda (Santiago: CESOC), 1995. 



 

 12 

State Henry Kissinger, to “make the economy scream,” and the second was the covert 

promotion and planning of a military coup.9 

The economic attack was successful; the resulting inflation and scarcity of goods 

during was made worse by systematic hoarding by upper-class women and by a national 

strike by truckers, who in October of 1972 were paid by the CIA $3 per day they 

remained on strike, more than they would normally earn working.10  Yet many Chileans 

believed that their democratic traditions would prevail against the rumblings in support of 

a coup. An attempted coup in June of 1973 was ended peacefully by the leadership of 

then-General Carlos Prats, and it appeared for a time that constitutionalism would hold. 

However, on September 11, 1973, elements of the armed forces under the leadership of 

the new head of the army, Augusto Pinochet, staged a thoroughly-planned military coup. 

This coup resulted in the death of Allende, the burning of La Moneda, and the creation of 

a National Security State that was anything but temporary. It would bring Chile notoriety 

for human rights abuses and endure for seventeen years.  

Simliarly to the “dirty war” governments of its southern cone neighbors Argentina 

and Uruguay, which experienced coups shortly after Chile’s, the Chilean military Junta 

engaged in planned, systematic and widespread human rights abuses, using the 

techniques of detention, torture and often murder of persons perceived as dangerous to 

the regime. Estimates are of nearly 4,000 people disappeared (presumed dead), around 

                                                 
9 Peter Kornbluh, “Chile and the United States: Declassified Documents Relating to the Military Coup, 
September 11, 1973,”  National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 8, available online at  
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB8/nsaebb8i.htm 
10 Patricio Guzmán, director, The Battle of Chile (Chile-Cuba-France, in co-production with the Instituto 
Cubano del Arte e Industrias Cinematográficas ICAIC and Chris Marker, 1975). 
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200,000 known survivors of torture,11 thousands of exiles (exile was especially used in 

the case of Chile), and hundreds of thousands of relatives and other indirect victims of all 

of the above. Those targeted were not only activists within political parties on the left, but 

also anyone perceived as potentially playing a leadership role as a community organizer, 

such as teachers, students, religious workers, and their family members. Torture was used 

as systematically and strategically as a deterrent to any kind of political activity 

throughout the military regime, but its massive use in the year following the coup had 

another feature as well. The most brutal treatment was directed particularly at members 

of the popular classes, both a reflection of Chile’s class system and an intent to punish 

working-class Chileans for having attempted to participate actively in determining the 

direction of Chile’s economy, politics and culture. 12 

While many in Chile may have sought, or at least accepted, the coup as a 

perceived solution to the tensions and difficulties of the last two years of Allende’s 

government – and in fact the loss of middle-class support for Allende was critical – few 

could have imagined that dictatorship would become the system of government for nearly 

an entire generation, rather than the armed forces’ stepping in briefly to restore “order” 

(meaning control by elites) and then retreating once more to their barracks. In fact, 

Pinochet’s national security state sought to transform Chilean politics, arguing that it was 

                                                 
11 This figure far exceeds that reported by the Valech Commission, the official government effort to 
document and arrange reparations for survivors of torture, but comes from estimates by the University of 
Chile’s Medical school faculty in 2000, based on anecdotal evidence. The true number is impossible to 
determine, and it is understandable that individual survivors would differ in both their ability and their 
desire to make their cases known to officials or to receive compensation. 
12 There is a large literature on the topics of gender and class in Chile’s experience of disappearance and 
torture. See, for example, Temma Kaplan, “Reversing the Shame and Gendering the Memory,” Signs Vol. 
28, No. 1, (Autumn 2002): 179-199, or Macarena Gómez Barris, Where Memory Dwells: culture and state 
violence in Chile (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009). 
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politicians and politics that had failed to maintain this kind of order, and thus democratic 

politics itself was a broken system. Pinochet’s ideology was to remove politics from 

government. At the same time, conservative economists from the University of Chicago 

used the opportunity of the coup to attempt an experiment in radically free-market 

economic policy in Chile. Pinochet moved to strategically marginalize even the 

politicians and parties of the center and center-right. This was not to be simply a return to 

the old oligarchic structures. 

Yet Pinochet was only partially successful in ruling without the traditional 

structures of Chilean politics, and sought to legitimize his rule in the face of both 

domestic and international condemnation. In 1981, following elections (of dubious 

quality with regard to private ballots) that converted his office to that of President, he 

moved his government back into the Palacio de la Moneda, which he had ordered 

repaired after the damage incurred during the coup. On September 11th, the anniversary 

of the coup, a new constitution was enacted that significantly modified, but did not 

abolish, Chile’s legislative system.  

The new constitution also contained the mechanism through which Pinochet 

would ultimately leave office. It called for a plebiscite after the eight-year term in which 

the question was to be whether Pinochet would continue as president for another eight 

years (a “yes” vote), or whether there should be new elections (a “no” vote). The 

campaign for the “no” won, apparently much to Pinochet’s surprise, and his military 

advisors this time declined to support another coup. What became known as the 
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transition, which in the case of Chile meant a return to democratic government, had 

begun.  

Pamela Constable and Arturo Valenzuela called Chile “a nation of enemies” in 

the Pinochet era.13 Chile in the first decade of the twenty-first century could still be 

described as, at the very least, divided. While Chile’s middle class is undoubtedly 

economically better off, for the moment, than the middle sectors of many Latin American 

nations, consciousness of social class division in Chile remains very strong. Moreover, 

Chileans in the early 2000s were remarkably divided in terms of views regarding the 

experience of 1970-1973 and of the military dictatorship that followed. The questions of 

political reconciliation and of interpreting Chile’s historical experience, and the 

experience of victims of the repression, will be considered in the next chapter. 

 
 
 
What is La Moneda? 
 
Central to this study is the question of how meaning is constructed and contested through 

a place. In examining that issue in the case of La Moneda and Chile, we will both begin 

and end with the question “What is La Moneda?” It appears to be a simple question, yet 

the multiple answers immediately demonstrate the complexity of the site. Let us begin 

with merely the most obvious. 

                                                 
13  Pamela Constable and Arturo Valenzuela, A Nation of Enemies: Chile Under Pinochet (New York: 
W.W. Norton and Co., 1991). 
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The Palacio de La Moneda, to give it its full name, is a building, an example of 

late colonial-era neoclassical architecture. It is located in what is now downtown 

Santiago, the capital, though it is somewhat distant from the colonial-era center of power, 

the Plaza de Armas. It is connected to the Plaza de Armas by what are now pedestrian-

only streets lined with department stores and other businesses, which then come out into 

Chile’s banking neighborhood and the area of La Moneda. Another open area, the Plaza 

de la Ciudadanía (citizenship) lies on the west side of La Moneda. In the plaza are statues 

of past leaders, ranging from a small, obscure memorial to the Carrera brothers, figures of 

Chile’s wars of independence, through the controversial and recent statue of Salvador 

Allende.14 On the sides of the plaza not occupied by La Moneda are high-rise buildings 

housing government bureaucracies, the offices of the official newspaper La Nación, and 

the exclusive Hotel Carrera. 

La Moneda is Chile’s seat of executive government. It is where the President and 

Minister of the Interior have their offices; so it is sometimes described as the place where 

important decisions about the governance of Chile are, and have been, made. In this 

sense, at any given moment, La Moneda is about Chile here and now, and about decisions 

that affect its future. But that meaning – the seat of executive power, of legitimate 

governance in Chile -- is inextricably linked to history. The building itself became the 

badge of office; those decisions are a legitimate act of governance because (symbolically, 

at least), those who make them currently occupy the physical place that presidents of 

Chile have historically occupied. 

                                                 
14 Katherine Hite discusses the process by which the statue of Allende was commissioned in “El 
Monumento a Salvador Allende en el debate politico chileno,” Chapter Two in Jelin and Langland, 
compilers, Monumentos, memoriales y marcas territoriales (Madrid: Siglo XXI de España, 2003). 
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So La Moneda is a site of power. In daily reporting of political news, the media 

tend to anthropomorphize the building: “La Moneda announced today that...,” just as in 

the United States the media may use the phrase “The White House announced…”, as if 

the buildings themselves could speak. 

Yet the idea of a building that speaks is also contained in the commonplace idea 

that the walls of rooms are witnesses to events, and thus occasionally to History with a 

capital H. If we could just learn to interpret their language, goes the reasoning behind this 

phrase, the walls could tell us stories about the past. This popular notion –which ignores 

the continual construction and reconstruction of historic meaning -- may be even 

stronger, and more literal, in La Moneda than in many historic seats of government:  In 

2001, workers repairing La Moneda’s exterior walls collected the bullet casings that they 

had encountered, and took the opportunity of a reception in their honor to present them to 

President Lagos. The news reports showed a startled Lagos, clearly moved, looking down 

at the objects in his hand, whose physical presence served as a reminder of the military 

coup of 1973 as much as a memento of his own projects, both political and architectural, 

of restoration at La Moneda. 

Closely tied to the legitimacy of governance at La Moneda is the idea of access. 

As will be described further on, during the twentieth century (up until 1973), any person 

could walk up to and inside La Moneda, or at least through the arched doorways and 

through the patios, or interior courtyards. Some did this quite casually--for example, an 

elderly tour participant in 2001 told me that when she was an adolescent, she and her 

friends used to go to La Moneda to admire the Carabineros, the palace guards who were 
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at that time selected for their above-average height and handsome appearance. But most 

also took the access quite seriously (even if it was in fact restricted to merely walking 

through rather than entering the offices), as a point of national pride, and drew a symbolic 

connection between Chile’s democratic self-image in contrast to that of its neighbors, and 

the fact that any Chilean could physically enter La Moneda.  

In other ways, then, ways which are central to this project, La Moneda is more 

than a building; it serves as the physical manifestation of political and social metaphors; 

for example that open access to the physical place of government by any Chilean equates 

to democratic governance.  The events of September 11, 1973, during which the concrete 

structure of La Moneda was attacked and partially destroyed, then, built on this earlier 

metaphor of La Moneda as Chile’s political structure and traditions. The attack on the 

building became the attack on democracy.  

The image of La Moneda on September 11, 1973 is now ubiquitous. It graces the 

cover of many books, including of textbooks on Chilean and Latin American history and 

is often the dominant image in sections of world history textbooks that address political 

turmoil in Latin America in the 1970s.15  A mural painted on the interior walls of the 

platform at metro station Universidad de Chile in Santiago attempts to depict two 

centuries of Chilean history. The panel featuring a stylized image of La Moneda in 

flames is captioned simply “the conflicts.”  

The autobiography by Chilean writer Ariel Dorfman, which covers many years of 

his life from childhood on, positions La Moneda in 1973 both physically and temporally 

                                                 
15 For example, Peter Stearns, et al, World Civilizations: The Global Experience Vol. 2, 5th edition 
(Longman, 2007).  
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as a central point around which other parts of his life pivot. The first chapter moves back 

and forth between his childhood and adulthood, revolving around the interconnected 

ideas of child and adult understandings of death and community.16 As a cultural advisor 

in Allende’s government, Dorfman was scheduled to be on duty at La Moneda on the 

night of September 10th to 11th, but had by chance traded shifts with a friend, Claudio 

Gimeno. Thus it was that Gimeno was arrested and brutally tortured following the coup, 

while Dorfman survived (narrowly) and went into exile. This explanation of Dorfman’s 

resulting survivor’s guilt builds on the reader’s likely immediate recognition and 

understanding of the point of reference: to begin with the location of “in La Moneda on 

the 11th” in so few words signifies years of grief and horror for so many Chileans, 

particularly those who would later become the exile community most likely to read 

Dorfman’s memoir. It also inscribes the moment of the coup, and the theme of death, as 

the primary significance of La Moneda.  

References back to La Moneda could be found in the transition era, for example 

in a downtown Santiago display of campaign posters of the Socialist party in 2000.  

Together with the slogan “another Chile is possible,” the posters used photographs of 

Allende and of La Moneda in flames along with a drawing of a tree stump from which a 

new branch had sprouted. This could suggest to potential voters that the socialist program 

had been artificially truncated, rather than failing on its own, and could be worth trying 

again in a new way.  In another instance, the photograph on the cover of a collection of 

scholarly essays on issues in the transition with the subtitle “politics and subjectivity in 

                                                 
16 Ariel Dorfman, Heading South, Looking North: A Bilingual Journey (New York: Farrar Straus and 
Giroux, 1998). 
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Chile today” uses a photograph of La Moneda shrouded in black fabric, with just the 

central door showing, as it appeared during repairs undertaken by the Frei and Lagos 

administrations.17 This suggests a metaphor for the transition: what will the structure look 

like when the repairs are declared to be complete? Is what we see the whole, or are parts 

of Chile’s history – particularly the history of actions taken during the military regime – 

still hidden behind layers of black covering? 

In 2003, to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the 1973 coup, Chilean newspapers 

and television channels produced numerous historic retrospective programs and special 

supplements. The same iconic images and old news footage, including of course the 

image of La Moneda in flames, appeared on television nearly every night in the months 

leading up to September 2003. One special supplement to the newspaper La Tercera 

offered “ten untold stories of September 11th.”  Not only did a photograph of La Moneda 

constitute the background for the first page of this supplement, but the whole picture is 

cropped in the shape of an open book, suggesting that La Moneda is a historical text than 

can be read.18 

 
 
 
  

                                                 
17 Mauro Salazar and Miguel Valderrama, compilers, Dialectos en Transición: Política y subjectividad en 
el Chile actual (Santiago: Universidad ARCIS/LOM Ediciones, 2000). 
18 “Diez historias no contadas del 11 de septiembre de 1973,” La Tercera, Sunday Supplement,  
August 3, 2003. 
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Two 
 

Transition, reconciliation, memory struggles,  
and places of memory in Chile 

 
 
 
Chile’s post-authoritarian transition and memory struggles 
 
 
During the years since Chile’s return to democracy, the question of memory in relation to 

the transition from dictatorship has provoked a great deal of discussion, editorializing, 

and academic study. Should criminal charges (such as for kidnapping and murder) be 

brought against perpetrators of politically-motivated violence during the military regime?  

Should the organizers and planners of state-sponsored violence be charged? Or, should 

human rights abuses and other, otherwise illegal activities committed during the 

dictatorship be ignored  in the interests of “moving ahead,” “turning the page on the 

past,” and furthering the possibilities of national reconciliation?  

Many activists suggested that without at the very least an acknowledgment of past 

human rights abuses, if not prosecution,  effective democracy would be impossible. Yet 

the political circumstances of the transition led to a consensus among politicians that, 

beyond the publication of a limited truth and reconciliation commission report in 1991, 

discussion of the past must be subordinated to the interests of governability in the present 

and future. To an even greater extent than its neighbors Argentina and Uruguay, Chileans 
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have historically been sharply divided by socioeconomic class, by ideology, and by the 

view they take of the 1973 coup, and the relatively strong position of the Pinochet regime 

at the time of the transition made prosecutions for human rights crimes appear highly 

unlikely up until 1998.  

Yet the issue of the past has continued to ‘irrupt’ into Chilean politics, to use Alex 

Wilde’s phrase, when for example, human remains are discovered where they should not 

have been, or most notably in 1998 with the arrest in London of Augusto Pinochet and 

the subsequent events of his return to Chile, loss of immunity, and eventual declaration of 

inability to stand trial on medical grounds (not to mention his death in December, 2006, 

while the question of prosecuting him remained open). “During irruptions,” Wilde writes, 

“Chile becomes an arena of deeply divided public discourse, shot through with 

contending and mutually exclusive collective representations of the past.”19   

Largely because of the question of what to do with perpetrators of human rights 

abuses following redemocratization, much of the scholarly work done in the mid and late 

1990s, at the time of transitions from authoritarian government experienced by Southern 

Cone nations and just following, implied that collective memory of the recent past would 

play an important role, without yet challenging assumptions about the nature or very 

existence of such concepts as collective memory and collective identity.  The dynamics 

of memory have been the focus of many studies since then. This dissertation takes a 

cross-disciplinary approach, drawing on the concepts of memory and of place from work 

                                                 
19 Alexander Wilde, “Irruptions of Memory: Expressive Politics in Chile’s Transition to Democracy,” 
Journal of Latin American Studies Vol. 31, No. 2 (May, 1999): 475. 
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by historians, anthropologists, and geographers, in combination with work on the post-

authoritarian transitions from a variety of disciplines. 

In his work How Societies Remember, Paul Connerton argues that the dominant 

images of the past in a given society serve to legitimate the present social order.20  The 

selective nature of public discourse about a nation’s past has an impact on what views of 

its current state will dominate.  Accepting this view, I would go one step further, to argue 

that a nation’s discourse about its past can be linked to both individual and collective 

identity, to the degree that these concepts exist, within the nation.  Benedict Anderson 

argued that a nation is an imagined community; the members of the nation must share a 

sense of identity. One of the fundamental shapers of identity in nationalist projects of the 

nineteenth century was the promotion in the public sphere of discourses of a common 

historical past, through memorial markers, architecture, and museums, among other 

mechanisms. The idea of a unitary, collective national identity has been appropriately 

called into question more recently; and the ways in which national identity can be formed 

on the basis of exclusionary categories are highly relevant to the authoritarian project in 

Pinochet’s Chile. As Macarena Gomez-Barris states, though national subjects are 

conditioned to view the nation as fixed, nations are in fact inherently unstable 

productions.21  

But during the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century, the idea of a 

shared understanding of the past as critical to a viable, democratic nation was (and 

continues to be) the focus of work by activists in Southern Cone nations such as Chile. In 

                                                 
20 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) p. 3. 
21 Macarena Gómez-Barris, Where memory dwells: culture and state violence in Chile  (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009). 
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this case, the question was whether and how to recognize and interpret a past that 

included institutionalized violence by a government against its own citizenry.  According 

to this argument, true democracy requires a sense of identity with and inclusion within 

the nation.  The systems of violent repression employed by the military regime attempted 

to silence, de-legitimize, and alienate both direct victims and their relatives and 

communities from participation in politics.  Thus, in order for survivors or their relatives 

to be reincorporated into the political body of the nation, official discourse about the past 

in the present must recognize and legitimize their experience.22   

 

Truth and Reconciliation 

While Chile’s situation reflects its unique characteristics and experience, the questions 

raised by its transition process mirror the issues faced by many nations recently emerged 

or emerging from periods of dictatorship, civil wars or “dirty wars,” and point to the 

intersection of studies of memory and the history of transitions. These post-authoritarian 

societies had to decide, within the sometimes severe constraints presented by the threat of 

re-imposition of military rule, just what balance of factors -- punishment, amnesty, or 

something in between -- would be most likely to allow the country to “reconcile” the 

traumas of its past enough to be a viable democracy in the present. Argentina and 

Uruguay, redemocratizing earlier than Chile, provided two models that perhaps the 

                                                 
22 It should be noted that there are many aspects to the calls for prosecution of human rights crimes. The 
desire for punishment of wrongs, for justice, is one obvious aspect, though there is no consensus among 
survivors and relatives as to what would constitute justice. Another aspect is the concept embodied in the 
phrase “nunca más,” or “never again.” This idea holds that state violence, like genocide, must be officially 
recognized and condemned in order to avoid its repetition. This dissertation, however, is primarily 
concerned with the claims that a shared view of the past is necessary to democratic functioning.  
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Pinochet government sought to avoid.  In Argentina, although members of the military 

junta were almost immediately tried on human rights charges, the new civilian 

government, under pressure from right-wing elements, declared a “full stop” (punto final) 

end to further prosecutions.  In Uruguay, an initial decision to abstain from prosecutions 

was challenged by a massive citizen petition effort, resulting in a plebiscite on the 

question. The plebiscite affirmed by a narrow margin the decision not to prosecute; 

however, the issue of past human rights abuses continues to play a part in contemporary 

political and civic life.23 

 When Chile’s military dictatorship ended in 1989, the outgoing Pinochet 

government was in a relatively strong position, unlike its counterparts in Argentina and 

Uruguay, who faced economic crises and, in the case of Argentina, the shame of external 

military defeat. Through a careful formulation of the Chilean Senate with nine members 

appointed “for life” by the outgoing regime, the maintenance by Pinochet himself of his 

position as commander-in-chief of the armed forces, and the application of a pre-existing 

amnesty for all human rights crimes committed prior to 1978, the regime managed, until 

fairly recently, to make prosecutions a near impossibility.  

