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 CHAPTER FOUR  

 

Solidarity, 1975-1978 

 

 Woe unto them that decree unrighteous decrees,  

and that write grievousness which they have prescribed;  

To turn aside the needy from judgment,  

and to take away the right from the poor of my people,  

that widows may be their prey,  

and that they may rob the fatherless! 

 
 The Bible, Isaiah  10:1,10:2.  
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SOLIDARITY AND THE GOOD SAMARITAN 

Even as the Junta sought to boost public support for its practically non-existent social 

programs and to coerce pobladores into participating in the farce, churches in Chile ï

especially the Catholic Church and the Evangelical Lutheran Church- and the Left 

worked to ameliorate the worst effects of the economic crisis and to provide an 

alternative to the regimeôs social and political model.  

 By late 1974, unemployment and hunger had risen to alarming levels. Layoffs 

accelerated, adding to an unemployment rate already driven upward by politically-

motivated firings in both the public and private sectors.  Between 1973 and 1974 the 

unemployment rate almost doubled, from 4.8% to 9.2%.1  Prices for the basic products 

most used by the poor and working-class -bread, sugar, cooking oil, milk, rice, 

potatoes, beans, noodles, onion, eggs, lentils, chicken, fish and tea- rose 

disproportionately compared to official price indices and other foodstuffs.2 

Meanwhile, real wages dropped nearly 40% from their 1970 level.3

 Simultaneously, the generals laid plans for 1975: they would focus their 

attention on bringing down inflation by cutting public spending and trying to  

stimulate investment.4   This meant further destruction of public welfare programs as 

the regime imposed severe austerity measures to bring inflation under control.  The 

subsequent economic crisis caused widespread unemployment and hunger in the 

poblaciones.  Meanwhile, Pinochet sent the message to the Catholic Church and the 
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Left that the regime was unwilling to cede an inch: ñUnfortunatelyéthey [the Left] 

donôt cease their activities, itôs no use.  We have to be clear about the problem.  On 

one hand the Church recommends reconciliation, but to reconcile you have to give 

up something.  They are the ones who have to put aside their attitude.ò5   

 It was in this context of continuing repression and economic crisis that in 1975 

the word solidaridad (solidarity) swept through Santiagoôs poblaciones, propelled by 

progressive church workers, family members of the disappeared, and members of 

neighborhood social organizations and comunidades cristianas. Solidaridad 

encapsulated an entire set of values and practices that progressive sectors of the 

Catholic Church and the Left hoped would reverse the social atomization that was 

tearing communities apart as unemployment, hunger, and fear showed no sign of 

abating.  Solidarity meant working together to protect one another, solve collective 

problems, and build community where community was being destroyed.  In the case 

of those who were more economically well-off, it meant working side by side with 

the less fortunate to improve everyoneôs life, not merely handing out charity.  It also 

meant providing assistance where assistance was needed, regardless of the needy 

personôs political or religious beliefs, as in the Biblical fable of the Good Samaritan.   

 The discursive and theoretical framework for this practice of solidarity carried 

religious connotations that made it difficult for the regime to attack.  Under the 

shelter of local Catholic chapels, invoking solidarity, and with the participation of 
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Left militants and non-militants alike, pobladores established social organizations 

such as comedores (common dining halls), bolsas de cesantes (unemployed persons 

groups), and human rights groups, which quickly multiplied and began to cooperate 

with one another.  This does not mean that the Church, as an institution, opposed the 

regime.  As an institution ïembodied in the Chilean Episcopal Conference- the 

Catholic Church was slow to publicly criticize the regime, and it only made open 

denunciations when the worst of the repression had passed.6  However, as the only 

institution that the regime was reluctant to attack, the Catholic Churchôs active 

support for social organizations  was extremely important.   

 Meanwhile, as the regime systematically destroyed Left parties, surviving 

militants moved their political and social work in to the shelter of the Catholic 

Church and social organizations in poblaciones.  This process ïfraught with tension 

and obstacles- led to newfound cooperation and a search for mutual understanding 

between atheist/agnostic Marxists, Catholic Marxists, and non-Marxist Catholics.  