 The history of post-authoritarian transitions, however, has created another option 

for dealing with past traumas: the “truth commission.” This concept takes as a 

fundamental principle that the key to moving ahead as a cohesive society following 

                                                 
23 In the first decade of the twenty-first century, twenty years after their nations’ initial transitions and 
apparent consensus among high-level politicians not to discuss the past, both Uruguay and Argentina 
elected governments on the political left. These governments (led by Nestor Kirchner in Argentina and 
Tabaré Vázquez in Uruguay) began to pursue investigations and prosecutions on behalf of relatives of the 
disappeared.  Although the amnesty in Uruguay was recently upheld by another plebiscite, as of 2010, the 
successor administrations in both countries appear to be continuing these efforts.   
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trauma such as government-sponsored terror is the public airing of the historical facts, if 

not necessarily the establishment of guilt.  

Even knowledge of “the facts” is not easily gained, however.  In the context of 

Latin America’s military regimes, the impunity of action by security forces has been a 

vital component of repressive terror.  Official silence was important not only in order to 

avoid liability (criminal, political or otherwise), but was also a deliberate psychological 

tactic intended to increase the effect of repression.  This is a central paradox of state-

sponsored terror in Latin America’s military regimes: it was necessary that the 

communities at which state-sponsored terror was aimed understand that such repression 

was caused by those in power, and as a response to actions perceived as a threat to those 

in power. Yet the repression was not officially acknowledged as state-sponsored. This 

had a double purpose. First, it allowed for deniability and protected perpetrators from 

legal responsibility. Second, it furthered the effect of repression by causing a sense of 

alienation among those affected. When public discourse – about the present or about the 

past -- does not acknowledge the experience of individual citizens or communities, those 

individuals or communities will be isolated from participation in the broader life of the 

nation. Writing about the Guatemalan context, Carlos Beristain says,  

If history becomes a nightmare, it is because the past steadfastly refuses to 
be the past. The ‘working through’ of a trauma is based on the recognition 
that it now lies in the past, substituting a simultaneous present with a 
sequence that is past-present, gradually removing the dead weight of the 
offence and the resentment that keeps us tied to an interminable yesterday. 
But for that to happen, a collective memory is necessary as a way of 
recognizing that events did occur, that they were unujust, and that they 
must not be repeated.24 

                                                 
24 Carlos Beristain, “Justice and Reconciliation: The role of truth and justice in the reconstruction of 
societies fragmented by violence,” John King, tr., Congress against Impunity, Myrna Mack Foundation, 
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Here then, is the connection between historical memory and the challenge of post-

authoritarian transition: the construction of open, stable democratic governments that can 

be reasonably said to include participation by a broadly-based citizenry is complicated by 

the inability to effectively incorporate discourses representing the historical experience of 

some of those citizens.  

 Thus in those circumstances, such as Chile’s transition, where trial and 

punishment of perpetrators was either impossible or considered likely to damage the 

nation further, an emphasis on public discussion of events remained paramount.   A Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission, charged with preparing a report that would publish facts 

related to human rights abuses in a way that gives the information the weight of official, 

government discourse, was formed after the return to civilian rule in Argentina, and 

debated in Uruguay. In El Salvador and Guatemala, truth commissions were imposed as 

part of accords to end the civil wars in those nations.  When South Africa’s transition 

government foresaw the need for a reconciliation process after the dismantling of 

apartheid, the working group charged with planning a Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission examined the experience of nations in Latin America for important lessons 

and pitfalls to avoid.  The resulting South African model, in which amnesty was offered 

in exchange for full public testimony and, ideally, a statement of regret or conciliation, 

has become the best-known model.  In Chile, despite the difficulties imposed by the 

outgoing regime, the transition government of Patricio Aylwin formed the Rettig 

Commission, so-named after its highly respected leader, Raúl Rettig, to investigate and 

                                                                                                                                                 
June 1999, quoted in Guatemala, Thinking About the Unthinkable, (Farringdon: Association of Artists for 
Guatemala, 1999), p. 47. 
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publish information related to those killed or disappeared and presumed killed during the 

period 1973-1989. The formation of the commission in the face of such difficult 

circumstances serves as evidence not only of a desire for investigation of human rights 

abuses, but of a sense that legitimizing versions of the past which had been suppressed 

during the dictatorship was crucial to the future well-being and cohesion of Chilean 

society. The concept of Nunca Más, “never again,” permeates the work of investigation 

of human rights abuses: that in addition to the desire to legitimize the experience of 

victims of repression in public discourse, the details of repression must be made known – 

and condemned – in order to prevent its recurrence. 

Writing about Brazil and Uruguay in the context of global democratic transitions, 

Lawrence Weschler has asked why “fragile, tentative democracies time and again hurl 

themselves toward an abyss, struggling over this issue of truth.”  It is even more 

interesting, Weschler continues, because  

everyone already knows the truth—everyone knows who the 
torturers were and what they did, the torturers know that 
everyone knows, and everyone knows that they know.  Why, 
then, this need to risk everything to render that knowledge 
explicit? …[at a meeting of scholars, activists and others from 
around the world in 1988] Thomas Nagel, a professor of 
philosophy and law at New York University, almost stumbled 
upon an answer. ‘It’s the difference,’ Nagel said haltingly, 
‘between knowledge and acknowledgement. It’s what happens 
and can only happen to knowledge when it becomes officially 
sanctioned, when it is made part of the public cognitive scene.’ 
Yes, several of the panelists agreed. And that transformation, 
offered another participant, is sacramental.25 

 

                                                 
25 Lawrence Weschler, A Miracle, A Universe: Settling Accounts with Torturers (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1990), p. 4. 



 

 29 

 The precondition of acknowledgement implies not only that investigating and 

publishing the facts about the violence of the past is a necessary precursor to 

reconciliation, but that the act of publication serves an important ritual, transformative 

function.  This demonstrates the widely-held belief that effective democracy is possible 

only when the national public possesses a shared discourse on the past.  This belief runs 

so strongly through the work of truth and reconciliation commissions that the title of the 

summary version of the Rettig Commission’s report was “To Believe in Chile.”   

 In studying the history of discourse on memory in post-authoritarian transitions, 

however, even the truth commission must be seen as one moment or stage, and the 

narrative produced by such commissions is always partial and incomplete. It represents 

an attempt to balance the versions of competing factions, some of whom may still 

exercise a significant degree of power, and thus cannot take into account the full range of 

experiences or memories of a people. Further, Brian Loveman and Elisabeth Lira suggest 

that in Chile, a political concept of “reconciliation” is not new to the late twentieth 

century but rather goes back to the conflicts of the late nineteenth century. Chilean 

politicians, particularly those on the right, understood reconciliation not as a full airing of 

all sides and complete truth about the past, but rather an accord between elites that 

precluded prosecutions and silenced the memories of substantial sectors of the 

population.26 

In the context of the Chilean experience, the Rettig Report achieved a first step, in 

that it established an officially sanctioned version of history that recognized that human 

                                                 
26 Brian Loveman and Elisabeth Lira, Las acusaciones constitucionales en Chile: Una perspectiva 
histórica, (Santiago: LOM Ediciones Serie Historia and FLACSO Chile, 2000). 



 

 30 

rights had been abused in a systematic way for political ends by the military government. 

It became impossible for Chileans to claim not to know of the existence of such abuses 

following the truth commission’s report.  But the commission was limited in important 

ways. First, it focused exclusively on those killed or disappeared and presumed killed, to 

the exclusion of an estimated 200,000 people who were tortured and survived. Secondly, 

while it condemned acts of brutality that clearly violated the Geneva Convention, the 

commission carefully refrained from taking sides in the most basic element of debate in 

Chile’s history since 1973: whether the actions of the military regime should be viewed 

as the saving or as the destruction of that which was best about the nation.  Alex Wilde 

writes “Aylwin’s admirable early use of his public moral authority has been inadequate to 

construct a shared social understanding that would reconcile Chileans to their recent past 

and lend fuller legitimacy to their political institutions”27 (emphasis added). Wilde 

contends that this failure to adequately address issues of contested memory early in the 

transition has resulted in an inability to leave the past entirely out of public discourse; the 

past continues to irrupt into public discourse through the work of activists and through 

moments, often unexpected and startling, that remind Chileans of unresolved questions. 

The physical building of La Moneda, the very center of political authority, 

represents one of those unresolved questions. The image of the building in flames is 

evoked frequently in the public sphere and media, as will be discussed further on. Is it 

possible now to visit the restored building, and not think of the moment of the coup in 

1973? If such a memory is evoked, what is the official interpretation of that moment to 

                                                 
27 Alex Wilde, “Irruptions of Memory” (Journal of Latin American Studies Vol. 31 (1999): 486. 
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be: the destruction or the salvation of the nation? Distinct from and beyond the claims of 

individual injury by victims of human rights violations, La Moneda in this way embodies 

the central divide in Chilean’s beliefs about the past: what were the causes of the coup, 

and how should the actions by the regime that followed be understood? For many 

Chileans, the image (or memory) of La Moneda in flames represents injury to the 

collective, as opposed to the individual, political and social body. 

The early post-authoritarian years in Chile, then, moved the nation back to a 

democratic system, but reached something of a stalemate with regard to the memory of 

human rights abuses. Acknowledgement of human rights abuses had been achieved 

through the Rettig Report, a significant step, but there was not enough information 

regarding the fate of disappeared persons, nor was there a shared consensus that victims 

of the regime had suffered a wrong. The existing institutions, such as the judiciary and 

the non-elected portions of the Senate put in place by the Pinochet government continued 

to function as a brake on prosecutions or investigations. Although Pinochet himself had 

stepped down as head of the armed forces, he assumed his Senator-for-life seat that 

provided immunity from prosecution. His Pinochet Foundation promoted the version of 

the right that maintains that the military stepped in as a patriotic duty, to save Chile from 

chaos and Communism.28  

Pinochet’s own arrest and detention in London in late 1998 provided, according to 

Steve Stern, a significant turning point, another irruption in which the complications and 

                                                 
28 See, for example, the “Video Testimony” produced and distributed by the Pinochet Foundation on the 
occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the coup: Fundación Presidente Pinochet Ugarte, 25 Años, 11 de 
setiembre 1973-1998 (Santiago: Pinochet Foundation), 1998. 
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competitions of memory surfaced with a vengeance.29 Beyond the competing discourses 

of memory among individuals that Stern’s work studied, from a practical perspective the 

detention of Pinochet created a breathing space while he was physically out of the 

country in which more moderate elements within the military and judiciary were able to 

begin to consider prosecutions.  

This was the situation that Ricardo Lagos inherited at the start of his 

administration in 2000. With a sense that further truth-telling was still necessary and now 

more possible, a roundtable (mesa de diálogo) convened in 2000 to attempt to further 

clarify the fate of the disappeared. Although this roundtable offered a new form of 

information gathering  -- the submission of anonymous information via religious 

representatives -- and included somewhat more willing representation from the armed 

forces than had the Rettig Commission, the fate of over 2,000 disappeared remains 

unclarified, and the results in terms of reconciliation of historical discourse in the nation 

are unclear.  

Thus the intersection of memory with the issues raised by the experience of Chile 

and other nations can be examined in a number of ways. First, the construction of history 

and memory under dictatorship raises questions of control of historical discourse and 

oppositional memory.  The process of reconciliation (or the debate over the process) 

highlights the ways in which the individual and collective uses and construction of 

history and memory intersect.  

                                                 
29 Steve J. Stern, Remembering Pinochet’s Chile: On the Eve of London 1998 (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2006).  
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It is a common belief among sociologists and practitioners of cultural studies that 

historians do not understand the past as constructed, or themselves as actors in the 

subjective interpretation of history. Although this may allow such academic disciplines to 

construct their own identities by using historians as their oppositional “other”, this 

assertion has not been true for several decades. The historical profession has largely, if 

not uniformly, embraced certain aspects of the linguistic turn and the contributions of the 

social sciences to understanding the creation of narratives about the past. Memory, and 

more specifically collective or public memory, while often studied by anthropologists and 

other social scientists, is in fact integral to the historian’s practice, and studying how 

memory of the authoritarian period is created, contested, and deployed in contemporary 

Chile is crucial to a historical understanding of the process of post-authoritarian transition 

in Chile’s history.  

Cultural critics may have been drawing their impression of historians from the 

landmark work on French national memory by Pierre Nora, in which he distinguished 

“memory” from “history,” which he saw as the academic production of a narrative about 

the past, though he does recognize that since the shift of the historical profession away 

from positivism, memory itself has become a valid focus of historians.  Nora’s concept of 

lieux de mémoire, or sites of memory, reflects a collective envisioning of one or more 

discourses about the past, necessary to the creation of a sense of collective identity.30  

                                                 
30 Nora, Pierre, Lieux de Mémoire, published in English as Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past 
under the direction of Pierre Nora; English language edition edited and with a foreword by Lawrence D. 
Kritzman ; translated by Arthur Goldhammer (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996-1998). 
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Nora built on the concept of collective memory put forward by Maurice 

Halbwachs, who argued that memory is not a purely individual phenomenon. Halbwachs’ 

work was central to the recognition by historians that memory, whether individual or 

collective, is not stored in the individual brain and occasionally retrieved as an 

uncomplicated record of events as they occurred, but is, rather, continualy constructed 

and reconstructed in the social environments of the present.  

Halbwachs’ assertion of a collective memory is problematic; there can be no one, 

unitary memory just as there can never be one collective national identity. Even 

Halbwachs, it should be noted, recognized that individual experience mattered: “While 

the collective memory endures and draws strength from its base in a coherent body of 

people, it is individuals as group members who remember.”31 Thus, as Elizabeth Jelin 

argues, memories must be understood as always plural, and continually reconstructed.32  

But while one, unified collective memory is neither possible nor desirable, the 

critical point here is the belief in the power of collective memory, rather than its actual 

existence, in the post-authoritarian struggles over interpretation of the past. Further, while 

memories are plural, individual and constantly reconstructed, Nora’s and Halbwach’s 

ideas of frameworks of memory still hold validity for understanding political debates 

about the meaning of the past.  

Why is this so? Paul Connerton, as noted above, argues that power is central to 

the prevalence of one discourse of memory over others in the public sphere, and that this 

                                                 
31 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory (New York: Harper-Colophon Books, 1950), p. 48, cited in 
the introduction by Lewis Coser to On Collective Memory, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 
p. 22. 
32 Elizabeth Jelin, State Repression and the Labors of Memory (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 
Press, 2003). 
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is so precisely because of the power of historical discourse to shape the acceptance or 

rejection of current relations of power. In one of the most recent and powerful works on 

the relationship between memory and history, Silencing the Past, Michel-Rolph Trouillot 

affirms the centrality of power and of memory to the study of the past, and suggests that 

as historians, we can learn the most about the past by looking at the places where the 

facts of what happened (to the degree that they can be ascertained) and the stories created 

about the past, by historians and by societies at large, intersect and overlap.33  

The most notable work on the question of memory in post-authoritarian Chile is 

historian Steven J. Stern’s now three-volume study. For purposes of this work, Stern 

describes the functioning of historical memory as “the structure of meaning through 

which ….history is filtered.”34 In the first volume, published in 2004, Stern characterized 

Chileans’ approach to memory as similar to possessing a “closed box.”  “The memory 

chest is foundational to the community, not marginal; it sits in the living room, not in the 

attic. It contains several competing scripted albums, each of them works in progress that 

seek to define and give shape to a crucial turning point in life, much as a family album 

may script a wedding or a birth, an illness or a death, a crisis or a success.” 35 The box is 

closed, at least to outsiders, and particularly among supporters of the military regime, 

because of a feeling that little could be gained from a public opening and airing of the 

contents inside.   

                                                 
33Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston, MA: Beacon 
Press, 1995). 
34 Steve J. Stern, Remembering Pinochet’s Chile: On the Eve of London 1998,  Book One of the Trilogy 
The Memory Box of Pinochet’s Chile (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), unnumbered front matter. 
35 Ibid. pp. xxviii.  
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In the third volume, published in 2010, the personal structures of memory, Stern 

says, not only allow Chileans to structure the meanings of their pasts, but also project 

visions – of possible futures. If that is the case, the ways in which individuals construct 

their understandings of their lives and their nation through their own memories is critical 

to the politics of the nation. The memories of Chileans that Stern presents regarding the 

Allende years, the coup and the dictatorship continue to be contradictory, though 

overlapping in many ways, and represent opposing visions of the future as well as of the 

past.36  

 
 
 
 
La Moneda as a place 

 
 

The previous chapter asked the question “what is La Moneda” in order to 

introduce both its physical aspects and its symbolic meanings, and suggested that one of 

its current associations is as an emblematic site that evokes the collective, national 

questions surrounding memories of the military coup of September 11, 1973. Now let us 

begin to consider from a theoretical perspective what kind of place it is. In other words, 

how should we conceptualize La Moneda’s role in shaping understandings of Chilean 

history, politics and society? This dissertation examines La Moneda as a place through 

which Chileans have performed and contested these understandings, in the past and in the 

present.  

                                                 
36 Steve J. Stern, Battling for Hearts and Minds: Memory Struggles in Pinochet’s Chile, 1973-1988 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2010).  
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La Moneda undeniably exists in the Chilean landscape as a place of memory, in 

both the sense of Nora’s lieux de memoire and as a physical site. But, as I will argue, La 

Moneda is different from other types of places frequently discussed in the context of 

memory struggles, and even distinct from the broad category of “places of memory” 

described by Karen Till in the larger context of any society’s public memory.37 La 

Moneda is neither a memorial, nor a museum, both of which are types of places, Till 

argues, consciously established and interpreted by groups in order to create a sense of 

collective identity in the present through the embodiment of a group’s memory of the 

past.  La Moneda’s long history and its current role make it distinct from consciously 

created memorials and museums. And yet these functions are at play in both the 

expectations of visitors to the reopened Moneda, and in the ways in which the Lagos 

administration deployed the symbolism of the site.  Perhaps the best term to describe La 

Moneda’s function as a place is the one frequently used for Chilean places of memory 

related to the post-authoritarian transition: “emblematic.” Yet even among Chile’s many 

emblematic sites, as will be explained below, La Moneda is distinct. 

 

 

Place as a subject of study  

The previous section introduced the field of memory in the context of Chile’s post-

authoritarian transition. How do place and memory intersect? The intertwined effects of 

place and memory on both current affairs and historiography run deep and wide in human 

                                                 
37 Karen Till, Place and the Politics of Memory: A Geo-Ethnography of Museums and Memorials in Berlin, 
(Unpublished dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison), 1996. 
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societies; examples can be found almost anywhere, and range from a “sense of place” 

expressed in ideas such as “home” or the “traditional character of a place,” through the 

ways that societies deal with places in which violence or trauma has occurred. (Consider, 

for example, the debates about what should be built, if anything, at the “ground zero” site 

in New York following the attacks of September 11, 2001.)  The meanings with which 

place is imbued, whether a consciously-created place of memory or not, are multifaceted, 

contested, and continually evolving.  

Yet place as a theme or analytical framework, and in particular the study of place 

and memory as linked concepts, have only recently begun to receive attention from 

historians of Latin America. Examinations of place and memory as connected in Latin 

American history tend to fall into two major categories: studies of the construction of 

memory and place in the formation of national identities, and contemporary struggles 

over place as an element in the post-authoritarian “labors of memory” as described in this 

chapter.38   

In the latter category, the majority of the literature to date has been produced 

outside the field of history, by political scientists, sociologists, anthropologists, and even 

legal scholars. Artistic and film production in the memory field has burgeoned as well, 

and some of these works take up the subject of La Moneda as a place. For example, artist 

Patricio Vogel’s installation early in the Lagos administration included video projections 

on the façade of La Moneda. With the exception of Vogel, most artistic uses of La 

                                                 
38 This dissertation is primarily focused on Southern Cone post-authoritarian transitions, but much memory-
work is being done in Central America, particularly in El Salvador and Guatemala. The horrific civil wars 
and state-sponsored violence experienced there were somewhat different in their scope and tactics from the 
dictatorships of the Southern Cone. Nevertheless, the exhumations of massacre sites, and the struggles over 
marking and commemoration, resonate deeply between the two regions.  
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Moneda accept as their starting point that it is a place weighted with meaning, without 

questioning the mechanisms through which those meanings are continually reconstructed 

and contested. They use it as a self-referential stage, from which to project their particular 

discourses of memory. 

Historians in Chile have very recently begun to take an analytical approach to the 

study of places of memory. This is a positive and much-needed development.  In an area 

of inquiry heavily laden with both theory and politics, work that looks at historical 

context and change over time can have a grounding influence on the field, while also 

bringing to the practice of history greater awareness of the complexities of place and 

memory. 

I have now repeatedly used the term “place” to describe the focus of a field of 

study, without definition.  Although we use the term in everyday conversation, its use as 

an area of study in the social sciences and humanities requires explanation. Geographer 

Yi Fu Tuan, whose work contributed to the new area of ethno-geography within 

traditional geography, differentiates between space – the physical environment – and 

place – physical realms upon and through which humans create meaning.39 Till 

summarizes the ethno-geographer’s understanding of place as “simultaneously both an 

object (a region, a material landscape ‘out there’ in space) and a subject, in the sense that 

we belong somewhere and attach subjective meanings to place.”40 Doreen Massey points 

                                                 

39 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1977). 
40 Karen Till, Place and the Politics of Memory: A Geo-Ethnography of Museums and Memorials in Berlin, 
(Unpublished dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1996). 



 

 40 

out that places, in the broad sense of the word, “are always constructed out of 

articulations of social relations.”41 

 

 
From place to memorial: marking memories on the post-authoritarian landscape 
 
Writing specifically in the context of memory struggles in post-authoritarian transitions, 

Langland and Jelin argue that a space (espacio físico) is transformed into a place (lugar) 

through the acquisition (or designation) of particular meanings, and that it continues to 

function as a place by reaffirming those meanings. “In other words, when a site tells of 

important events, what before was a mere physical or geographic space [emphasis in 

original] is transformed into a place with specific meanings, weighted with emotion for 

those who lived [that event].” 42 

This would suggest that it is the process of marking, or memorializing, certain 

events or meanings at a place, which gives it a new status. Indeed, Nora suggests that we 

may very well choose to make concrete certain memory discourses by locating them 

physically in a memorial, a museum, or other spatial marker which can be visited.  

But when there is ongoing repression or official denial of the experiences and 

interpretations that we would seek to make manifest through a place, then what?  The 

struggle to mark places of memory, which explicitly recognize and communicate the 

experience of direct victims of the repression, has been a notable feature of the memory 

struggles of the Southern Cone post-authoritarian transitions.  

                                                 
41 Doreen Massey, “Places and Their Pasts,” History Workshop Journal, Issue 39 (1995): 183.  
42 Elizabeth Jelin and Victoria Langland, “Las marcas teritoriales como nexo entre pasado y presente” in 
Jelin and Langland, compilers, Monumentos, Memoriales y marcas teritoriales, (Madrid: Siglo XXI, 2003), 
p. 3. 
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Why this push for memorials, and what does it tell us about the connections 

between physical place and memory?  Describing the long-standing attempts by 

Argentinian relatives of the disappeared to create a memorial and museum (recently 

achieved in the transformation of the former ESMA Navy Mechanics School, which 

became an infamous detention and torture facility under the Junta, into an officially 

recognized memorial museum) Jelin and Kaufman evoke an image of traumatic memory 

as a physical thing that must occupy some space in order for healing to occur. The 

memories of repression in Argentina, they argued, have been carried around by survivors, 

in the search for a place to lay them down. “There is no pause, no rest, because it 

[memory] has not been ‘deposited’ anywhere, so it has to remain in the mind and heart of 

the people. The issue of turning the unique, personal…feeling into public and collective 

meanings is left open and active.”43 This suggests that the creation of such places of 

memory allow healing for survivors -- the public remembering that allows individual 

forgetting.  But at least as important in the push to create memorials is the incorporation 

of those memories and experiences into public awareness and shared historical discourse; 

in that sense the creation of a memorial also is said to amplify or keep memory alive. 

The first large, public memorial commemorating the experience of human rights 

abuses during the dictatorship to be erected in Santiago was the Memorial de Detenidos 

Desaparecidos y Ejecutados Políticos del Cementerio General de Santiago, a memorial 

to the disappeared and executed in the Santiago’s main cemetery. In a large, 

hemispherical open space, a curved wall contains the names of persons known to have 

                                                 
43 Elizabeth Jelin and Susan Kaufman, “Layers of memories: twenty years after in Argentina.” Paper 
prepared for the conference on “Legacies of Authoritarianism,” University of Wisconsin-Madison, April 3-
5, 1998. 
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been executed for political reasons along one side, and the names of disappeared persons 

on the other. Langland and Jelin note that “the representation of horror and trauma is 

neither linear nor simple.” If “re-presentation” requires an initial “presentation,” they ask, 

“how do you represent then the hollows, the unspeakable, that which is no longer there? 

How do you represent the disappeared?” 44 In this way, the cemetery site is the perfect 

setting for such a memorial. Stretching out from either side of the memorial wall are rows 

of the niches typically used to hold remains in that kind of cemetery. Some are filled, but 

most are empty, a representation of the disappeared whose remains have not been, and 

perhaps never will be, recovered.  

The AFDD, Agrupación de Familiares de los Detenidos-Desaparecidos, or 

relatives of the disappeared, holds regular commemorative events at this memorial, and 

the site provides a place where one can leave flowers or other tributes. One interview 

participant, a young woman active in the HIJOS group of children of the disappeared, 

said she finds healing at the memorial, and spends time just sitting there as well as 

attending commemorative events there. Whereas she sees La Moneda as belonging to the 

government, she said of the memorial “that’s my place. I feel embraced by it.” Indeed, the 

semicircular layout makes one think of embracing arms.45  

The memorial in the cemetery was “built by the initiative of the AFDD,” a private 

group, but with the cooperation of the Ministry of the Interior, and this arm of the 

                                                 
44 Ibid. p. 2 
45 Personal interview, Santiago, August 2003. Interestingly, according to Macarena Gómez Barris, many 
relatives of the disappeared say the same thing of the wall of names in the ex-Villa Grimaldi Peace Park, 
contrasting its intimate environment with what they see as the physical distance imposed by the memorial 
wall in the general cemetery. “Searching for Villa Grimaldi” in Where Memory Dwells: Culture and State 
Violence in Chile (Berkeley, University of California Press, 2009). 
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government has, according to Pamela Mewes, developed through its Program on Human 

Rights “an intense effort with the aim of installing the theme of collective memory in 

public space.”46 Mewes dates this public sector involvement from 2002, and states that 

funding for such projects rose significantly as part of President Lagos’ agenda following 

his address in August of 2003 titled “No hay Mañana sin Ayer” (“there is no tomorrow 

without yesterday”) on the occasion of the presentation of the report on torture. This 

funding was continued during the Bachelet administration (2006-2010), but as of this 

writing, it was not clear whether it would continue through the Piñera administration, 

which came into office in 2010. 

Such funding, as well as the official recognition and practical support it implies, 

can serve an important role in moving projects forward. Prior to 2002, the vast majority 

of commemorative markers related to human rights issues were the result of private 

initiatives, and were on a very small scale, such as plaques in hospitals and schools that 

spoke of former students or faculty who were disappeared.  The Interior Ministry’s 

Human Rights program counted more than 200 such memorials.47 

These small-scale, private memorials could be created, and represented perhaps 

the only steps possible in the early years of the transition, precisely because they did not 

involve large amounts of highly visible, public physical space. The memorial in the 

general cemetery was a breakthrough in this sense. Although the national cemetery itself 

is a significant place – for the discovery in Patio 29 of clandestinely buried remains as 

                                                 
46 Pamela Mewes, “Experiencia chilena sobre construcción de sitios de memoria,” presentation at the 
workshop “Memoria, Verdad y Justicia” panel on “Sitios de Memoria: Experiencia y Desafíos,” October 27 

and 28, 2006. 
47 Ibid. 
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well as for its role as the resting place of many national historic figures – creating a 

memorial there was facilitated by the fact that there was open, “unused” space available 

in the “new” section, not designated or occupied by another use, where a new monument 

could be erected to embody this particular meaning.  

Where a site is in current use, however, those who do not wish to acknowledge 

human rights abuses may have the practical advantages of possession of the property, or 

other obstacles to its conversion into an officially acknowledged place of memory. This is 

particularly notable in the push to mark on the landscape the immense number of places 

that served as sites of detention during the dictatorship.  

In 1999, Teresa Meade reported on some of these places in Santiago, such as the 

ex-Villa Grimaldi, which she toured with survivor Pedro Matta, who has made an intense 

personal project of documenting the layout and functioning of the detention center.48  

Villa Grimaldi was one of the most notorious detention centers in Santiago, where 

persons were brutally and systematically tortured. The majority of those who were 

detained there were eventually disappeared.  The father of Viviana Díaz, director of the 

AFDD, was last seen alive (by friends, at least) in that place. 

Villa Grimaldi, like certain other sites chosen by the military junta as places of 

detention and torture, was in fact associated with the intellectual leftist community during 

the Popular Unity years. Thus its appropriation by the junta, similarly to the appropriation 

of the UNCTAD building (described in Chapter Three) can be read as a performance of 

power by the military government over both public and private places.  Villa Grimaldi 

                                                 
48 Teresa Meade, “Holding the Junta Accountable: Chile's ‘Sitios de Memoria’ and the History of Torture, 
Disappearance, and Death,” Radical History Review, no. 79 (2001): 123-39. 
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was a large private residence in what was then a suburb, and was used for retreats by 

political leaders and intellectuals.49 A few days after the coup, it was taken over by the 

DINA, the secret police under the direct control of Manuel Contreras, who reported only 

to Pinochet, and not to the established security institutions. 

After the return to democracy, survivors such as Pedro Matta looked for a way to 

mark what had happened in that place. The property, however, had been illegally 

transferred to individuals with personal connections to the military regime, and the 

buildings there were razed in preparation for the construction of private condominiums. 

An ad hoc group managed to halt the construction, and eventually converted the site into 

the Parque de la Paz/ex-Villa Grimaldi, a “peace park.” Resembling in many ways some 

Nazi concentration camp sites in Europe, the site was re-developed and transformed over 

time. The activists’ collaborative work created a space that marks, to the degree possible, 

the former site of terror, through plaques placed in the ground noting the former location 

and purpose of certain buildings, which had been razed, and going so far as to actually 

reconstruct a building referred to as “the tower,” from which no survivors are known to 

have emerged. But at the same time, the group created spaces of memorialization, such as 

a rose garden, and a memorial wall of names. Interestingly, the multiple agendas of 

marking, memorialization, and education at this site now seem to function without 

conflict alongside those of providing a personal place for mourning and contemplation, 

and a collective space for sharing experiences and organizing.50 

                                                 
49 International Center for Transitional Justice, “Memory and Justice” 
http://memoryandjustice.org/site/villa-grimaldi-park-for-peace/. 
50 Gómez-Barris, “Searching for Villa Grimaldi” in Where Memory Dwells: Culture and State Violence in 
Chile (Berkeley, University of California Press, 2009). 
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The earlier attempt to build over Villa Grimaldi with private housing which would 

in no way recognize the violence committed at the site is an example of what Kenneth 

Foote calls “erasure”, one extreme of what he identifies as a range of possible outcomes 

for sites of violence or tragedy.51  Such erasure is sometimes the preferred choice of 

victims (such as in the Amish community in rural Pennsylvania that chose to demolish 

the schoolhouse where a crazed gunman massacred children in 2006), but more often, as 

Foote describes, it is the result of a sense of shame over past events in the community, as 

in what he found to be a surprising absence of markers relating to the execution sites of 

accused “witches” in Salem, Massachusetts. In the case of Villa Grimaldi, however, the 

attempted erasure occurred on behalf of perpetrators, and parallels other kinds of refusals 

during the early years of the transition, by perpetrators and supporters of the military 

regime, to recognize as legitimate the memories of victims of state violence. 

 On the opposite extreme from erasure, in Foote’s framework of the possible 

outcomes for places of violence, is consecration. The example Foote gives of 

consecration is Gettysburg, where the battlefield was transformed into a national historic 

park, inspired in part by President Lincoln’s famous address which spoke of the soldiers 

themselves consecrating the site with their blood. In this outcome, it is the moment of 

violence or tragedy which becomes the primary meaning that the present society seeks to 

inscribe permanently on the site. The message is that what happened at that place was so 

significant that the site should have no other uses; it must be permanently given over as a 

place of remembrance, memorializing, and teaching about that particular event.  

                                                 
51 Kenneth Foote, Shadowed Ground: America’s Landscapes of Violence and Tragedy (Austin:University 
of Texas Press, 1997). 
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Such consecration, even when there is agreement on the desirability of 

recognizing traumatic pasts, is difficult to achieve for practical reasons. Few argue that 

the former World Trade Center tower site in New York City should not memorialize in 

some fashion the events of September 11th, 2001. But who, realistically, could expect that 

the large swathe of very expensive Manhattan real estate represented by the entire 

Ground Zero site would be permanently removed from income-generating activity? 

There, the choice to rebuild, along with a smaller area set aside for a memorial, represents 

a middle ground. 

In the Chilean context, the lack of agreement on and, until recently, of official 

support for marking the memories of repression in public places, has made such marking 

even more challenging. Many Santiago residents spoke of their ambivalence about going 

to events in the large National Stadium, where prisoners were detained, tortured, and 

killed in the weeks immediately following the coup. A smaller stadium to the south was 

renamed the Estadio Victor Jara after the most famous victim killed there. Yet despite its 

infamy, as late as 2003 the Estadio Nacional contained only a small plaque, in an obscure 

corner, that marked this part of its history. Some older Chileans I spoke with choose to 

stay away from the stadium. But others, particularly younger Chileans, are reluctant to 

stop seeing the games of their favorite teams, or attending concerts, in this place, yet 

spoke of feeling a little uneasy, and perhaps a little guilty, as they walked through. 

Presumably these feelings fade as one becomes accustomed to the current uses of a place. 

The ongoing memory struggles, however, such as a recent court evidentiary proceeding 
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that even involved using soldiers to re-enact victims’ memories as testimony of events in 

that place, serve as irruptions that keep the violent past of the place in public memory. 

Other sites of detention, throughout Chile as well as in Santiago, have been the 

focus of activist efforts to stop their erasure and mark them. Weekly vigils, the placing of 

candles, and graffiti were features of the struggles over the former detention sites of José 

Domingo Cañas 64 in the Santiago neighborhood of Nuñoa, and Londres 38, a few steps 

away from La Moneda itself.  The latter site has recently been constituted as a 

museum/memorial, and in 2009 was included as an official part of the Día del 

Patrimonio Nacional.  Outside of Santiago, the former concentration camp and 

clandestine burial site at Pisagua has also been made into a remarkable museum, but few 

who do not live near there are aware of it. 

The marking of sites like Londres 38 through joint private and public efforts 

involves their incorporation, then, into officially sanctioned public memory. This by no 

means ends the process of contestation over their meanings, which as has been noted, is 

continual in all places of memory. Although outside the scope of this study, it would be 

interesting to investigate how, if at all, the recognition and legitimacy conferred by 

government participation in sites of memory, so long sought by victims, changes the 

perception of the sites by visitors. Such a study would certainly be complicated by two 

events in 2010: the election of Sebastián Piñera, a right-wing businessman whose 

administration could be expected to be considerably less sympathetic to promoting the 
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memories of victims of the regime, and the devastating 2010 earthquake that naturally 

changed priorities for funding.52  

 

What kind of place, then, is La Moneda?  

The memorial in the cemetery, the ex-Villa Grimaldi Peace Park, and Londres 38 all 

illustrate how “memory entrepreneurs,” to use Jelin’s term, have been somewhat 

successful in Chile in transforming certain sites into “places of memory.” (Again, 

according to Till, places of memory are “established and interpreted by groups to create a 

sense of collective identity in the present through the embodiment of a group’s memory 

of the past.”53)  Before their official recognition, or consecration, such sites were often 

called, in Chile, sitios emblemáticos, or emblematic sites. Is this a concept that can apply 

to La Moneda?  

 In one sense La Moneda is the premier emblematic site. But like any place, it has 

multiple meanings, including its meanings in the present as the seat of executive 

government. La Moneda is not a memorial, nor a museum; its administration has other 

things – the present and the future – on the daily agenda and cannot freeze time at that 

site in order to interpret the past for visitors.  

The tension between the past and present in La Moneda, I argue, made it difficult 

for the Lagos administration to fulfill the expectations of visitors that it mark history. 

Further, if one is to speak of La Moneda as a historic site, then there is another level of 

                                                 
52 In fact, funding for a proposed national memory museum has reportedly been cut by the Piñera 
administration, on the grounds that the funds are needed for earthquake recovery. Victoria Lozano, 
“Gobierno baja el presupuesto a Museo de la Memoria,” elciudadano.cl, June 25th, 2010. 
53 Karen Till, Place and the Politics of Memory: A Geo-Ethnography of Museums and Memorials in Berlin, 
(Unpublished dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1996), p. 9. 
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tension (as in any site) over which history. Is the primary historical meaning of La 

Moneda the events of 1973? Or is it the long span of its use as the seat of legitimate 

government in Chile that matters most? It is, after all, the continual reference back to the 

past, or to tradition, that recreates on an ongoing basis the idea that governing from La 

Moneda confers legitimacy. 

So La Moneda is neither a memorial nor a consciously-created place of memory, 

although the Lagos administration eventually, in 2003, engaged in certain rituals of 

construction that could be said to memorialize Allende using a small portion of the 

structure, as will be described further on. La Moneda cannot in fact be fully defined by 

any of Foote’s range of outcomes for places of violence or tragedy.  Neither is it a 

museum, although formal educational work goes on there, in the form of the tours for 

school groups described in Chapter Three, and the visitor surveys in Chapter Four show 

that many Chileans arrived at La Moneda expecting to be informed about the past 

through the site.  