Thus, important sectors of the Catholic Church and the Left, including especially 

pobladores, slowly built new sociopolitical networks rooted in poblaciones, creating 

an alternative to the regimeôs program of silence, fear, repression, and isolation.  This 

chapter traces this process of crisis, conflict, and cooperation, as pobladores ï

especially women- Left militants, and the Catholic Church slowly wove a new social 

and political fabric to replace that which the regime had destroyed. 
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THE ECONOMIC CRISIS OF 1975  

1975 began badly.  In January, Pinochet called for austerity:  

I want to ask Chileans that, if possible, they take advantage of every piece of land, as 

small as it might be, to cultivate something.  No Chilean family should waste the 

possibility of supplying itself with food, and all consumption should be done cautiously 

and responsibly: electricity, water, gas, everything.7   

 

In March, as the economy worsened, Pinochet called a weekend meeting at Cerro 

Castillo ïthe presidential mansion in the coastal city of Viña del Mar- to hear the 

arguments of economists hand-picked for the occasion. Many of them, who came to 

be known as the ñChicago Boys,ò had studied at the University of Chicago where they 

were heavily influenced by Milton Friedmanôs free market theories.8  After the 

meeting at Cerro Castillo, Pinochet, convinced by the Chicago Boysô arguments for 

free-market economics, gave Minister of Finance Jorge Cauas (1974-1976) 

extraordinary powers and appointed Sergio de Castro Minister of the Economy (1974-

1976).9  The Chicago Boys, now ensconced in powerful government positions and 

backed by Pinochet himself, accelerated the liberalization of Chileôs economy in what 

would become the first large-scale neoliberal economic experiment in Latin America. 

 Pinochetôs economic team immediately imposed shock measures to bring 

down inflation.  They cut public spending by over 25%, diminished the currency 

supply, and tripled interest rates.  They eliminated the escudo and reinstituted the 

peso as the national currency. The new peso equaled one thousand 1975 escudos, or 

one million 1960 pesos.  Over the next year, inflation barely dropped (369.2% to 
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343.2%), and unemployment rose from 9.2% to 14.5%.10  By the end of 1975, the GDP 

had dropped by one seventh, and industrial production had fallen by 25%.  Between 

1975 and 1982, the Chicago Boys fixed the exchange rate at thirty-nine pesos to the 

dollar.  They also reduced import tariffs from 70% to 10%, which dealt a heavy blow 

to national manufacturing industries, especially the textile industry.  Overall, the 

Chilean manufacturing sector fell by 20%.11    

 Meanwhile, state-intervened and state-owned companies that were not 

returned to their pre-1970 owners or kept by the state were privatized at bargain-

basement prices.12  When Pinochet came to power in 1973, the state owned or had 

intervened 596 companies equivalent to 39% of Chileôs GDP.  In short order, the 

regime returned 325 companies to their previous owners.  The CORFO (Corporación 

de Fomento, the state development agency), then proceeded to sell hundreds of the 

remaining companies to private investors.  Between 1975 and 1980 the CORFO sold 

off 207 companies for a combined total of USD$1.2 billion.  Most of these newly 

privatized companies fell into the hands of two large economic groups: one run by 

Javier Vial ïwho controlled the Banco de Chile- and one run by Manuel Cruzat ïwho 

controlled the Banco de Santiago.  Thus, in the newly deregulated financial sector, a 

tight web was woven between newly privatized companies and banks owned by the 

same economic consortia. The consortia also borrowed large amounts of foreign 



Alison J. Bruey 

Do not cite, quote or circulate without the permission of the author 

236 

 

money to finance their ventures and make loans to business associates, creating a 

financial house of cards of questionable stability and staying power.13  

 Even as the regime implemented policies that led to increased unemployment 

and decreased social spending, it made no solid, long-term plan to address the 

problems of the 18% of the capitalôs population that already lived in ñextreme 

poverty.ò Nor did it address the problem of the approximately 70% of the urban 

population that lived in poblaciones and was sliding into severe poverty as a result of 

the new economic policies.14  The crisis hit workers in both the public and private 

sectors extremely hard.  During the first six months of 1975 alone, 40,000 public 

employees were fired.  Unemployment in general was most pronounced among blue-

collar workers.15   

 To alleviate unemployment, in April 1975, the regime established its first 

Minimum Employment Program (PEM, Programa de Empleo Mínimo).  The PEM 

paid workers $2000 pesos, approximately US$50 per month ïwhich was one-third the 

minimum wage- for full -time work.  Workers considered the PEM abusive and 

humiliating.16  Pinochetôs call for businessmen and industrialists to hire one more 

worker each, which would have absorbed 30,000 unemployed workers, failed. 

Instead, dismissals increased.17  By 1976, unemployment had reached 19.4%.18  In the 

poblaciones, people who had been struggling to survive since the coup now found 

themselves starving. 
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 Even sympathetic observers recognized that the regimeôs social action schemes 

and calls for businessmen and industrialists to help lower unemployment added up to 

little more than media shows and placebos.  Already in April 1974, in a meeting with 

the Junta, the Comptroller General of the Republic called the generalsô attention to 

their lack of real social programs and their failure to protect workersô hard-won rights 

and benefits: 

The Emergency Office of the Ministry of the Interior and the President of the 

Honorable Junta himself [Pinochet] have carried out many social-action efforts in favor 

of the most modest [poor], the most humble, the pobladores.  Iôve seen you, on TV, visit 
poblaciones on many occasions.  But, Mr. President, it worries me that thereôs no social 
policy that goes beyond this preoccupation, which I would call social action.  In my 

opinion, the social policy of the Honorable Junta should provide all the countryôs 

inhabitants with a minimum standard of livingé[and] also a wage policy, because 

unfortunately there are many unscrupulous businessmen and industrialists who donôt 

fulfill [their legal obligations].19 

 

The comptroller went on to criticize the behavior of businessmen and industrialists 

whose companies had recently been returned to them after expropriation or 

intervention during the Popular Unity period. These people, he charged, were more 

interested in making up for lost profits than respecting workersô rights or treating 

them with dignity.  Moreover, despite early, post-coup public exhortations for 

industrialists and business owners to respect workers and their gains, the Junta was no 

longer pressing the issue. 20  The comptroller insisted, ñéthose systems by which the 

worker should participate have never been spoken of again, for example, 

cooperatives, participation in the company, co-management. These formulas have 

been set asideé.It disturbs me that no change is seen in the companies or in the 
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treatment of the workers.ò21  His suggestions, however, did not result in policy 

change. 

 The 1975 financial crisis caused much more damage in the poblaciones than in 

middle- and upper-class sectors.  As tens of thousands of blue-collar and low-level 

white-collar workers lost their jobs, Santiagoôs poblaciones were overwhelmed with 

unemployed men and women whose families began to suffer the effects of hunger and 

desperation.  The first place pobladores often went for assistance and advice when 

disaster hit was the local Catholic Church.  In many poblaciones across Santiago, after 

the coup, the Catholic Church became a shelter for the unemployed, the hungry, and 

the persecuted Left.  In Villa Francia and La Legua, where progressive priests opened 

their doors to all who needed help, the chapels soon became centers of local social 

and political organization.  Whether or not a church opened its doors depended 

primarily on the priest or priests in charge and also on the congregationôs political 

culture and historical experience.  The histories of the comunidades cristianas in Villa 

Francia and La Legua are illustrative examples. 

CRISTO LIBERADOR 

Villa Franciaôs comunidad cristiana, Cristo Liberador, was established in 1972 after 

Mariano Puga, a worker-priest, arrived in the neighborhood with priest Pablo 

Richards and three seminarians in May 1971.  Cristo Liberador was what was known 

in Chile as a Comunidad Cristiana Popular (Popular Christian Community), which in 
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other countries often go by the name of Comunidades Cristianas de Base or 

Comunidades Eclesiales de Base (Christian Base Communities or Ecclesiastic Base 

Communities) and are assumed to follow the ideas of Liberation Theology. In Chile, 

the fact that a Christian Base Community existed did not mean that it was progressive 

or in any way espoused Liberation Theology. 22 In Villa Francia, during the Popular 

Unity period, Cristo Liberador did move into the progressive social and political 

milieu of the time, inspired in Vatican II and Medellín. The name ñComunidad 

Cristiana Popularò meant that Cristo Liberador was based in the popular sectors ïthat 

is, in a población- and that in addition to being a place of religious practice and 

reflection, it also addressed broader social issues.23  

 Worker-priests such as Mariano Puga in Villa Francia, acting in the context of 

Vatican II (1962-1965), Medellín (1968), and later Puebla (1979), acquired working-

class jobs and lived in poblaciones in an effort to understand and act in solidarity with 

the people they sought to serve and evangelize.  The goal was for religious workers to 

cast off their ñbourgeois culture,ò ñideologized interpretationsò of the Bible, and 

traditional ceremonial practices that alienated the poor and working class (such as 

rich vestments, liturgies in Latin, sermons detached from everyday life). Worker-

priests and worker-nuns sought to build a new Church and a new world by 

immersing themselves in working-class jobs, politics, and points of view. Through 
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their actions, they hoped to convince the Catholic hierarchy to back the formation of 

ñbase communities in which the worker feels at home.ò24   

 Most Chilean worker-priests were not of working-class background, and their 

decision to live in poblaciones and work as low-paid laborers set many on a path of 

religious and political radicalization that intensified in the early 1970s when the 

Popular Unity coalition came to power. Many had participated in or had received 

most of their religious education during the heyday of the Catholic Action Movement 

in the 1950s and 1960s, a movement which, in Chile, also underwent a process of 

radicalization in the 1960s.  This was the case of most of Villa Franciaôs post-coup 

religious workers: for example, priests Mariano Puga and Roberto Bolton, and nun 

María Dolores Cruzat of the Divino Maestro congregation.  Others were foreign 

clergy from North America, Europe, or Argentina who had come to Chile to work 

among the poor.25  This was the case in La Legua, whose post-coup priests, Luis 

Borremans and Guido Peeters, and consecrated lay missionary, Anita Gossens, were 

all from Belgium; likewise, most of María Dolores Cruzatôs Divino Maestro sisters 

were from Argentina. 