La Moneda appears to be, in fact, a place that functions in part as a metaphor. It 

appears repeatedly in Chilean history and present day political discourse as a metaphor 

for the nation itself.  If this was true in 1973, as I argue it was, the military attack on La 

Moneda in 1973 (and the resulting images of La Moneda in flames) immediately 

acquired the symbolism of an attack on the political body of the nation. In the early 1990s 

and after 2000, then, it is entirely appropriate given the memory question in Chile’s post-

authoritarian transition, that La Moneda itself became the embodiment of the 

contradictions, tensions, and discourses about Chile’s past and present. Do we forget the 
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past and focus on the present? If La Moneda is understood only as representing 1973, 

then, is there a danger of forgetting the needs of the present in order to freeze the 

interpretation of the site in a one particular discourse about the past? 

These questions will be reconsidered following a discussion of the building and 

use over time of La Moneda by Chile’s governments, and then the reactions of visitors to 

the newly reopened Moneda during the Lagos administration. 

  



 

 52 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three 

Performing authority and legitimacy: La Moneda 1805 to 2000 

 

The drama of the 1973 bombardment was, of course, but one moment in the long history 

of La Moneda. The history of the building over time is a story of construction but also of 

adaptations and modifications, of the changing needs for government offices and of 

changes to the architectural and decorative elements.  But this history is primarily one of 

minor changes, rather than huge waves of destruction and rebuilding, and it runs parallel 

to Chile’s history as an independent republic. In fact, one of the sources of La Moneda’s 

symbolism up until 1973 is perhaps that it had simply been present throughout the history 

of the independent nation, thus representing continuity and Chile’s relative stability 

compared to the political upheavals of its neighbors. Where presidents made changes to 

the structure, they needed to justify it on the basis of necessity or practicality, and many 

simply chose to deal with the overall structure as it was. 
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La Moneda’s origins: high or low profile? 

Today, if residents of Santiago either spend much time in the downtown banking and 

government sector, or zip past on Alameda Bernardo O’Higgins, a busy traffic artery that 

connects the middle-class southern neighborhoods with downtown and transfer points to 

the east and western neighborhoods, they tend to be so accustomed to seeing La Moneda 

that ironically they may cease to really perceive it. For those who do not live in Santiago 

and come looking for it, their reaction to their first glimpse of the famous site is often that 

they did not expect it to be so “short,” merely two stories high.  At the time of its initial 

construction, however, La Moneda was an imposing structure, one of the largest in 

Santiago, designed to make a statement of grandeur.   

  Although La Moneda is considered an example of Colonial architecture, the 

construction of this edifice began as a move toward greater autonomy from the colonial 

administration, and was only concluded shortly before the wars of independence. In fact, 

it might be said that the origins of this mighty symbol of Chilean history reflect Chile’s 

status as something of a colonial backwater and its struggle for recognition within the 

colonial economy.  

Creole merchants in Chile, as in most of Latin America in the 1700s and early 

1800s, often found their colonial ties to Spain to be more of a burden than a benefit. In 

Chile, this included the difficulties of keeping sufficient coined money in circulation, 

when it had to be brought from the crown’s mints in Peru, or even further, from Spain 

itself.  In 1743 the businessman Francisco García Huidobro obtained a grudging royal 
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concession to run a mint, provided he used his own capital, and he began to mint coins on 

his own property in 1749.54  

The greater circulation of coins in Chile was welcome, but it soon became 

apparent that the facilities and the security of García Huidobro’s site were inadequate and 

plans were put in place for something more appropriate. Italian architect Joaquin Toesca, 

who was in Chile to supervise the completion of the cathedral, was contracted to design a 

mint (moneda) that would be worthy of Chileans’ increasing sense of importance and of 

local control.55  

The result was a building intended to be both elegant and imposing, but the 

beginnings of the project were hardly auspicious. The original planned site on the banks 

of the Mapocho river, where in 1777 ground was broken with great ceremony, was found 

to be unsuitable when the rains of 1783 flooded the river and destroyed most of what had 

been built. A site well to the south of the Plaza de Armas was eventually chosen and 

purchased from the Carolinian college that owned the land (which had earlier belonged to 

the Jesuits). Apparently, the purchase entailed some scandal, as the rector of the college 

was not made aware of the sale until the transaction was already complete.56 The 

functions of the original mint were transferred to the new site, and La Moneda 

commenced its operations in 1805.  

 

                                                 
54 Reseña Histórica del Palacio de la Moneda. Guardia del Palacio’s internal compilation for use by 
Carabineros, p. 2. 
55 “La Huella de Toesca,” El Mercurio suplemento Vivienda y Decoración, January 10th, 1998, p. 71 
56 Reseña Histórica del Palacio de la Moneda, p. 3. 
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Moving of the executive offices 

As an article in the Sunday decorations and home supplement of the conservative 

newspaper El Mercurio points out, Joaquín Toesca designed La Moneda as a mint, and he 

surely “could not imagine the importance it would acquire upon its transformation into 

the House of Government.”57  Yet the start of minting operations at La Moneda coincided 

with Chile’s independence movements, and in 1817 the new nation was finally 

constituted independent of Spain.  

During Chile’s colonial era, the downtown Plaza de Armas, following the typical 

Spanish plan, was the center of government operations in Santiago, with administrative 

buildings and houses of the wealthy on those sides of the central plaza not occupied by 

the cathedral. Indeed, the functions of the colonial government were carried out in a 

building on the Plaza de Armas, known as the “Palacio”, indicating the administrative 

seat of government. 

During Chile’s fraught and extended process of independence from Spain, a mob 

sacked the government building on the Plaza de Armas (the Palacio). Bernardo 

O’Higgins, independent Chile’s first head of government, ordered its repair, however, 

and the colonial Palacio continued as the executive government offices of the new 

republic, as well as O’Higgins’ private residence.58 

Despite the repairs, the offices of that Palacio were short on space, and its only 

advantage was its central location. About three decades after independence, President 

Manuel Bulnes complained that not only was the Palacio in the Plaza de Armas in such 

                                                 
57 “La Huella de Toesca,” El Mercurio suplemento Vivienda y Decoración, January 10th, 1998, p. 71 
58 Hernán Rodriguez Villegas, Palacio de la Moneda, Dirección de Bibliotecas, Archivos y Museos, 
Ministerio de Educación Pública, (Santiago: Calderón, 1983), p. 44. 
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bad shape that the offices were dangerous to work in, but they were also separated from 

the public jail by only a thin wooden wall. He turned his gaze southward toward the 

relatively spacious Casa de Moneda, noting that it had adequate space for both residence 

and government offices, and was at the time in use by only a small number of employees.  

In 1846, Bulnes moved both his family’s residence and the offices of the presidency to La 

Moneda, and thus it became “El Palacio de la Moneda,” beginning the history of the 

building as Chile’s place of government.59   

According to architect and historian Hernán Rodriguez (who was placed in charge 

of the restoration of La Moneda by the military junta in the early 1980s), La Moneda 

building was then divided into three functions: “the residence of the Presidents, the seat 

of Government, and the Mint, which continued to occupy the southern sector of the 

building, with its ovens, chimneys, and cauldrons. The residence of the Presidents was 

provided with ample rooms that were used for official receptions; these were decorated 

according to the style and coloring of the luxurious furnishing, mirrors and curtains 

acquired in Paris by don Fracisco Javier Rosales, [Chile’s] diplomatic representative to 

the European courts, considered the greatest connoisseur of art in the young republic.”60  

Rodríguez displays the mixed feelings on racial and cultural identities typical of 

the new American republics when he suggests that it must have been Bulnes’ first lady, 

doña Enriqueta Pinto Garmendia, who guided the modifications to the mint to turn it into 

the Palace, since she was the first female Castilian in La Moneda.  While she lived there 

                                                 
59 Ibid. p. 44[ “separado solamente de la carcel publica por un débil tabique de madera.”] 
60 Ibid. p. 45 [“La residencia de los Presidentes se dotó de amplios salones que sirvieran para las 
recepciones oficiales; éstos se decoraron siguiendo el estilo y colonrido de los lujosos amoblados, especjos 
y cortinajes adquiridos en Paris por don Francisco Javier Rosales, nuestro representatnte diplomatico ante 
las cortes europeas, considerado el mayor conocedor de arte de la joven republica.” 
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she made the Palace the center of Chilean intellectual life, holding daily tertulias 

(literary, musical, and at times political salons).61  

During the nineteenth century the young republic, of course, was not immune 

from upheavals, and neither was the structure of La Moneda.  On December 6th, 1850, the 

building was damaged by an earthquake, and during the administration of Manuel Montt 

Torres several rooms on the Morandé side were destroyed by fire. The reconstruction of 

the building from these events, along with a process begun during the last years of the 

Bulnes administration, together created the now-famous façade.  

 When Bulnes appropriated the building, he combined the public functions of 

government with the private residence of his family, and as noted above, his first lady 

fulfilled a political role as well in hosting tertulias and diplomatic events. The next two 

presidents, Pérez Mascayano and Errazuriz Zanartu, did not use La Moneda as their 

residence. Pérez Mascayano, however, moved the tertulia function to his own house. 

In 1876, Anibal Pinto Garmendia (the brother of former first lady Enriqueta Pinto 

Garmendia) was the third president to use La Moneda as a residence. According to 

Rodríguez, he made it “a place for family life where there was no room for agitated 

political tertulias or social life,” a development that would have been in accord with the 

romantic movement’s ideal, which took hold in the second half of the century, that the 

home should be a sanctuary from politics. “[This] domestic tranquility was interrupted, 

however, by the war of 1879, in which the Palacio de la Moneda was converted into the 

                                                 
61 Ibid. p. 47. 
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center of the fevered activity of the military campaign, from whence orders were issued 

and to where news of the fight on the northern front arrived.”62  

President Pinto moved his family to a quieter location, and his successor 

Domingo Santa María González did not live in the palace. But then came José Manuel 

Balmaceda Fernández, bringing both lively social and political life to the palace, and all 

of the drama of the civil war and the struggle for power between the executive and 

parliamentary branches of government.  It was in La Moneda, on January 7, 1891, that 

Balmaceda held a famous council of ministers in which he assumed dictatorial powers for 

himself.   

Balmaceda undertook major remodeling, updating the rooms for comfort and 

redecorating in the latest style. He is responsible for the Salon Rojo, where formal 

receptions were (and are) held.  He lived there with his family and, according to 

Rodríguez, managed to combine domestic harmony and political tertulias.63  But eight 

months after Balmaceda’s assumption of dictatorial powers, he was forced to seek refuge 

in the Argentine Embassy.  

 
 
 
Twentieth century changes 
 
Many of the best-known architectural features of La Moneda, and in particular those that 

place it in its current physical relationship to the surrounding area, in fact date only from 

the early twentieth century. During that time, the operations of the mint were moved to a 

new building in the Quinta Normal, well-removed from downtown Santiago, and the 

                                                 
62 Ibid. p. 49. 
63 Ibid. p. 50. 
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façade along the Alameda side, where the mint had functioned up until then, was redone 

to match the others. The Plaza de la Constitución and the buildings that surround it, the 

Patio de los Naranjos, and the side door at Morandé 80 were all innovations of this era.  

Pedro Montt Montt, who took office in 1906, had lived in La Moneda as a child 

when his father Manuel Montt Torres was president, and thus knew its inconveniences as 

well as its luxuries. One of these inconveniences was the protocol that dictated a formal 

salute by the palace guard (currently this requires that the guards line up in rows on either 

side of the doorway), any time the president passed through the main doors. To get 

around this, literally, Montt ordered the construction of a side door opening onto 

Morandé Street before he would move into the palace with his wife. This enabled the 

president to come and go directly from his office without having to pass through the main 

doors and engage in the required protocol. This door, given the address of Morandé 80, 

became the traditional entrance of the presidents, and its later role in the symbolism of La 

Moneda will be discussed further on.  

 Ramón Barros Luco, who succeeded Montt as president in 1910, did not live in 

La Moneda, but he did propose an ambitious remodeling project that would open up the 

side of La Moneda facing the Alameda, which by then was the principal avenue in 

Santiago. The project also contemplated “a complete restoration of the façades in the 

monumental style of the era, following the spirit created in the Bellas Artes and 

Tribunales de Justicia buildings.”64 The project was suspended, however, for lack of 

                                                 
64 Website of the Presidencia de Chile, “Arquitectura del Palacio: Pedro Montt renueva el edificio”. 
http://www.presidencia.cl/arquite_pedromontt.htm. Accessed July 3rd 2003. This text is clearly taken 
almost directly from Rodríguez Villegas’ book Palacio de la Moneda, commissioned by the military junta. 
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funds due to the nitrate crisis and the First World War, and later completed as part of 

major renovations during the first Ibañez era.  

Carlos Ibañez also moved the mint to its new facility in another part of Santiago, 

where it remains functioning today, and used the space for more ministry offices. Arturo 

Alessandri Palma, in 1932, took further advantage of the increased space to build a dining 

room for formal receptions, adjacent to the Salon Rojo, and after the Cuartel de 

Dragones, the barracks of the horse guard which had crowded closely to the doors of the 

palacio, was demolished, Alessandri designated the newly opened space along Moneda 

Street as the Plaza de la Constitución.  This open space would become the site for both 

protests and celebrations, “in opposition to or support of the government in office at the 

time,” as the Lagos administration’s website phrased it. The opening of this space also 

provided the traditional setting for presidents to greet and address crowds from the 

second-story balconies that then came to overlook this plaza.   

 From the early and mid-twentieth century, Presidents Alessandri Palma, Ibañez, 

Aguirre Cerda and González Videla all lived in the Palacio and undertook remodeling 

projects in it. Although González Videla brought modern conveniences and comforts to 

the presidential living quarters, he was the last to use La Moneda as a residence.  

 

Access and openness 

Throughout the early history of La Moneda, as with many presidential palaces, 

including the White House, individual petitioners thronged the doors, seeking an 

audience. In fact, once La Moneda was reopened, many citizens continued to present 
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themselves there seeking direct assistance or intervention with some bureaucracy on their 

behalf.  While it might seem logical that more conservative, elite-oriented governments 

would be the most likely to discourage such approaches by common citizens of all 

classes, in fact this varied quite a bit. A favorite anecdote among Moneda staffers, 

according to Carlos Bascuñan, Patricio Aylwin’s chief of staff, was that Alessandri, 

among others, used audiences with petitioning citizens as an opportunity to truly 

“perform” the role of the personalist patron, somewhat like Evita Perón in Argentina. He 

would listen to the petitioner, then pick up the telephone, pretending to call the office of 

some bureaucracy. He would berate the appropriate bureaucrat, and appear to achieve 

instant results, when in fact it was his own staffer within the palace itself on the other end 

of the line, playing along.65 

 Regardless of the results of direct petitions, however, Chileans became 

accustomed to being able to walk right up to and into La Moneda. In the early twentieth 

century, once the mint was moved and the Patio de los Naranjos opened up with a door 

leading to the Alameda, downtown regulars in fact became accustomed to walking 

through La Moneda, as it made a handy shortcut between streets. While this kind of 

access to the seat of government may not have run very deep – because walking through 

gradually became all that citizens were likely to achieve, and because only the better-off 

classes were likely to be in the downtown banking and commercial sector on a regular 

basis – the perception of La Moneda as “open” became a point of pride for Chileans. 

They compared their stable democratic traditions to the frequent coups and authoritarian 

regimes in other parts of Latin America, particularly in neighboring Argentina, Bolivia 
                                                 
65 Personal Interview, Santiago, July 2003. 
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and Peru, and drew a connection between democracy and the sense of access to their 

nation’s place of government.  

 

El Pueblo en La Moneda 

The right to approach and walk through La Moneda, however, is not necessarily the same 

as having one’s interests represented by the government, and for some middle and upper-

class Chileans this symbolism of democracy may have been much more appealing than 

the reality.  When Salvador Allende was elected in 1970, both supporters and opponents 

expressed some shock at the idea of the Popular Unity government occupying La 

Moneda: this truly meant the arrival of “the people” in government. The still photo of 

Allende and his wife waving from the second floor balcony is iconic of this moment. 

 The excitement of participants in Popular Unity did in fact translate into great 

activity and the entry of many who never thought it possible into the administrative 

offices of La Moneda. For others, simply the fact that a president with whom they 

identified more than any previously was there made it seem like “their” place, and in the 

first year of the Allende administration, the Plaza de la Constitución became a favorite 

gathering spot. One interviewee, who was a student during that time, spoke of going to 

La Moneda during the day to participate in political rallies, but also “hanging out” there 

at night to do homework, because in contrast to their lower middle-class houses, there 

was light in the Plaza de la Constitución at night.66  

  Nonetheless, it was during the Allende administration, and not in fact at the time 

of the coup in September of 1973, that the patios of La Moneda became closed to the 
                                                 
66 Personal interview, Santiago, July 2003. 
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general public. An attempted coup, known as the Tanquetazo of June 29, 1973, was 

successfully and peacefully ended with the leadership of General Carlos Prats, and 

Allende addressed a massive demonstration of supporters in front of La Moneda that 

evening. However, the attempted coup showed how easily tanks could approach and 

potentially block off the Palacio, and after that date the patios were closed.  

Then, on September 11, 1973, in the coup led by Augusto Pinochet which brought 

the military junta to power, the infamous Hawker Hunter jet planes bombarded La 

Moneda from the air. The minute-by-minute stories of the last hours of the Allende 

administration in La Moneda, and the last hours of Allende’s life, are well told elsewhere. 

But the elements of those stories, for supporters of Allende and for younger Chileans 

learning of them later, always include the decisions by Allende himself and certain 

advisors and friends to go to La Moneda once they knew a coup was underway.  This act 

by Allende suggests the symbolic as well as practical role of the place: if Allende’s 

government was to be personally attacked, it would require the unthinkable: an attack on 

La Moneda itself.67  Among the most-circulated images of the day of the coup is one of 

Allende and two others, Allende with a military helmet loosely perched on his head, 

looking out of the main doors of La Moneda. They may have been watching the planes, 

or they may have been looking at the soldiers ranged on the roofs of the surrounding 

buildings.  

Allende’s last address to the nation thus was made from La Moneda, and when 

the success of the coup was clear, Allende apparently took his own life, inside La 

                                                 
67 Allende’s private residence was also bombed.  
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Moneda.68 Others who were with him had earlier left the building during an agreed-upon 

cease fire and some are shown, in another iconic photo, lined up along the wall of the 

Palacio with their hands behind their heads, while a tank sits parked in Morandé street.  

The aerial bombardment caused a fire inside La Moneda. It was firemen who 

carried Allende’s body on a stretcher, draped in a poncho, out of the door at Morandé 80. 

The flames and smoke could be seen through the windows on the Plaza de la 

Constitución side, giving birth to the emblematic image of La Moneda en llamas.  

 

 

La Moneda during the dictatorship 

On the days following the military coup of September 11, 1973, news photos showed a 

ruined Moneda, including the second-story balcony from which Allende and previous 

presidents had customarily greeted crowds in the plaza below, now twisted and broken. 

One visitor to the reopened building in 2003, when asked during the survey on what 

earlier occasion he had visited La Moneda, described staring at the ruins in the days 

following the coup.69  

The military attack on La Moneda seriously damaged the building. Did the 

leaders of the military coup intend to destroy the edifice from which Chilean governance 

                                                 
68 Whether Allende committed suicide or was killed by entering soldiers was unknown for years following 
the events. To his supporters, the suggestion that he committed suicide was seen as a calculated insult to his 
heroism on the part of the military regime. Indeed, from a recording of a telephone conversation between 
Pinochet and a subordinate, we know that the military planned to blow up the plane that they had “offered” 
to fly Allende into exile.  Following the transition, Allende’s daughter Isabel, who in democracy herself has 
become a leading politician, publicly stated that she accepted that her father had in fact committed suicide. 
She based this conclusion on the information given by his close friend and personal physician, who had left 
his side shortly before and declared this to have been Allende’s intention.  
69 Visitor survey, 2003. 
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was conducted, as well as to radically transform the political system? This may be 

impossible to answer, and probably the question of from where to govern was hardly 

formed in the minds of the coup plotters. They may not have expected that Allende would 

choose to remain in La Moneda rather than surrender, so the destruction of the building 

was most likely not planned. Yet the act of using physical violence to abrogate the results 

of Chile’s constitutional democracy that resulted in the devastating fire in La Moneda 

certainly parallels the unprecedented ferocity with which, following the coup, the new 

secret police and special military forces set about dismantling the political and social 

structures that had facilitated popular participation in government. Thus the attack on La 

Moneda, and the ruined building that resulted, acquired the symbolism of the attack on 

Chile’s democratic system. 

The Junta took over the UNCTAD (United Nations Trade and Development) 

building, which had been built with extraordinary speed and effort by the Allende 

administration, using thousands of volunteers, for the third U.N. conference of that name 

in 1972. Following the conference, Allende renamed the building the Gabriela Mistral 

Metropolitan Cultural Center, but it continued to be generally known as the UNCTAD. In 

1973, the military renamed it once again, this time after Diego Portales, the leader of the 

Conservative forces in the civil war of 1829-30, known for advocating iron-fisted 

repression of political opposition in order to maintain “order.”  The Junta used the 

building as its seat of executive government through 1981, and then as the seat of the 

legislative branch. Throughout that period, the decrees by which the Junta ruled were 

reported in the press as emanating “from Diego Portales.”  
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Yet, the Junta also decided to repair La Moneda. The Architectural division of the 

Ministry of Public Works was placed in charge of the project, which was completed in 

1981.70 Hernán Rodríguez Villegas, then Director of the National Historical Museum and 

who later wrote the military government’s coffee-table style history of La Moneda quoted 

earlier in this chapter, was heavily involved in guiding the restoration according to an 

interpretation of the original building as designed by its architect Joaquín Toesca.  

If indeed the intent of the military coup was to entirely reconfigure Chile’s 

governance into a national security state – to remove politics from government – the fact 

that Pinochet decided to return to La Moneda as the seat of executive power speaks 

perhaps of the ultimate impossibility of such a government in Chile, with its long 

tradition of relative democracy, however limited. Just as Pinochet eventually engineered 

his own change of title from head of a tripartite military junta to holder of the office of 

President, with limited elections, moving the government back into La Moneda suggests 

Pinochet’s recognition of the need to present an image of legitimacy in order to continue 

to govern beyond 1978.  

Two interesting aspects of the reconstruction of La Moneda carried out by the 

military government merit examination. The first is the choice of which elements of 

design and decoration were considered deserving of attention, either inside or outside of 

the building. The second is the manner in which the construction, destruction and 

restoration of the building are described by Hernán Rodríguez, evoking the structure of 

La Moneda as a metaphor for Chile’s national identity and political structures. 

                                                 
70 Consejo de Monumentos Nacionales de Chile, “Postulación UNESCO,” 
http://www.monumentos.cl/pu002i.htm, accessed February 27th, 2007. 
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What matters about La Moneda, and who should see it? 

Whereas the interior of the pre-1981 Moneda is described, particularly by the Lagos 

administration’s Moneda website,71 as largely utilitarian and modest, the restoration 

carried out by the military regime brought in more luxurious decorative elements such as 

marble floors and elegant drapery. The outside, however, was left largely unchanged, and 

in fact the exterior walls still showed in places the marks of bullets fired during the coup. 

The outside was guarded like a fortress, and it was hardly a welcoming place for those 

not specifically authorized to enter. 

  Yet the public was, in a certain sense, invited to enter La Moneda again – tours 

were possible, although only by special advance request or invitation. Fernando Bezares, 

the head tour guide at La Moneda during the Lagos administration, who began his tenure 

there in a different capacity during the Pinochet years, described the tours of the interior 

that were given during this time.  

These visits had a different meaning from the tours we do these days, 
which are oriented toward schoolchildren. They were really more visits 
motivated by curiosity about the new Moneda….nobody thought it was 
possible, it had been completely destroyed, etc. etc. The people who came 
were, above all, those who were connected to and sympathized with the 
military regime, who came to see this marvel that had been created, and 
everyone said “I can’t believe it, it looks the same, etc. etc.” In those days 
I did not participate in the tours.72  
 
As with Chilean politics during the dictatorship, only certain citizens were 

allowed to enter, and they were carefully guided. Moreover, the primary way in which 

                                                 
71 www.presidencia.cl. During the Lagos administration this web address presented historical information 
on La Moneda as well as a live webcam and information on the president’s schedule and recent activities.  
72 Personal interview, August 11, 2003. 
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the regime expected the Chilean public was expected to interact with La Moneda was as 

an appreciative but passive audience for its wonders, rather than as an active participant.  

The broader public, as well, was also intended to be the audience for the 

restoration of La Moneda, but again in a passive way. In his prologue to Rodríguez 

Villegas’ history of La Moneda, Enrique Campos Menéndez, who was Director of 

Libraries, Archives and Museums, writes, “There exists in Chile the honorable tradition, 

maintained to this day, that any Chilean may know [the inside of] La Moneda. 

Nevertheless, this is merely a hollow phrase for those who live far from the capital. Now, 

thanks to this book…they may enter into its rooms, [and] contemplate its paintings and 

works of art.”73 Although Campos goes on to talk about “the important government 

decisions made” inside La Moneda, the first emphasis here is on the artistic or decorative 

aspects of the restored building, rather than on its political meanings.  

 So the inside of La Moneda had been rebuilt and redecorated, on a less humble 

design than that which had prevailed for most of the twentieth century, while the outside 

remained grey and bullet-holes in its walls and those of surrounding buildings continued 

to provide a reminder of the violence of the coup. Yet these were not the only changed 

aspects of the exterior. The underground basement areas surrounding La Moneda, 

particularly under the Plaza de la Constitución (whose ranks of flags also date from the 

Pinochet era), were greatly expanded.74  This space now contains parking, but also most 

of the administrative offices of the Palacio. Staffers now call it the subterraneo, but 

during the Pinochet administration, it was called the “bunker.” This bunker was 

                                                 
73 Rodríguez p. 12 
74 Exactly when this underground area was begun, and its extent, is not something I have been able to find 
out. It is generally credited to the Pinochet era, but I was unable to confirm this.  
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contiguous to underground parking facilities on the other side of the Alameda, near the 

armed forces buildings. 

 The literal structures of the military presence were also notably increased in the 

area surrounding La Moneda during the Pinochet years. Directly across the Alameda sat 

two high-rise office buildings housing offices of the army on one side of Paseo Bulnes, 

and the official headquarters of the CNI, the secret police organized after the notorious 

DINA was reconfigured, on the other. In the middle sat the monument named the Altar a 

la Patria, or “Altar to the Nation.” This monument consisted of a crypt purportedly 

containing the remains of Chile’s founding father Bernardo O’Higgins, inside a pyramid-

like raised concrete area with a large equestrian statue on the top. In front of all was 

placed an eternal flame, representing the heroic sacrifice of life by Chilean soldiers. In 

addition to being a constant reminder to pedestrians passing on the eastern side of the 

street from La Moneda of the military presence in Chile, this monument completely 

blocked the access from the pedestrianized Bulnes street to La Moneda. As protest 

marches tended to be planned so that contingents from various parts of the city would 

converge on the Alameda near La Moneda, this blockage was probably an intended 

barrier to such marches. 

 

The “Saving” of Chile, through La Moneda 

A palace of the symbolism, quality and dimensions of La Moneda is a 
perpetually unfinished work, and it falls to each of its occupants and to 
each generation to enrich it, respecting its style and original design. The 
enormous effort recently concluded should fill the entire country with 
pride, as it has recuperated an asset that belongs to all, and reflects well 
the strength, dignity and spirit of our nation. 
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This excerpt from Hernán Rodríguez suggests another instance in which La Moneda 

stands symbolically for Chile itself, but this time it echoes the discourse of the military 

regime on its rationale for the coup. Rodríguez maintained that, at least from an 

architectural point of view, the modifications to the interior structures of La Moneda 

effected by its earlier inhabitants were done without respect for principles of structural 

integrity, and were in some cases “in danger of collapse.” In this way, Rodríguez felt, the 

bombardment of La Moneda was in fact its saving.”75 He was speaking of architecture, 

not politics, but this idea works very well for the historical discourse of the right: that the 

politicians themselves had destroyed Chilean society, or were in danger of doing so 

through Socialism, and the military stepped not for their own enrichment, but to save the 

nation from self-destruction. To be fair to Rodríguez and other authors (such as 

Menéndez, quoted above) who participated in the production of the book on the restored 

Moneda, it must be recognized that the book, like the restoration of La Moneda itself, 

was personally commissioned by General Pinochet while he was still in power, and must 

be read as having been produced in that context. Nowhere in the descriptions of the 

destruction caused on September 11, 1973 is any overt recognition of the bombardment; 

the building is described as having “suffered” in the passive voice. To the degree that 

destruction is alluded to, it is presented as providing the opportunity for La Moneda to be 

reborn and respected as it should have been. 

 

                                                 
75 Reported in a personal interview by Carlos Bascuñan, chief of Staff to Patricio Aylwin, who had, he says, 
“a great deal of contact” with Rodríguez during the time of the reconstruction of La Moneda. 
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Pinochet’s Moneda 

 Thus Pinochet presented the coup and the regime that followed as necessary to 

“restore” Chile to its original, noble, and historic forms, and the restoration of La Moneda 

provided a metaphor – particularly when the blame for the destruction is placed not on 

the bombs dropped on the morning of the coup, but on modifications to the structure by 

presidents over the years, done without respect for the original design.   Is it possible to 

say that there was a “Pinochet’s Moneda? Could this symbol, that was so important to 

Chile’s self-image as a democratic nation prior to 1973, also function effectively as the 

symbol of government by a military regime?  

 As suggested above, Pinochet may have felt the need to rebuild La Moneda 

precisely because of its historic role as the seat of Chile’s government. Occupying and 

conducting government from La Moneda historically symbolized legitimacy; therefore 

Pinochet needed to place his government there in order to rule without continuing to use 

a system of total repression of dissent. Indeed, during the long span of the Pinochet years, 

after the massive arrests, detention, murder and exile of the months immediately 

following the coup, the regime used repression more selectively and strategically, only 

engaging in large-scale arrests during times of increased protest, such as the years 1983 

and 1984.  Increased protest, in turn, was often linked to economic downturns, suggesting 

that many Chileans were willing to accept the conditions of the dictatorship as long as 

their personal ability to survive was not immediately threatened.76 

                                                 
76 This idea is developed extensively in, for example, Tina Rosenberg, “The Pig’s Tail,” in Children of 
Cain: Violence and the Violent in Latin America, (New York: Wm. Morrow, 1991). 
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 So Pinochet’s use of La Moneda, like that of others, could be said to be in part a 

performance, designed for public consumption, to confer legitimacy on his regime. Apart 

from simply locating his administration (at least the official, visible parts of it) there, his 

addresses to the nation from then on were made from La Moneda, and television viewers 

always saw him speaking from the same chair and with the same huge shield behind him.  

A highly controversial instance of performance by Pinochet was on the occasion 

of the Pope’s visit to Chile in 1987. Concerned about appearing to grant approval to the 

regime’s record of human rights abuses, the Vatican delegation attempted to set strict 

controls on the ways in which the regime could report on (or censor) aspects of the visit.  

During the meeting in La Moneda, Pinochet and aides deceitfully maneuvered the Pope 

out onto a balcony with Pinochet, so that the crowds in the Plaza below would see the 

two together.77 

 While these performances did not, of course, succeed in conferring legitimacy 

upon the regime in the eyes of all Chileans, they demonstrate that even Pinochet and his 

advisors felt that such performances at La Moneda were important. Indeed, interviewees 

who were too young to have personal memories of La Moneda prior to 1973 fully 

associated the building with the government of Pinochet. However, they were not passive 

spectators willing to be pleasantly dazzled by an ornate show of power. Rather, they 

spoke of La Moneda, viewed from the outside, as dark and unattractive, a place that “did 

not invite one to go near it.”  A young woman who was active in protests by relatives of 

the disappeared spoke of the annual march on September 11, which usually proceeded 

                                                 
77 This is a frequently-referred to anecdote among my informants; it is also described in Steven J. Stern, 
Battling for Hearts and Minds: Memory Struggles in Pinochet’s Chile, 1973-1988  (Duke University Press, 
2006), p. 338. 
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down Morandé street to deliberately go past La Moneda. While older protesters might 

associate this block of Morandé with Allende and seek to reclaim it as their own, this 

young woman saw the portion of the march that passed La Moneda as “a duty,” but 

something she did not like doing. “It was their place,” she said, meaning the military 

government, and she eventually stopped going on those marches.78  Another, a young 

man now highly involved in party politics and a participant in the Bachelet administration 

from 2006-2010, was in his late teens at the time of the return to democracy. He said he 

was surprised at the choice of the Aylwin administration to use La Moneda, rather than to 

build a new site. “I remember thinking ‘how are they going to govern from there?” To 

him, La Moneda had always been Pinochet’s.79 

  

 

La Moneda in Transition 
 
Following the success of the “no” vote in the plebiscite of 1988, which set the process in 

motion for democratic elections rather than Pinochet’s continuance in office, the broad 

coalition of center-right through left-wing parties known as the Concertación won a 

decisive victory. The first president of Chile in its transition, or return to democracy, was 

the Christian Democrat Patricio Aylwin.  

 Although it puzzled observers such as the young Francisco cited above, for those 

with memories going back further, it made sense for the new government to function out 

of La Moneda, for all the same reasons of symbolism previously discussed.  But now 

                                                 
78 Personal interview, Santiago, August 2003.  
79 Francisco Díaz, personal interview, Santiago, July 2003. 
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there were other questions regarding the symbolism of La Moneda: would they reopen 

the patios?  

Aylwin’s chief of staff (and also his son-in-law), Carlos Bascuñan, described in a 

personal interview the profound emotions but also the practical challenges and 

contradictions with which they entered into La Moneda, and the interview is worth 

quoting at some length.   

 
 

La Moneda represents the center of power; it is the house of the 
presidents. But this….this was a different Moneda. It was not the old 
Moneda where Alessandri, Frei, or Allende had been, but a Moneda in 
which democracy had never exercised the right to govern. Because this 
was La Moneda restored by the Pinochet regime during the eighties. So in 
that sense, as a building, we did not know it and the memories that we had 
of Allende’s Moneda with regard to the physical spaces, these were 
memories that we did not know to what degree they had been preserved….  

 
 
So they had to begin to get to know the new building, and understand the ways that it 

functioned, and for Aylwin himself and for his staff, this began even before the 

inauguration, when Pinochet invited Aylwin to discussions about the transition. The last 

time that Aylwin had been in La Moneda was for dialogues with Allende, and now he 

was having them with Pinochet.  

 
The emotion and the tension involved in returning to that building was 
important….From January on, we began to have a series of meetings, two, 
three per week. We went about we went about getting to know the magical 
world of the ‘bunker,’ that nobody knew, [Mary interrupts – “Yes, I’ve 
been trying to find out when the bunker was first envisioned and 
constructed” – long silence. “…but we can come back to that later.”] 
And… that was in essence the first reencounter with the building. That’s 
how I came to know this…this new world, shall we say. 
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When asked whether they considered making any changes, either symbolic or 

practical, to the physical aspects of the building, Bascuñan replied, 

We encountered a building that was practical, or rather, well-designed, 
and the way the offices were laid out turned out to be comfortable for us. 
The only thing that we restructured, not architecturally nor structurally, 
but with respect to usage, was in fact that part of the subterraneo that 
during the military regime had been occupied by Pinochet’s security 
guards, which in this case no longer existed. Because of this, a lot of space 
was freed up and we used it to put in a dental clinic, and to remodel a 
health clinic, which were amenities that we provide to the personnel who 
work at La Moneda. We expanded the cafeteria – they were minor 
changes in that sense. All the parts that President Aylwin occupied 
remained exactly the same, with the same layout, that Pinochet had put in 
place.  
 
There is one thing that we changed, during the night, from the tenth to the 
11th of March [the inauguration occurred on March 11th]. We were able to 
get into parts of La Moneda around the 7th, 8th of March, but the part used 
by Pinochet, that part we didn’t see until the wee hours of March 11th. 
They handed over that part to us at one o’clock in the morning on the 11th.  
And when we arrived…we saw that there was an enormous wall hanging 
[which had been visible behind Pinochet during televised addresses] and 
one of those white chairs that he [Pinochet] used. He took the others with 
him. So I said, ‘well, that wall hanging can’t stay there, because it is the 
symbol of the dictatorship,’ so we began to try to figure out what to do. 
We learned that in fact a new wall hanging had been purchased, 
specifically for that place, and we found it. 
 
 

So Patricio Aylwin occupied the same office with the same layout that Pinochet had 

created, but with a change in the image that would serve as background for his televised 

addresses from La Moneda.   

 Given the experience of the dictatorship and the exuberant celebrations that 

followed the success of the “no” campaign,80 however, it would be impossible to think of 

                                                 
80 Flor Rodríguez, a United Methodist pastor who was connected for many years to efforts to protect 
victims of the repression, described the night of the plebiscite as one where strangers embraced each other 
in the street, hardly daring to believe that their success was possible. Personal communcation. 
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the transition between Pinochet and Aylwin as anything other than a dramatic break, the 

result of significant struggle to return to a democratic system of governance. Yet the 

limited changes to La Moneda in the Aylwin years can be seen, once again, as paralleling 

the ways in which the return to democracy was limited by the changes to Chile’s 

constitution, legislature, and legal and judicial put in place by the Pinochet government. 

As Bascuñan phrased it, regarding the building, “We decided to get along with the 

Palacio we had received.” 

 Did members of the Aylwin administration ever consider reopening the patios of 

La Moneda to visitors? According to Bascuñan, they did.  

We gave a lot of thought to whether it would work to open it. But, advised 
in part by the Carabineros (palace guard), and the aides-de-camps, we 
decided to do it only partially. In what way? Well, at that time, there were 
still in existence the [leftist] Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez, and the 
ultra-right-wing groups, so, we determined that, if we were to open La 
Moneda to the public walking through, there would be a danger of protests 
inside, of people chaining themselves to the stairs, and so on, which would 
create a very complicated situation. So, we decided on an intermediate 
step, which was to constitute a group of guías del palacio [palace tour 
guides or docents]. And we gave them a series of courses and talks so they 
could learn about the palacio, know what the paintings were, the furniture 
– there was furniture from the colonial era – the protocol associated with 
each of the rooms. So we gave guided tours, primarily oriented toward 
high school students.  And it was an immense success….Sometimes the 
president would come through, and there would be these kids, and they’d 
shake hands and chat, or they’d see some ministers, it was a very 
interesting kind of interaction. 
 