 Worker-priests and nuns were neither the majority nor the norm among 

Catholic clergy in Chile.  Known as cristianos de avanzada (advance Christians) they 

and other progressive and Left clergy were often active in organizations such as the 

international organization Christians for Socialism.  Christians for Socialism was a 
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direct outgrowth of Vatican II, Medellín, the radicalization of the Catholic Action 

Movement, and the general social and political ferment of the 1960s.  It was an 

ecumenical movement whose members integrated Marxist analysis with Christian 

social doctrine and called for a transition to Socialism.  In April of 1972, Christians for 

Socialism in Chile hosted the Primer Encuentro Latinoamericano de Cristianos por el 

Socialismo, with the participation of 400 representatives from across Latin America.26  

The Chilean Catholic Church hierarchy strongly opposed the meeting.  In the 

Encuentroôs final document, the participants affirmed their identity as Christians 

whose faith was rooted in and oriented towards the puebloôs (the ñPeopleôsò) struggle 

for liberation.  They also proclaimed their commitment to building a socialist society 

and called for a strategic alliance between revolutionary Christians and 

atheist/agnostic Marxists.27 

 This was the context in which the priests arrived in Villa Francia to form the 

comunidad cristiana.  At first they did not celebrate mass, build a chapel or designate 

a formal place of religious worship.  In an effort to refashion traditional religious 

practices and symbols, they imparted sacraments and blessings inside pobladoresô 

modest homes.  At the same time, the priests and seminarians dedicated themselves to 

becoming fixtures in the neighborhoodôs daily life.  Puga worked in the local housing 

materials factory, and Richards advised a local youth group.28   
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 The priests soon organized a Pastoral Team which included the seminarians, 

local nuns, and two of the Villaôs married couples.  In early 1972 this group held a 

series of meetings with small groups of pobladores in three sectors of Villa Francia to 

discuss their daily experiences as related to Bible teachings.  In each discussion group 

members of the Pastoral Team identified certain married couples as leaders, and with 

them they established the comunidad cristiana.  In late 1972, the comunidad cristiana 

held a laypeopleôs retreat in which participants discussed the political and social 

process sweeping the country.  Concretely, members of Cristo Liberador who 

sympathized with the Popular Unity government decided to integrate themselves 

fully into community organizations to ñparticipate actively as Christians in the 

construction of the new society.ò29  The coup ended the national ñconstruction of the 

new society,ò but the comunidad cristiana continued to meet. 

After the coup, Cristo Liberadorôs body of religious workers grew and changed.  

Between September 1973 and March 1974 a new priest and two new nuns arrived in 

Villa Francia with the explicit support of Fernando Ariztía, bishop of the western 

zone of Santiago, and Mariano Puga, who remained in the neighborhood.  There, 

priest Roberto Bolton, María Dolores Cruzat, and an Argentine nun, Angélica,  also of 

Divino Maestro, joined Cristo Liberador.  All adhered to the precepts of Vatican II 

and Medellín.  Bolton, Cruzat, and Puga had also been involved in clandestine 
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networks that protected the persecuted, sometimes by physically pushing them over 

embassy walls.30   

Villa Francia was relatively unique in that it had in residence four full -time, 

ordained religious workers, three of whom were Chilean. It was therefore more 

difficult for the regime to quickly and quietly expel them from the country. In 

addition, Puga and Cruzat belonged to powerful Chilean families: the Puga Concha 

family belonged to the Chilean oligarchy, and the Cruzat family was an economically 

comfortable member of the Chilean bourgeoisie. Thus, they enjoyed a limited but 

slightly larger safety margin than many of their colleagues, and certainly much more 

than the pobladores, a situation which would facilitate Cristo Liberadorôs activities in 

the years to come.31  This was not an anomalous situation. Other well-known 

progressive Chilean priests living in poblaciones, as well as sympathetic bishops, were 

from economically-comfortable or even oligarchic families, for example the 

Aldunates and Ariztías.  Others were foreign, which afforded them some benefits, if 

only a familiar place to return to with full citizenship rights after they were expelled 

from Chile.  