 
Keeping the public out had a side effect that the staff found they needed to counter. As 

Bascuñan put it, “it is a building that isolates….Its gaze is inward.” So they made it a 

practice to go have coffee in the surrounding restaurants every day, just to have contact 

with regular people outside. 
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 While naturally ecstatic about the historic change when Aylwin took office in La 

Moneda – at another point in our interview he described it as “when we returned to 

Eden,” Bascuñan laments the limitations on what they could achieve. “We wanted to do 

many construction projects: remove the Altar a la Patria, or relocate it,” for example. 

“But four years is a very short time, and we could not do it all.” 

 

 

Development of the tours: from tours of reconstructed/restored power to teaching 
democracy in this place 
 
A guided tour, more than an open visit, provides an opportunity to attempt to construct 

the meaning of a place for the tour participants.  In both 2000 and 2003, with the 

permission of the guides, I observed tours given to children of various ages, as well as 

one tour for a senior citizens’ club. Interestingly, the focus of the tours was primarily a 

lesson in democracy, which then became the main definition of the significance of the 

place. The tour program, and especially this focus on civics lessons in democracy, was 

not developed in a centralized or planned fashion. Rather, it came about in response to 

demand, and from the interest and creativity of Fernando Bezares, who by 2003 had 

become the head tour guide. According to Bezares, although the preparation of the tour 

guides began during the Aylwin administration, it was really only after he developed the 

didactic content of the tours that linked the place – La Moneda – to lessons on 

democracy, that the schools really began to show great interest. In 2003, schools came in 

such large numbers that it was difficult for the staff to keep up with the demand.  
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The tours for school groups began by looking at a scale model of the building. 

This was the only place where the history of the building itself was mentioned: its origin 

as the colonial mint, becoming the presidential residence and place of government, then 

just the place of government. Interestingly, this historical content in all of the tours 

observed only went up to 1929, making no mention of any more recent events. Students 

were not invited to ask questions at that point, so it is not apparent whether any of these 

young visitors associated the building with more recent history in the way their parents’ 

generation does.  

National history was mentioned briefly while viewing a painting of the battle of 

Maipú, a key date in Chile’s independence struggle. History returns again in the Chapel, 

which according to the guide is the only part of La Moneda remaining in its original form 

from days of the building’s function as a mint (but which according to Bascuñan had 

been removed and was only restored by the Pinochet regime). Here the status of religion 

in national identity is in play; the guide seemed defensive of the presence of Catholic 

symbols in the place of government, saying that the Chapel remains there “because the 

majority are Catholic.” This defensiveness may arise from the growing presence of 

evangelical protestant religion in Chilean life and politics. Catholicism was also 

described as “the first religion to come to Chile,” reflecting a construct of national 

identity that leaves out indigenous culture. But the guide also used the visit to the chapel 

to emphasize that although Catholicism is an important part of Chile’s history, and has a 

place in La Moneda, “religion is irrelevant to citizenship” and “the state has no religion.”  
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Apart from these brief glimpses of the building’s history, and of national 

historical identity, the main thrust of the rest of the tour was the current function of La 

Moneda, and a lesson in democracy. The building was described as the place of 

government, and of three of the ministries. In the Sala O’Higgins, the students were told 

that ambassadors are received and present their credentials. For the school groups, the 

tour then quickly moved into the Salon Montt-Varas, where it remained for the bulk of 

the time. There, seated in chairs as an audience, the students receive a lesson in 

democracy, based on the question “what happens in this place?” The following are 

excerpts from the tour content presented in the Salon Montt-Varas for a group of fourth-

graders. Using a question and answer format, along with some drilling repetition of key 

words and concepts, the tour guide provided a basic introduction to fundamental concepts 

of democracy, rooting them in the significance of the place as the seat of democratic 

government. 

 
This room is important because here the president has a role to play 
regarding laws. Who knows what a law is?  When people get together, 
there has to be someone who leads. But, there are laws that direct, 
prohibit, and allow. [The children were asked to repeat these words out 
loud in chorus, a common technique in the large classes in Chile’s 
schools.] The congress in Valparaíso is in charge of making laws, but they 
require the signature of a gentleman who works in Santiago. This is the 
‘promulgation’ (enactment) of laws. And it is done in the Salon Montt-
Varas. 
 

The presidential sash is always worn when the president signs legislation into law in that 

room. Using this fact, the guide introduced the concept of democratic election and 

succession:  “Each president wears it because another person has presented him with it 

[entregado] in the name of all Chileans.” This then led into the development of the 
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concept of the “pueblo de Chile,” or “the people,” and here the guide brought it to the 

personal level for the students.  “There are 14 million citizens, and they are the ones who 

choose.” Signaling the adults present in the room: the carabinero guard, the class’ 

teacher, the guide himself, he said that all are citizens. “But everyone in the class is a 

Chilean, up to age 18, when they also become citizens. One can be elected, [to posts 

ranging] from local sports club or neighborhood organizations up to President of the 

Republic. And this is called --- Democracy.  Democracy implies political participation. 

Article Four of the constitution says ‘Chile is a democratic republic.’” At this point all of 

the students, at the guide’s prompting, repeated out loud: “Chile is a democratic 

republic.” Summing up this section, the guide asked  

Who is the president of the Republic? A Citizen. And a Chilean.  What is 
the pueblo soberano [sovereign people]? The Chilean citizens who elect 
the president. 
 
The president does two jobs: 
 One: Give orders, and make decisions, or “govern,” and 
 Two: Public works, etc., that is, “administer,” 

 
the State. 
  

And who owns the State? You do! 
 
Why am I telling you all this? Why come to the Palacio de la Moneda? 
Because it is the property of all Chileans. Because one of you [this was 
made intentionally gender inclusive in Spanish, “uno o una de Uds.”] 
could come to be president of the republic. [Here the guide paused 
dramatically, and said “Plop!”, a Chilean phrase meaning a stunned 
reaction, from the sound with which the cartoon character “Condorito” 
would often fall over backward when surprised.] If it is a democracy, from 
the age of 18 everyone has the right to elect, and to be elected. Yes, the 
girls too, because women are not limited in Chile. The constitution says 
‘men and women, born in equality of rights and of obligations. 
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When the senior citizens’ club tour reached this point, they were given a modified 

version of the connection between La Moneda and democracy. The guide emphasized 

that democracy is “eminently egalitarian,” that all have the same rights and obligations, 

and that it requires participation.  

 
Why is this important to say here, ladies and gentlemen? Because you, 
when you were young, nobody invited you to be president of the republic. 
You have children and grandchildren, and the most personal wish of the 
President and his first lady is that one of your children [explicitly boys and 
girls] become president. But in order for that to happen, you have to be 
behind them, putting wind in their sails. 
 
 

Here the guide also exhorted the senior citizens’ group to get their children to register to 

vote, a significant problem with younger generation in democracy.  

The tour content was clearly aimed directly at a civic education in democracy, a 

stark and notable emphasis on democracy as the primary meaning of the place. When I 

asked Bezares how this developed – whether it was an official policy or initiative of any 

of the presidential administrations, I was surprised to learn that it was in fact the choice 

of Bezares himself to develop this focus.81  

 
In the first place the content of the tours, or at least the way I do them, is 
something entirely personal, because  nothing in the near improvisation 
that I had to do when I began this work, replacing others who had done it 
before [pauses] well, I had to begin to visualize a way of catching the 
interest of those who came, and at the same time to convey a message that 
would have a content directly related to what the building is, that is, a 
natural part of Chile’s history. I say natural, in the sense that it falls within 
the scope of collective identity in Chile.  
 

                                                 
81 Personal interview, August 11th, 2003. 
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So, what happened. In order to make this easier, it [the tour] contains two 
aspects. First, the history of the building, as a building, and secondlly, the 
person who works here, who is the President of the Republic. But all of 
this is within a clear understanding of what is democracy; that is, that in 
Chile we are all equal. But that said, one is the first, in Latin primus inter 
parus.  
 
Thus all of this I use to bring out the most transcendent value of all, which 
is the concept of democracy, in the sense that the president of the Republic 
is in the Palacio de la Moneda by the sovereign will of the people.  
 

 
The way in which the content of these tours was developed demonstrates the lack 

of centralized administrative planning with regard to the public’s interactions with La 

Moneda, at least during the Lagos administration. However, it clearly reflects a 

connection between public interest and administrative agendas in developing programs 

for delivery. It is a clear instance of the use of the site as a didactic tool for political 

education, and for don Bezares, at least, it is also a tour that educates the public on what 

he considers the essence of Chilean national identity -- democracy – as the primary 

significance of La Moneda as a place. 

 

 
The Lagos administration and the reopening of the patios 

The Concertación, the political coalition that had succeeded in defeating the Pinochet 

regime’s successor was elected for a remarkable four terms following the transition. 

Since Chile’s constitution does not allow direct re-election, this has meant four different 

presidential administrations. These administrations represent a move from the center-

right to the left, from the Christian Democrat Patricio Aylwin and the centrist Eduardo 

Frei (son of the president who preceded Allende) through the socialists Ricardo Lagos 
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and Michele Bachelet. This field research for this study took place during the Lagos 

administration, the first to reopen La Moneda to the public since 1973.  

 Ricardo Lagos came to the presidency with a long history in politics as well as a 

reputation as a scholar involved with FLACSO, a social science think tank with offices in 

many Latin American countries, including a major branch in Chile. He was known for a 

daring maneuver during the election campaign leading up to the transition, while Chile 

was still governed by Pinochet. Chosen to represent his party in a televised debate, Lagos 

came armed with newspaper clippings and other documents regarding the torture of 

political prisoners and censorship. At a carefully chosen moment, he called the camera 

operator to focus on the clippings, and spoke insistently and directly of the issue of 

human rights. Chileans describe Lagos’ “finger pointed at Pinochet” during that debate as 

an act of public bravery that served him well in his election campaign in 2000. He was 

seen as someone who would increase transparency and integrity in Chilean government. 

In contrast to the period of the dictatorship, 1973 to 1988, and the early transition 

governments of Patricio Aylwin and Eduardo Frei, during the Lagos administration 

access to the presidential palace, and by extension to the president (in theory at least), 

was now encouraged, and not only through in-person visits. Through the website 

presidencia.cl, the Lagos administration  offered a live webcam, a “virtual tour” of the 

palace, information on the president’s agenda for the day, and other explicit and implicit 

invitations to Chileans to contact their president and to feel a sense of ownership of both 

“their” Moneda and of their government.  In addition to presenting a history of the 

building, the website promotes the idea that Chileans can connect to history through 
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visiting the palace. The section of the website entitled “history in its walls” describes the 

first day of the palace’s reopening:  

From that day the people who had for years been a distant and 
alienated witness, by order of the president are invited to be 
protagonists of their time, and to walk freely through the 
passageways where once walked the presidents Bulnes, Montt, 
Aguirre Cerda, Alessandri, Frei, Allende and Aylwin, among 
others. [Note who is and is not mentioned in this list!] The 
people look happy…friendly smiles wait for the click of the 
camera….It is a time of democracy, of encounter, of 
commitment, and of equality. But the walls of the Palace 
enclose innumerable events and experiences of those who 
lived, loved, suffered, laughed and died during its 200 years of 
existence. Here were installed the idealism of independence, 
authoritarianism, liberalism, dictatorship, and democracy. 
Here was built and destroyed the destiny of Chile. Here life 
was cheered and death mourned. 

 

Although the reopening of the patios must have been something contemplated by 

Lagos for some time, there is no decree or speech that announced it as a platform or 

planned event. Rather, according to staffers at La Moneda, on March 13, 2000, two days 

after his inauguration, the president came down the stairs from his second floor office to 

the ground floor and simply said to the carabineers on duty, “Let’s open the doors.” 

People walking by outside began to step inside, cautiously, and then as others saw what 

was happening, more and more people began to come in. The media soon began 

broadcasting the news, and the flood of visitors had begun. The government’s official 

daily La Nación described the first visitors as coming in “with a slow step and looking to 

all sides, as if not yet convinced [that it was allowed], and so as not to miss a single detail 

of the walls, offices, and patios.82 In the first few months following the opening, Chileans 

                                                 
82 Newspaper La Nación, Tuesday, March 14th, 2000, p. 4.  



 

 85 

streamed into the patios at a peak rate of four per second, totaling in the thousands per 

day.  Two years later, the number of visitors had stabilized but remained surprisingly 

high.83   

 

 

 
  

                                                 
83 Unfortunately the administration did not keep formal statistics on the numbers of visitors walking 
through the patios, only of scheduled tours, according to Marcela Ahumada, La Moneda’s director of 
public relations during 2003. 
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Four 
 

From the inside: Visitor Reactions to La Moneda 
 

 
 
 
The public response to the reopening in 2000 was astounding in the initial months. The 

palace carabineros found themselves overwhelmed and needed to quickly develop 

practices that limited the number of people in the patios at one time and kept traffic 

moving. Even a year later, however, visitors continued to stream through the main doors 

at a surprising rate. This would seem to indicate a highly positive reaction to the 

administration’s gesture in opening the Palacio; however, in order to understand what the 

real effect was, it is necessary to look beyond the numbers of visitors. Why was it 

important to so many people to make a personal visit to the site? Did all visitors come 

with the same idea of what La Moneda represents? Were they satisfied or disappointed in 

the experience of visiting La Moneda, and why? 

To get a sense of why people came to La Moneda, what they did when there, and 

their reactions to the experience of visiting, I conducted in-person survey interviews with 

visitors at the site. There were two major rounds of surveying: the first in 2001, when La 

Moneda had been open for a little over a year, and the other in July and August of 2003, 

on the eve of the thirtieth anniversary of the military coup and bombardment of La 
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Moneda.  These yielded a number of significant results, some expected and some 

surprising.  

 

Method 

Although visitor surveying is a somewhat common practice in museum administration 

(perhaps not as common as it should be), my approach draws primarily on oral history 

and qualitative fieldwork methods rather than the statistical surveying methods common 

in sociology. Because I wanted to understand the themes, emotions, and conceptual 

frameworks that visitors brought with them, it was important that I not use a multiple-

choice survey instrument with predetermined answers. Rather, I used an open-ended 

survey, with questions that guided, but that left room for visitors to choose their own 

words. This was key to the project, as it allowed room for the concepts and language that 

participants themselves chose to use. The survey questions are reproduced in the 

appendix.  

Having obtained the necessary permissions from the administration (not an easy 

task, and revealing in itself), I conducted the surveys by positioning myself near the doors 

that visitors would use to leave. In 2001, due to construction, this was the same door 

through which they entered, on the side of the Plaza de la Constitución; in 2003 this was 

the Alameda side. The questionnaire initially consisted of nine open-ended questions, 

designed to elicit an understanding of the respondent’s reasons for visiting La Moneda 

and their experience and reactions once there. In the first round, I wrote the responses on 

the survey questionnaires, being as careful as possible to write down the exact words 
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used. But because the difficulties of doing this quickly and accurately while maintaining 

the flow of the interview, in the second round of surveys I used a portable recording 

device and later transcribed the interviews.  

Participants were chosen at random, with an effort being made to catch whomever 

was the next person to cross an imaginary line, regardless of age or sex. Naturally, when 

visitors came in groups, they all gathered around, and after initial attempts to keep the 

interview to the selected person only, I found it more practical to allow for responses 

from all who cared to speak, and to note the ages and sex of all.  

Visitors were invited to participate, with the consent language that the survey was 

entirely voluntary and anonymous. Nevertheless, some caveats must be noted. First, since 

the survey interviews were conducted in person, there was also an element of rapport and 

conversation between myself as interviewer and the participants. This needs to be 

understood as a factor that could skew the responses.  Although my introduction stated 

that I was doing this as a researcher in history, if visitors perceived me as associated with 

La Moneda’s administration, some may have been more reluctant to give negative or 

critical responses than if they had written and placed the answers in a box anonymously. 

Secondly, although participants were not asked to give their names, they were still visible 

to the carabineros, and occasionally within earshot. For those with experience of the 

repression, there would always be a consciousness of this in the choice to be seen 

speaking with me and supplying personal opinion.   

Despite this, very few declined who were invited to participate. Indeed, 

respondents’ choice to participate could be affected by their level of interest in speaking 
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on the topic, or in some cases by their desire to be heard by someone. A few expressed 

themselves delighted with the opportunity to give their opinion, and one memorable 

respondent, in tears, spoke gratefully of the opportunity to verbalize the emotion he felt.   

Most seemed familiar with the concept of the survey, and indeed upper and upper-

middle-class Chileans who frequent shopping malls are often approached for marketing 

surveys. The gender balance of respondents is somewhat skewed toward males. I believe 

that this reflects more male visitors overall, due perhaps to the greater leisure of males to 

engage in either politics or tourism. It may also be skewed, however, by males’ greater 

willingness to speak to me. Although randomization of participants was the goal, 

perceived approachability, on both sides, was also undeniably a factor.  

Conversational rapport was also an advantage, I believe, in eliciting the thoughts 

and reactions of visitors. Although I used a questionnaire, and in some cases respondents 

stuck quite closely to it, giving short responses, in most cases, respondents spoke at some 

length, returned to earlier questions as new ideas occurred to them, and supplied 

information that was not specifically sought by the predetermined questions. In this way, 

the surveys in fact became mini-interviews, and I believe this added to the quality and 

usefulness of the responses. This format also allowed me to ask follow-up questions, or 

seek clarification. 

The survey questions were also tweaked after the first few days in the first round, 

as certain unexpected themes emerged, and questions that did not seem to be working 

well were dropped.   
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Results: a place of history, and a demand for its recognition 

The completed survey sheets, and in 2003 the transcriptions, were put into a database and 

analyzed for thematic groupings and frequencies of certain types of response. The results 

tell an interesting story. It is above all an overwhelming affirmation of the historic 

symbolism of La Moneda, and of the Lagos administration’s decision to reopen it to 

visitors. On the other hand, the criticisms of certain aspects, particularly the limits on 

access and the lack of museological interpretation, demonstrate resoundingly the 

importance of marking the events of 1973 in the place where they occurred, in order for 

the visiting public to feel satisfied that La Moneda – and, symbolically, Chilean 

democracy – had been truly restored.  

 The 2001 group had 33 completed surveys, where a survey could include the 

responses of between 1 and 4 people. The 2003 group consisted of 48 respondents. 

Demographic statistics on respondents such as gender and age were noted, along with the 

answer to the question “where are you from?” The vast majority, not surprisingly, were 

from the Santiago metropolitan area, and of these, many gave the name of their 

neighborhood. Following are the most frequent themes brought forward by visitors 

surveyed, along with discussion of their implications. Because of this project’s emphasis 

on the specific vocabulary and voice of the participants, where I cite verbatim responses, 

I first give the original Spanish, followed by my own translation.  
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Looking for history 

The result that most stands out is the high percentage of visitors were motivated by a 

sense of history attached to the place, and primarily by the history of the coup. In the 

2001 survey group, 64% mentioned history in some form as their reason for visiting; in 

2003 it was 70%.  This includes non-specific references to “history” (“la historia” or “lo 

histórico”), or saying that it was a good place in which to teach history to their children 

who accompanied them. We don’t know whether these respondents had particular eras or 

events in mind or were thinking of the long stretch of Chile’s history.  Others, however, 

specifically used the words “1973” and, quite frequently, “el bombardeo” (the aerial 

bombardment on the day of the coup). In typical Chilean fashion when talking about 

painful or controversial history, particularly with an unknown stranger, no-one used the 

word “golpe” (“coup”). Many, however, used the words “violence”, “disturbances”, or 

simply “lo que pasó” (“that which occurred”), knowing that this would be understood as 

a euphemism for 1973 and its aftermath.  