 Social class, however, did not define religious workersô political or social 

convictions.  Those who wished to do so were able to parlay their limited safety 

margin ïfruit of their role as religious workers and their familiesô social status and 

support networks- into a precarious umbrella of protection for those they served in 
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the poblaciones.  In Villa Francia, Mariano Puga, Roberto Bolton, and María Dolores 

Cruzat opened their doors to persecuted pobladores and their families.  They also 

supported, organized, and encouraged Villa Franciaôs residents to form the first social 

organizations that emerged after the coup, to work collectively to feed their children, 

to look for work together, to assist the persecuted and their families, and to defy social 

atomization and the terror that stalked the población.   

SAN CAYETANO  

San Cayetano, in La Legua, was an older, more established congregation than Cristo 

Liberador.  It was also the central parish church, while Cristo Liberador was an 

ecclesiastic community affiliated with, but autonomous from, Jesús de Nazaret 

parish.32  While members of Cristo Liberador met in the nunsô backyard, an old school 

building, and later in a wooden shack acquired through foreign donations, San 

Cayetano was located in a large, gated, solidly-built chapel on the north side of La 

Leguaôs central plaza.  A second chapel, Nuestra Señora de la Paz, located several 

blocks away in La Emergencia, also served the neighborhoodôs residents.  However, 

San Cayetano was the main parish church and the center of religious activity in the 

población. 

San Cayetano had a history of socially-progressive parish priests.  The first priest 

to work at San Cayetano was Rafael Maroto (1948-1953), who arrived in Nueva La 

Legua straight out of seminary.  He ran for president of the Junta de Vecinos on the 
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Christian Democrat ticket against the Communist Party, which had recently been 

proscribed by president Gabriel Gonz§lez Videlaôs Ley Maldita.  In this context, the 

Socialist Party allied with the Christian Democrats and Maroto defeated the 

Communist candidate.  However, during his tenure he worked closely with the local 

Communist Party to bring much-needed services ïsuch as a fire station- to La Legua, 

and he left a good impression on local Communists:33 

And this priest beat us [in the elections].  [It was] the only time weôve almost lost 

control of the Junta de Vecinos.  And not even that much, because we managed to get 

two or three compañeros on the Junta, and because the priest was better than if [the 

Communist candidate] had won, yes siree. The priest publicly led an Assembly in 

Defense of Culture, to go ask the government to allow Pablo Neruda to return from 

exile.  A commission of neighbors went to La Moneda to ask for Nerudaôs return in the 

name of La Legua.  So with that kind of priest, [the communist candidate] didnôt need 

to be president.34 

  

Later priests did not participate so directly in local party and civic politics, but they 

remained fixtures in the community and continued to be active social and political 

actors.   

From 1964 to 1986, San Cayetano was the domain of Belgian parish priests, 

including one fondly remembered for having acquired a house in La Legua for the 

local Catholic youth.  At the time of the coup, San Cayetano was the responsibility of 

priest Luis Borremans.  Anita Gossens, a consecrated lay missionary, also lived and 

worked in La Legua at the time of the coup.  A teacher by trade, she arrived in Chile 

as a Catholic missionary in 1964, working in both the old población Los Nogales and 
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the economically depressed area of Cerro Navia in western Santiago before settling in 

La Legua.35   

 La Leguaôs priests paid particular attention to local young people, and in the 

1960s, JOC (Catholic Worker Youth) membership was widespread.36 At the time of 

the coup a local Catholic youth group had established a ñRed Crossò in the meeting 

house the Belgian priest had acquired years before, to care for the wounded should a 

coup occur.  This house was one of the first places that the armed forces and 

carabineros raided during the September 16th allanamiento, and many of the young 

people were taken to the National Stadium.   

 In the 1960s and early 1970s, San Cayetano was one of the three most socially 

active parishes in the Decanato of San Joaquín, along with parishes Santa Cristina and 

Espíritu Santo.  The young people from Espíritu Santo, in the neighboring población 

El Pinar, were particularly active.  El Pinar was home to low-level white collar 

workers and skilled laborers of a slightly higher socioeconomic stratum than most 

residents of La Legua.  Esp²ritu Santoôs youth accompanied workers from nearby 

factories on picket lines, and they participated in social programs in La Legua and 

other poor areas of the Decanato of San Joaquín and the municipality of San Miguel.  
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1 ï San Cayetano Parish 

2 ï Espíritu Santo Parish 

3 ï Santa Cristina Parish 
 

FIGURE 4.1.  Dioceses (Decanatos), Southern Zone of Santiago.  Map by author. 

 

 