Some of those who made reference to history as their motivation for visiting 

demonstrated a very personal connection to this past, and exclusively with reference to 

the coup and the dictatorship. Sometimes the act of visiting evoked that past with pain. 

One middle-aged male, said 

Yo, cuando hago referencia a la historia, tambien me, me remonto, ah, 
porque viví un poco, digamos, lo que significó la historia de La Moneda 
en al año ’73, ¿ya?  
 
When I refer to history, I go back, ah…because I [personally] lived 
through a little of, shall we say, what the history of La Moneda meant in 
the year 1973. [Here he paused to check whether I understood the coded 
language.] 
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So, how strong is this motivation compared to others, and what does that imply? 

  

Curiosity 

By contrast to those who mentioned history, many respondents first replied, when asked 

why they wanted to visit La Moneda, simply “para conocer,” which translates roughly as 

“to get to know it.” Some of those same respondents later elaborated historic or political 

associations with La Moneda, and others did not.  In this sense, curiosity is the simple 

human motivation, and it appears entirely apolitical. But even there, simple curiosity may 

have political and historic implications. One middle-aged female explained it this way:   

Yo, cuando abrieron la puerta, era una curiosidad porque se había cerrado. 
Esto, de tan abierto, se había cerrado. Entonces el minuto en que se abrió, 
fue como abrir una puerta y ver que había adentro.  
 
When they opened the doors, I felt curiosity because it had been closed. 
This, which had been so open, was closed. So, the minute it was open 
[again], it was like opening up a door to see what was inside. 
 

The fact of La Moneda having been “closed” from 1973 through March of 2000 has its 

own historic and political resonances.  

Curiosity to know what a place like La Moneda looks like may be spurred by 

many things. It could be because of the architecture, and the fact of reconstruction. But 

such curiosity may also be, again, more personally related to the past. Another respondent 

said, 

Quería saber como había quedado después del golpe. Yo…era de la 
Unidad Popular. Así que trae nostalgia. Nostalgia.  
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I wanted to know how it looked after the coup. I…I was part of the 
Popular Unity [Allende’s coalition]. So it makes me nostalgic. Nostalgic. 

 

 

Place of government 

A desire to “conocer”, or “get to know” La Moneda from the inside may also be related 

to the thrill of setting foot, personally, in the place of government. La Moneda is the 

center of executive power, and the symbolism of renewed public access to it was central 

to the Lagos administration’s decision to reopen it. In 2001, 39% of respondents referred 

to the present-day political role of La Moneda with phrases such as “the center of the 

nation,” or references to the President and the cabinet ministers working there. In 2003, 

this rose to 58%.  

In a less weighty fashion, perhaps, many visitors noted that it was a thrill to be in 

the Patio de los Naranjos, from which TV news reports were often made, or where 

members of the cabinet were caught and interviewed by reporters. As one visitor 

remarked, it made him feel more connected to the place to see it in person, and realize 

that there really are orange trees (naranjos) there.  

  

Citizens’ physical access as a facet of democracy. 

Positive sentiments about the idea that regular Chileans could once again walk through 

La Moneda would seem to support a symbolic link between reopening the patios and 

deepening Chile’s return to democracy. Many visitors said they appreciated this gesture:  
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Ahora uno entra sin ningún problema. Estamos más libres.  
Now one enters with no trouble. We are more free. 
 
Por lo menos vemos a los politicos.   
At least we see the politicians [now]. 
 
Es el palacio de La Moneda, es decir, aquí está el presidente, los ministros. 
Es importante conocer la casa de gobierno. Quiero decir que es bonito que 
se abren las puertas, que la ciudadanía conozca lo que tenemos.  
 
It is La Moneda; that is, the president, the ministers are here. It is 
important to get to know the seat of government. I want to say that it is 
good that the doors are open, that the citizenry may get to know what we 
possess.  
 
Quiero dar las gracias por la facilidad que hay para concer. En el gobierno 
anterior no era así. 
 
I wish to express my thanks for the ease with which one can see it now. 
During the previous government, that was not the case.  

 
Even two separate visitors whose other comments identified them as politically 

conservative appreciated the openness:  

 
Lo importante es que esté abierto al público. Sobre todo para los niños, 
que conozcan algo más sobre la historia y lo que pasó, aquí en La Moneda.  
 
The important thing is that is be open to the public. Above all for the 
children, so that they may know more about history and what happened 
here, in La Moneda.  
 

And a male visitor well old enough to remember the pre-coup Moneda said: 
 

Da un poco de orgullo que se puede ingresar a la casa de gobierno de mi 
país. La llamo casa mía porque es de todos los chilenos….La democracia, 
bienvenidos. 
 
It makes me a bit proud that one can go into the house of government of 
my country. I call it my house because it belongs to all 
Chileans…..Welcome, [here you see] democracy. 
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Patrimonio nacional 

The sense that La Moneda belongs to all Chileans was described by several visitors.  

Se ve muy bonita, La Moneda mía. My Moneda looks very pretty. 
 

After President Lagos’ initial, apparently spontaneous re-opening of the doors to La 

Moneda, the administration organized special Sundays as Días de Patrimonio Nacional, 

which could be translated as either national heritage, or more literally, national 

inheritance or property, in which visitors could enter not only La Moneda, but also many 

other public buildings of historic and cultural interest. Certainly, the idea of national 

inheritance as embodied in public buildings ties very closely to the argument that 

collective memory and thus national identity are created and recreated through public 

architecture and places.  

 Yet interestingly, very few visitors used the phrase patrimonio nacional.  This 

suggests that there is at play an interesting political twist to the common view of national 

heritage, in that the associations with access and democracy are weightier, given Chile’s 

experience of dictatorship. Physical access to places of political power (let alone any 

sense of collective property ownership) was restricted during the dictatorship, as a real 

fact of the restrictions on political participation. The first two administrations of the 

transition governed from La Moneda, but did not reopen it to the public. One female 

visitor, with quiet emotion, described the impact of her visit this way: 

Son recuerdos, más que nada. Porque nosotros vivimos la etapa de la 
transición, y hemos visto ambos….Más que nada es la historia de 
nosotros. Como chicos lo veíamos como algo a que no se podia entrar, que 
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era solamente para algunas personas. Fué una etapa muy….ya pasó. Y 
ahora, tenemos la oportunidad de, cualquiera persona puede entrar y 
visitarlo. Mucha emoción para nosotros, mucha historia.  
 
It brings memories, more than anything else. Because we lived through the 
phase of the transition, and we have seen both….More than anything it is 
our history. As children we saw it as something that you couldn’t go into, 
that was only for certain people. It was a time that was very….[fades 
away]. Well, it’s over. And now, we have the opportunity to, any person 
can go in and visit it. A lot of emotions for us, a lot of history.  

 

When La Moneda was “opened” again, then, even if the access is only partial, to walk 

through two patios, more symbolic than real, the gesture was understood and appreciated 

as symbolic of increased routes for political participation.  

 

Limited access; limited transition 

But at the same time, many visitors complained at the strict limits to their access. This 

was particularly notable among younger visitors, who would not have had personal 

experience of walking through the patios before 1973, but who had heard it described as 

“open.” Thus the relative freedom to walk through two courtyards, without being able to 

climb the stairs and see the interior offices, (except on the Diá del Patrimonio Nacional, 

which began as one Sunday per month but by 2003 had been reduced to once per year) 

seemed in fact like very little access.  

 
Yo siempre cuando dijeron que se abría La Moneda, yo esperaba que se 
abriera abriera, no que sería un pasillo, y más encima que podemos entrar 
solamente por allá, no podemos entrar al revés.  
 
When they said that La Moneda was opened again, I expected that it 
would be really open open, not that it would just be a hallway, and on top 
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of that, that we can only enter through one door and cannot go the other 
way.  

 
 
 
While the intended associations in the gesture of reopening may, then, have been with 

greater access and thus greater democracy, in fact for many, the partial and limited access 

was in turn symbolic of the limited and partial transition, as they saw it. One nineteen-

year-old male, frustrated by this, stated 

 
Insisto, La Moneda sigue estando cerrada para nosotoros, y seguimos 
siendo igual de ignorantes de la historia.  
 
I affirm that La Moneda is still closed for us, and we are still ignorant of 
history.  

 
Yet his companion, also nineteen, recognized the realpolitik of partial steps:  
 

Aunque para mi todavía no está abierto, es un pasillo no más, pero por 
algo se empieza. Antes no podíamos ni siquiera estar aquí. 
 
Even though for me it is still not open, it’s just a passageway, still you 
have to start somewhere. Before, we couldn’t even be here.  

 
 
 
History not interpreted here  
 
Given the high percentages of visitors who were motivated to come to La Moneda by its 

associations with the past, it is not surprising that the most frequent criticism made by 

visitors of the experience was that there was no information available at the site that 

communicated, memorialized, or even explained its history. While participants in guided 

tours could learn some of the building’s history – at least its history up to 1929 – visitors 

who walked through on their own had no sources available. Through August of 2003, 
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there was no interpretive signage such as one would expect in a museum or a historical 

site.  In 2000, this expectation was more noted: as one visitor put it, “here there is 

nothing, not a single sign.” In 2003, perhaps, this expectation appeared to have lessened, 

but it was present in the comments of two visitors: 

 

Hay poco de la historia. No se puede ver por donde…donde se destruyó.  
 
There is little of the history. You can’t see where…where it was 
destroyed. 
 
 
Me gustaría ver algo como un guía turística acá, enseñando cosas. 
 
I would like to see some kind of tourist guide here, showing [or teaching] 
things. 

 

 Some visitors reported approaching the carabineros to ask questions, with mixed 

results. Visitors generally were pleasantly surprised at the courtesy and helpfulness of 

what had previously been security personnel dedicated to repression (in fact, the 

Carabineros as a whole, as well as the palace guards, had received retraining following 

the transition on how to serve, rather than control, the public).84 But the answers visitors 

received to their questions about the site depended entirely on the knowledge and 

inclination of the individual Carabinero that they happened to approach. The Carabineros 

were not given specific training on the content of answers they might give to questions of 

the public; in fact this so frustrated one sergeant that he compiled his own history and 

data sheet.  So, a carabinero might or might not be able to answer such questions as 

“where did Allende die?” and might or might not be personally inclined to do so, if able.  
                                                 
84 Personal conversation with a member of the Guardias del Palacio (Carabineros). 
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Some carabineros were quite frustrated by the expectations of visitors that they 

provide such information; they saw their jobs as ensuring the security of the place and its 

personnel, not as tourist information workers. One said with distaste “People think this is 

a museum. It’s not.” This particular guard clearly felt that the primary significance of La 

Moneda is its use in the present day as the seat of government, and he was quite right that 

his job was first and foremost to provide security for the functionings of that government 

in the immediate moment. This was a task made more complicated by the reopening of 

the patios. “We used to only have to deal with the press corps. Now we have the public as 

well.” In this sense, he saw the public, and their demands to know about the past, as 

getting in the way of the work of the present. 

A middle-aged male visitor in 2003 echoed this when he said that the primary 

meaning for him of a visit to La Moneda was the present. “For me, it is the place of the 

President; I wanted to see where he works…. People think that La Moneda is like 

something that recalls the past, it was destroyed, and they forget about the beautiful 

parts.”  Another visitor, said, quite emphatically, that although La Moneda was indeed 

about the past, he specifically did not desire to see the past as it relates to 1973, to which 

his friend, who also participated in the survey, had just alluded:  

No, para mi más que nada es un edificio antiguo, realmente lo que me 
interesa a mi es conocer cosas antiguas de mi país, cosas históricas, nada 
más que eso. No pretendía yo encontrar lo que muchos piensan que se va a 
encontrar aca, no. [I asked for clarification. He said, laughing,] Lo que 
pasa es que aquí en aquella época en el ’73, La Moneda fué algo puntual, 
eh. De hecho estaba el presidente acá y, hubo un bombardeo [note that he 
uses the passive voice, not assigning blame], y, entonces much gente tiene 
esa idea, esperan encontrar, no sé, como bombardeado. No, no, de mi parte 
no. Creo que encontré lo que quería encontrar: historia. 
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No, for me it is above all an old building, really what interests me is 
learning about the ancient things of my country, historic things, nothing 
more than that. I did not expect to find what many think they will find 
here, no. [I asked for clarification. He said, laughing,] What happens is 
that here, in that time, in ’73, La Moneda was highly relevant. In fact, the 
president was here, there was a bombardment [note that he uses the 
passive voice, not assigning blame], so a lot of people have that idea, they 
think they will find it, I don’t know, bombed out. No, not I. I think I found 
what I wanted to find: history.  
 
 
 

What constitutes “history” for this visitor emphatically does not include the relatively 

recent past, apparently.  

 Along with the lack of the kind of interpretive signs, or live interpreters, that one 

would expect at a historic site, the carabineros were also generally unable to give any 

background information on the sculptures displayed in the patios. These were works by 

contemporary Chilean artists, and had been chosen for a rotating display through a 

contest. Each sculpture had a small plaque giving the title, if any, and name of the artist, 

but no other information. 

 This lack of interpretive information that was so frustrating to visitors could be 

the result of the apparent lack of centralized planning involved in the reopening of the 

patios in 2000. I would suggest, however, that whether intended or not, it reflected above 

all the limited nature of the transition, still as late at 2000. Where the Lagos 

administration was still working to bring about further steps toward reconciliation, such 

as the report on torture, in the early days of the reopening, it was still politically 

dangerous to speak too directly about the historic meanings of events that had occurred at 

La Moneda in 1973 and beyond.  
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 Another possibility is that Lagos did not want to alienate or offend visitors by 

appearing to present one particular interpretation of the past at La Moneda, which after 

all, according to the admininstration’s website, was the place of all Chileans. Whatever 

the motives behind the lack of interpretive signage, if there were any conscious motives 

at all, the impression left is that visitors were expected to connect primarily with the 

meanings of La Moneda related to its present-day role. It appeared that for the Lagos 

administration, the privileged interpretation of the site’s significance was in the concept 

of access.   

 The appearance of this priority, however, may have been misleading, as 

evidenced by the interesting selection of the artwork which sat immediately inside the 

entrance during 2001. It was a sculpture of two people, stripped to the waist, kneeling, 

with their hands behind their heads, giving the impression that they were being held as 

prisoners. The identifying plaque gave away nothing. Only two visitors mentioned this 

sculpture directly. One, a woman in her thirties, said she found it highly offensive, 

because her father had been a police sergeant (she did not explain why this made it 

offensive, but left the impression that she felt such things should not be talked about in a 

public place). Another, a participant in the tour by the senior citizens’ club, asked in an 

aside, “How many people who come through here have been in that position?” 

 The lack of overt interpretation may have been intentional then, designed to allow 

visitors to form their own interpretations rather than to appear to impose one. It reflects 

the limitations of the Lagos administration’s ability (or desire) to overtly expound the 

experience of victims of the repression over other discourses at La Moneda. Yet choices 
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such as the highly privileged placement of this particular work of art, out of so many in 

the patios, speak to some underlying thought to representing the question of human rights 

abuses to visitors. Perhaps the lack of interpretive information served the purpose of 

political cover, or plausible deniability. Where there is no official interpretation, everyone 

can form their own, and the administration could not be accused of preaching one 

version.  

 

The door that wasn’t there 
 
In the 2001 survey group, visitors who were frustrated by the lack of signage often 

mentioned that they wanted to know the physical place where Allende had worked, and 

died (in fact, what had been the president’s wing through the Allende administration had 

been converted into the offices of the first lady). They wanted to be able to physically 

locate, or place, Allende in their personal experience of La Moneda.  

 In 2003, the complaints about lack of interpretive signage and lack of 

commemorative markers related to 1973 continued. However, there was a surprising new 

addition: many visitors specifically mentioned that the president’s door at Morandé 80, 

put in by Pedro Montt in 1906, had not been restored. This was the door through which 

the presidents came and went on regular daily business to avoid the protocolary salute at 

the front entrance. This was the door through which Allende’s body was carried on 

September 11, 1973, and which had been erased in the Pinochet regime’s restoration of 

La Moneda.   
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That multiple visitors had begun to mention this specific item as “missing” 

suggests that the door had recently become a topic of discussion, perhaps of 

editorializing, with regard to the depth of the Lagos administration’s efforts at 

reconciliation. The door’s absence in a way had become itself a presence, a marker that 

something of the past was not reconciled.  The idea of the door remained in collective 

social memory, through the images mentioned above, and through personal or 

generationally-transmitted memory. Its very absence in the present increased its 

importance as a site of memory: without the door, there is still something missing, 

covered up, or unacknowledged, and therefore unreconciled.  

Perhaps, since this survey was done in July and August of 2003, there were some 

rumors or leaks. In fact, the Lagos administration was, very quietly, and working only on 

the inside, restoring the door and the staircase. Inside, (in an area not visible to walk-

through visitors), they placed a plaque commemorating Allende’s historic presence in the 

building.  The ceremonies at La Moneda on September 11, 2003, the thirtieth anniversary 

of the military coup, began with President Lagos walking past the statue of Allende, 

arriving at the newly restored door at Morandé 80, and entering through it.85  Lagos wrote 

in the visitor’s book to one side of the door on the occasion, “[w]e open this door so that 

the breezes of liberty that have made our country great may circulate again.”86  

                                                 
85 As an interesting statement on gender equity as a goal of the Lagos administration, it was two female 
guards who stood on either side of the door at Morandé 80 during the ceremony. Women had only recently 
been allowed into the Carabineros, and even more recently into the palace guard. 
86 Presidency website, special section “A 30 años del 11 de septiembre de 1973” accessed on 9/11/03. 
[“Reabrimos esta puerta para que vuelvan a entrar las brisas de libertad que han hecho grande a nuestra 
patria,” and “Con la restauración de Morandé 80, el gobierno busca recuperar una más de las tradiciones 
republicanas de la historia democrática de Chile, ya que esa puerta era la que usaban los presidentes para 
ingresar y salir de la cas ade Gobierno habitualmente.”] 
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The administration clearly saw this as the next logical step in symbolic 

reconciliation at La Moneda, describing it as an act that restored “one more of the 

republican traditions of the history of democratic Chile.” The symbolism was noted 

internationally: the Associated Press circulated a photo of Lagos entering Morandé 80, 

with the caption “Opening Allende’s door.”87 Finally, three years later, La Tercera noted 

the symbolism on Lagos’ last day in office as president, when they described his final day 

as beginning by his entering through this door, the one which he himself had reopened.88 

 In his speech on the thirtieth anniversary, Lagos made reference to increased 

reconciliation in Chile, and made clear that he sees it not as the achievement of his 

administration alone, but of all Chileans. Yet in describing the positive international 

image of Chile today as a country characterized by progress, the exercise of freedoms, 

solid institutions and the full integration of its military institutions to the democratic 

order, Lagos signaled the importance of the physical symbols at La Moneda, saying that 

“this free Chile was crystallized in the opening of the doors of La Moneda and .... [also] 

today [in that] the traditional door that symbolizes our republican image has been 

reestablished.” 89 

 

                                                 
87 Minneapolis Star Tribune, September 12th, 2003. p. A11. 

88 La Tercera online edition: “Por puerta de Morandé 80 Lagos hizo su último ingreso a La Moneda como 
Presidente” March 11, 2006. www.latercera.cl 
89 Speech by His Excellency the President Ricardo Lagos, during the ceremony to commemorate the thirty 
years since September 11, 1973. Santiago, September 11, 2003, Press Secretariat, Presidency of Chile. 
[“Ese Chile libre que cristaliza en la apertura de las puertas de La Moneda y donde hoy se has restablecido 
la tradicional puerta que simboliza nuestro sello republicano.”] 
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Reworking the environs of La Moneda 

The Lagos administration began, and the successor administration of Michele 

Bachelet continued, another significant project of transformation of La Moneda. The area 

between La Moneda and the Alameda O’Higgins, including parts of the infamous 

underground bunker, was redone to feature a pool of water above ground, part of a new 

“Plaza de la democracia.” The military’s eternal flame commemorating fallen soldiers 

was moved, with great ceremony, to the Escuela Militar, removing the military from of 

the public space of democratic governance and sending it back to its own barracks. 

During the Bachelet administration, the undergound space was expanded, and now 

includes the “Moneda Cultural Center,” a space for art exhibitions, films, and other 

cultural activities. The plans for the area include eventually routing the Alameda 

underground at that point, so that La Moneda would be connected to the Paseo Bulnes on 

the other side, in an uninterrupted, open space, dedicated to democracy, perhaps 

suggestive of Allende’s “broad avenue,” in which citizens can walk freely.  
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Five 

Conclusions 

 

 Whether carefully planned or not, it is clear that Ricardo Lagos’ decision to 

reopen the patios of La Moneda was intended as a symbolic step along the long path of 

redemocratization in Chile. Government minister Claudio Huepe stated after the fact that 

the opening was “a sign of the intention of President Lagos to bring government closer to 

the people” and “[w]e believe that it can be a beautiful exercise in civic education.”90 

Huepe further explained that “this is not about converting the seat of government into a 

public walkway, but rather permitting access as before. We must never forget that the one 

who governs is not the person who gives the most orders, but rather the first servant of 

the country,” and that “this measure contributes to transparency in the actions of the 

government.”91  

                                                 
90 Diario La Nación, March 14th 2000, p. 4  
91 Ibid. 
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 These statements relate the opening to the present-day symbolic meanings of La 

Moneda as the seat of executive government. The connection to be drawn by the public is 

that improved access and transparency were part of the deepening of Chilean democracy. 

Visitor participants in the surveys enthusiastically embraced this symbolism, expressing 

gratitude for and pride in the openness of Lagos’ Moneda. Yet the symbolism here is a 

double-edged sword, as other visitors complained of the limited nature of that access. 

They were able to draw their own symbolic connections: limited access could be read as 

indicative of the limits to full democracy still imposed by political divisions within Chile 

and the conditions of the transition. 

 Further, while the Lagos administration was clearly conscious of the historic 

weight of La Moneda, as indicated by Lagos’ inaugural speech from La Moneda’s 

balcony and by the reopening of the door at Morandé 80 on the thirtieth anniversary of 

the coup, the administration offered visitors to La Moneda no interpretation of – in fact 

no information about – the historical moments that brought about a need for transition, 

reconciliation, or redemocratization. This may have been through a practical need to 

emphasize the present to deepen the experience of democracy, as in the lessons on 

democracy given to visiting schoolchildren. Perhaps it was out of a wish to emphasize the 

role of La Moneda in the long span of Chilean history, rather than only its associations 

with 1973, so as to appropriate the weight of legitimacy granted by governing from the 

site.   

Whatever the reasons for it, most of the visiting public reacted negatively to the 

apparent silence on the history of 1973 in La Moneda. As pointed out earlier, in the 
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excerpt from Lawrence Weschler’s work on the issue of truth in transitions, the key issue 

in the memory struggles is acknowledgment. The earlier Rettig report and the Valech 

commission report provided official recognition of the experience of victims of human 

rights abuses during the military regime. The increased prosecution of perpetrators of 

human rights crimes, along with continuing efforts to garner information about the fate of 

the disappeared, was a notable feature of the Lagos era, following the detention of 

Pinochet in London.  

Yet despite these concrete steps toward reconciliation in Chile, while visitors 

noted apparent silence on the subject of history in La Moneda, there was a sense of 

unfinished business, of coverup or erasure. If reconciliation is not possible without 

acknowledgement, one of the ways that acknowledgement can happen forcefully and 

visibly is through place – specifically through some measure of consecration or at least of 

marking. Thus both the comments by visitors suggest that, at least in the minds of self-

selected Chileans who chose to visit La Moneda, the process of reconciliation remained 

stalled or incomplete without overt recognition of the historic symbolism in La Moneda. 

This is supported by the Lagos administration’s own choice to restore the door at 

Morandé 80.   

What is La Moneda? I chose it as a subject of study because of its unique role as 

an emblematic site. But as I have argued, La Moneda does not fit perfectly any of the 

ways that scholars have found to describe types of place, even places of memory. La 

Moneda is not a memorial, dedicated to one particular moment or process. It is not a 

place of memory according to Till’s definition, a place established intentionally with the 
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purpose of creating a sense of collective identity through embodiment of a group’s 

memories of the past, although certain uses of the image of La Moneda serve that 

symbolic function, in ways that conflict and compete, as Steve Stern describes. It is not a 

museum, although the tours play a didactic role and construct the primary meaning of the 

place as the site of Chilean democracy. La Moneda cannot fully consist of any of the 

types of outcomes described by Foote for sites of violence.  

La Moneda as a place is – though it seems odd to say it of a building – a 

metaphor. The structure of this place has been and is used, repeatedly and in conflicting 

ways, to represent the Chilean nation and Chilean history, by Chileans and to Chileans. 

The sense of legitimacy conferred by governing at La Moneda, I argue, was present well 

before 1973, but the building’s near-destruction during the coup greatly increased the 

power of the metaphor, because it allowed for new actions, upon, in and through the 

building, through which discourses about Chile’s past, and thus Chilean identity, could be 

conveyed. Thus the Pinochet government argued that it was not responsible for the 

destruction of La Moneda; that this was rather the fault of previous governments whose 

irresponsible modifications to the structure had left it in danger of collapse. If La Moneda 

is understood as a metaphor for the Chilean political system, this provides a neat 

encapsulation of the historical discourse that still prevails among supporters of the 

regime.  

The Pinochet regime could be said to have rebuilt, or “restored” La Moneda, 

restoring Chile (in the regime’s view) to the way that it should be. In the post-

authoritarian transitional era, the metaphor of “restoration” at La Moneda is also very 
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strong, but from a democratic political perspective. But this association, or metaphor, is 

also a double-edged sword. While it could be deployed as a statement of the success of 

the transition – democratic government returned to La Moneda – in the Aylwin and Frei 

administrations, La Moneda remained closed to the public, a reminder to those whose 

memories included the metaphor of access to La Moneda equaling democracy that the 

transition was constrained and partial. When the Lagos administration deployed the 

symbolism of access in reopening La Moneda, the public reaction was very positive, but, 

as the visitor surveys show, not entirely uncritical.  

The surveys suggest that the two predominant meanings that the visiting public 

ascribed to La Moneda in 2001 and 2003 were its role as the current center of power and 

its meaning as a historical site. Further, as a site of history, it is specifically the events of 

1973 that are referred to by visitors. This dual role, and the importance of the site to 

debates over the meanings of the military coup, in fact provided an opportunity as well as 

a challenge for the Lagos administration. Whereas the demands for recognition and 

prosecution by victims of human rights abuses during the military dictatorship focus on 

injury to the individual, the memory of La Moneda in flames represents an injury to the 

collective body of Chilean democracy. Where the historical discourse of the right wing in 

Chile is that the coup was a necessary act of salvation of the nation, the public demands 

for recognition of Allende and of the bombardment of La Moneda by the military counter 

that interpretation. The opportunity to memorialize those moments of La Moneda’s – and 

Chile’s – history were seized by Lagos in the placement of the plaque to Allende and the 

reopening of the door at Morandé 80, thus marking in a physical site of memory (which 
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also serves, as I have argued, as a metaphor for the political body of the nation) the 

narrative of the left and of democratic governance. Yet, this is not the only meaning that 

the Lagos administration sought to inscribe at La Moneda; through an emphasis on the 

meaning of democracy in the present, as in the tours for school children, or perhaps in the 

very lack of heavy-handed historical marking in the central patios, the door is left open 

(pardon the imagery) for continuing discussion and debate, for inscription of new 

memories and new interpretations.  

I do not argue that in any fashion Chile is now reconciled; far from it. Beliefs 

about the meanings of the past remain sharply divided, and the political, economic and 

social challenges and debates present in the second decade of the twenty-first century are 

immense. But rather than having achieved a unified interpretation of the past, let alone a 

single, shared national identity, Chile as of 2003 could perhaps be said to have achieved a 

democratic transition. This depends, of course, on how democracy is defined. As Leigh 

Payne argues, perhaps the best indicator of functioning post-authoritarian democracy is 

not a shared, collective view of the past, but rather the presence and possibility of active 

debate and differing memories.92  

If La Moneda is difficult to categorize according to existing scholarly definitions 

of place, it does exemplify one of the key aspects of the study of historic sites: history 

cannot be understood as layered in a place. In other words, the historical narrative or 

meanings that can be conveyed through a visit to a particular place are not found by 

archeological excavation, neatly confined by stone or sediment and merely awaiting 

                                                 
92 Leigh Payne, Unsettling Accounts: Neither Truth nor Reconciliation in Confessions of State 
Violence (Durham and London, Duke University Press, 2008). 
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discovery by historians. Rather, the meanings and interpretations of the past that are 

assigned – by site administrators, by activists, and by visitors – to a place are the process 

of continual, ongoing contestation and re-inscription in the present. 

As a place, La Moneda teaches us about the interactions between place and 

historical memory. If it also functions as a metaphor for Chilean politics, between 2000 

and 2003, it was clearly a place through which the contradictions, tensions, and 

discourses about Chile’s past and present were felt by visitors to it.  The Lagos 

administration consciously deployed the symbolic aspects of La Moneda’s history, such 

as the association of access with democracy. Visitors appreciated the symbolism, but also 

noted the limits to access, turning the metaphor back on the government as a demand for 

deeper democracy. Moreover, the frustrated expectations by visitors of historical marking 

or memorializing at La Moneda provide evidence for what has been an assumed 

connection between functional democracy and recognition of the past. What the story of 

the reopening and visitor reactions to it tells us is that the unfinished business of the 

transition still mattered.    
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Appendix A 
 

Survey development and methods 
 

 
In addition to the comments on methods in the body of the text, it is important to note 

that the questionnaire was developed and administered over time, in two major stints in 

2001 and 2003. In both years, the months of surveying were July and August. Since July 

in Chile features a midsummer break from school, the types and numbers of visitors 

would not be entirely typical of those during most of the rest of the year.  

 After initial testing in July 2001, I changed some of the questions slightly. The 

first major change was the addition of a two-part question “Did you expect to find 

anything here, and if so, did you find it?”  I added this because that information was 

being overwhelmingly volunteered as commentary by visitors, and I felt it deserved 

analysis as a separate item. It must be recognized that the addition of such a question may 

be leading in the case where visitors might not have felt anything missing; however since 

fewer visitors in the 2003 rounds reported disappointment overall (though more signalled 

the missing door at Morandé 80), I do not think the possible effect on the results was 

large enough to be of concern. 

 The second change to the survey was the specification of history in question 10, 

which asked visitors to think of other sites that they felt Chileans should visit to learn 

about Chile. The idea of the question was both to understand how visitors viewed La 

Moneda – as a historic site, a tourist destination, or a place of government. – and to try to 

guage whether a visit to La Moneda imparted new ideas about the themes of citizenship 

and national identity. Visitors generally either mentioned tourist destinations or asked for 
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clarification of the question. When I changed it to ask about “sites that you feel Chileans 

should visit to learn about history,” the effect was dramatic: visitors began to name 

contested sites related to the experience of the dictatorship, such as the former 

concentration camp at Pisagua. 

 By the final round of surveys, however, once I began using a voice recorder 

instead of trying to capture all the words of visitors by writing down their answers, the 

survey questions functioned as the outline to an informal interview, conversational 

prompts rather than a prescribed order to be followed. This means of collecting the data 

presents a challenge if one seeks to then conduct a strictly quantitative analysis in which 

all questions are supposed to be asked in exactly the same way. This is in fact impossible: 

the circumstances of each interview will vary slightly, the tone of voice or phrasing used 

by the interviewer will be different, for example. The mood of the respondent, the 

respondent’s personal reaction to the interviewer, and other purely human elements make 

perfect comparability among responses impossible.  However, since I was interested in 

collecting and analyzing the vocabulary chosen by visitors themselves, and identifying 

themes or concepts that emerged from the results, the idea of conversational prompts in 

fact worked better than a traditional multiple-choice survey instrument with 

predetermined and limited possible answers.  The responses in both survey years were 

transcribed into a database, and then coded according to the thematic categories that 

emerged. The databases provide a miniature oral history, with respondents identified by a 

number assigned to each interview and, within each response, by age, gender, and place 

of origin, when known.   
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Survey Questionnaire for visitors to La Moneda 

 
Cuestionario para visitantes  
 
Buenos/as días/tardes. Soy licenciada en historia, y estoy realizando una encuesta  sobre 
este sitio. Quisiera hacerle unas preguntas sobre su experiencia aquí hoy.  El cuestionario 
es totalmente anónimo; tiene la libertad de responder o no. Estaría Ud. dispuesto(a)?  
 
 
1. ¿De dónde es Ud?  
 
2. ¿Es su primera visita a La Moneda? Si no, cuándo fue su primera visita aquí? 
 
3. ¿Como se enteró de la posibilidad de visitar el Palacio?  
 
4. ¿Por qué quería conocer La Moneda? 
 
5. ¿Qué es lo más interesante de este lugar para Ud.?  
 
6. ¿Esperaba Ud. encontrar algo aquí que no encontró? 
 
7. ¿Aprendió algo nuevo en su visita hoy que no sabía antes? Qué?  
 
8. ¿Su visita ha cambiado en algo como Ud. ve la historia de Chile? 
 
9. ¿Recomendaría a otros una visita a este lugar? Por qué o por qué no? Y a quiénes 

(amigos, familiares, jóvenes, vecinos…)? 
 
10. ¿Cuando usted piensa en Chile de hoy, hay otros lugares qué usted cree que los 

chilenos deben visitar para conocer la historia? Cuáles son? 
 
11. ¿Quiere Ud. preguntarme algo? 
 
12. ¿Desea comentar algo más sobre este sitio? 
 
13. ¿Puedo saber su edad? 
 
 
Muchas gracias por su tiempo y su interés. 
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English translation of survey questionnaire for visitors to La Moneda 
 
 
Good morning/afternoon. I am a historical researcher, and I am carrying out a survey 
regarding this site. I would like to ask you some questions about your experience here today. 
The survey is completely anonymous; you have the choice to respond or not. Are you willing 
to participate? 
 
 
1. Where you from?  

 
2. Is this your first visit to La Moneda? If not, when was your first visit here? 

 
3. How did you learn about the possibility of visiting the Palacio? 

 
4. Why did you want to visit La Moneda? 

 
5. What do you find the most interesting about this place? 

 
6. Did you find what you expected to find here? 

 
7. Did you learn anything new on your visit today that you did not know before? If so, 

what? 
 

8. Did your visit today change in any way how you see Chile’s history? 
 

9. Would you recommend that others visit this site? Why or why not? Who?  
 

10. When you think of Chile today, are there other places that you believe Chileans should 
visit in order to understand history? What are they? 

 
11. Would you like to ask me anything? 

 
12. Would you like to make any other comments about this site? 

 
13. May I know your age? 

 
 
Thank you very much for your time and interest. 
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Appendix B 
 
 

Institutional Review, positionality, and author’s reflections on the project 
 

 
 
 
Institutional Review 
 
 
This project was approved by the University of Minnesota’s Institutional Review Board 

for research with human subjects. Although the American Historical Association has 

taken the position that oral history research does not require IRB approval, nonetheless I 

consider it an important practice. By following the protocols to develop a consent form 

and to consider the possible impact on human beings of participating in the research 

project, historians are more likely to engage in necessary reflection on how the project is 

conceived and constructed, as well as help to ensure the protection of participants.  

However, I reject the idea of studying human “subjects.”  Nor do I see those who 

shared their voices and experiences as “informants” in the vocabulary of anthropological 

fieldwork. Rather, I refer to survey “respondents” and to “participants” in in-depth 

interviews. A research project based on fieldwork is a joint production, in which those 

being interviewed retain ownership of their own stories and the ways in which they 

construct meaning from those stories.  Historians must recognize this.  
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Positionality 

 

Although I confess a distaste for works in which the author seems to insert him or herself 

artificially or to the detriment of the participants, all research projects, and especially 

those on questions of historical memory, require an acknowledgement of the presence of 

the author and of the ways in which the researcher’s own personal history may influence 

the shaping and the interpretation of a project. Thus I note here that although based in the 

United States and trained in a U.S. university, I was born in Chile, to academic parents 

(of U.S. origin) who lived there at various times between 1960 and 1972. My father was 

an economist interested in questions of taxation and agrarian reform, later associated with 

the Land Tenure Center at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Throughout my 

childhood and adolescence, the 1973 coup in Chile functioned as a pivotal point in my 

own constructed historical memory, as the reason I grew up in Madison, Wisconsin, 

instead of Chile, and as a psychological turning point in the formation of my beliefs about 

the nature of the world.  This event, and contact with the Chilean exile community in 

Madison, along with the Central American upheavals of the 1980s, played an obvious 

role in my commitment to and interest in efforts to promote human rights in Latin 

America and worldwide.  

 Precisely because of this personal connection, I had not originally intended to 

conduct dissertation research in Chile. Yet, once I recognized the impossibility of true 

objectivity in any historical research project, however emotionally distant the researcher 

may appear to be from the topic, the opportunity and, I felt, the need for historical 
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research presented by the post-authoritarian transitions in the Southern Cone pushed 

work in Chile higher on my research agenda. In fact, my personal background became an 

asset in carrying out research, as I was able to communicate using the coded words and 

concepts that Chileans have developed to identify one another’s political affiliations. Had 

some of the participants not been able to identify me in this way as sympathetic to and 

aware of Chilean human rights issues; I would not have had their confidence or 

participation.  

  

 

Author’s postscript 

 

The opportunity for studying historical discourse presented by the post-authoritarian 

transitions during the 1990s, as well as the apparent promise of improved respect for 

human rights and deepened democratic opportunities worldwide enthused and animated 

the beginnings of my graduate work. The events of September 11, 2001, horrific enough 

in themselves, caused a reversal in my enthusiasm for the project. Not only did I feel, 

along with so many Chileans, the resonance of the date, but also foresaw that the attacks 

would be used as a pretext for an increase in authoritarianism and an attempted 

justification of torture and of war, and lead to a decrease in global security and the 

prospects for socioeconomic development. This was profoundly depressing. 

Nevertheless, every time I returned to the data that I had collected, to the words of 

Chileans describing the ways in which they made meaning at and through La Moneda, 
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my confidence in the utility of the project increased. I hope that it will serve as a point of 

departure for continued research, by myself and others, that will both increase our 

understanding of the dynamics of place and memory, and help fulfill the earlier promise 

of a post-authoritarian world. 

 

 
 
 
 


