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Abstract 

PERFORMING MOTHERHOOD: post-dictatorship Chilean theatre (1990-2020) 

Eduardo Andrés Pavez Goye 

 

 This dissertation examines representations of motherhood in Chilean post-dictatorship 

theater as metaphors for State power and modes of resistance. I analyze mother figures in three 

plays from different decades of the transición period in order to explore how authors voice out 

their critiques and note the political tensions of Chile’s neoliberal project. 

 

Through close readings of Benjamín Galemiri's El Cielo Falso (1997), Guillermo Calderón's 

Villa+Discurso (2011), and Macarena Araya Lira's Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve (2019), 

and a general reading of Jesús Urqueta's staging of Taská (2012), I identify different four 

maternal figures that emerge in post-dictatorship Chilean theater: the Administrative Mother, 

who embodies neoliberal governance; the Tortured Mother, whose violated body represents 

national trauma; the Austere Mother, who perpetuates neoliberal self-sacrifice; and the Archivist 

Mother, who preserves the memory of those who are gone. These figures serve as frameworks 

for understanding how theater makers have mobilized maternal metaphors in order to critique or 

legitimize institutional power. My methodological approach combines feminist theater theory, 

memory studies, and political analysis that draws on Elin Diamond's feminist recontextualization 

of Brechtian gestus, Marianne Hirsch's notion of postmemory, Steve Stern’s metaphor of memory 

knots, and Nelly Richard's cultural criticism of the post-dictatorship. 

 

I conclude that these theatrical representations of motherhood during the last 30 years in Chile 

show an evolving critique from the administrative logic of early transition governments to 

grappling with intergenerational trauma and memory, and finally to confronting the austere 

hopelessness of neoliberalism. These maternal figures that I propose map out the political 

subjectivity of the transición period, revealing how memory itself has become both a weapon 

and a commodity in the ongoing struggle to reckon with Chile’s past. I close with an analysis of 

the importance of performing our memory in order to maintain the sense of hope, reclaim the 

sacred, and be able to imagine an alternative future. 
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INTRODUCTION 

ARCHITECTS OF A NEW SOCIAL ORDER 

In order to tell the story of Chile's post-dictatorship, I must begin with the dictatorship. On 

September 11th, 1973, General Augusto Pinochet led a military coup that bombed the 

government palace and violently overthrew the democratically elected socialist government of 

Salvador Allende, who died that morning. This coup, financially and logistically supported by 

the United States through the CIA's Track I and Track II programs (also known as the FUBELT 

project), marked the beginning of a dictatorship that lasted seventeen years and was 

characterized by systematic human rights violations and a radical implementation of neoliberal 

economic policies. 

 

The extent of U.S. involvement in destabilizing Chile has been thoroughly documented through 

declassified CIA documents. As revealed in the "Genesis of Project FUBELT" memorandum 

from September 16, 1970, where it claims that "President Nixon had decided that an Allende 

regime in Chile was not acceptable to the United States," leading the CIA effort to prevent 

Allende from coming to power or to unseat him. As a result, the CIA spent $8 million in the 

three years between 1970 and the military coup of September 1973, with over $3 million 

allocated toward Chilean intervention in 1972 alone, according to the Church Commission 

Report (U.S. Senate Select Committee 17). 
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Pinochet's regime instituted a state of siege, suspended the constitution, dissolved Congress, 

banned political parties, and censored all opposition in the media. In the weeks that followed the 

coup, thousands of communists, socialists, leftist sympathizers, and other members of civil 

society were detained and kept in detention and torture centers scattered across the country, the 

biggest of them was the National Stadium in Santiago. According to the reports written by the 

Commission of Truth and Reconciliation and the National Commission on Political 

Imprisonment and Torture, between 1973 and 1990, 2,279 people were executed, 27,255 were 

tortured, and around 400,000 were either exiled or internally displaced. 

 

The dictatorship's repressive apparatus operated through organizations like the DINA (Dirección 

de Inteligencia Nacional,) later reorganized as the CNI (Central Nacional de Informaciones.) In 

his The Pinochet Regime Declassified, Peter Kornbluh details how these intelligence services 

maintained a secret network of detention and torture centers across the country, including the 

notorious Villa Grimaldi, Londres 38, and Tres Álamos. The DINA, was described by U.S. 

intelligence as "a KGB-type organization" that used interrogation techniques "straight out of the 

Spanish Inquisition" and eventually grew to 3,800 officers, operatives and administrative 

personnel. In those centers, the police and the military tortured the detainees using electric 

shocks, sexual violence, simulated executions, or by forcing them to witness the torture of others, 

often family members. 

 

The purpose of all this brutality was not to merely crush the political opposition. As noted by 

economists Juan Gabriel Valdés and Naomi Klein, State terror serves as the necessary 
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precondition for implementing radical economic transformations: "by the mid-seventies, 

disappearances had become the primary enforcement tool of the Chicago School juntas 

throughout the Southern Cone" (Klein 88). And so, the shock and trauma that the regime 

inflicted on Chilean society allowed the economic elites to restructure society according to 

neoliberal principles. Those principles were spearheaded by the Chicago Boys, a group of 

economists who studied at the Department of Economics of the University of Chicago under 

Milton Friedman and Arnold Harberger, which had an affiliate economics department at the 

Pontifical Catholic University of Chile (PUC.) The Chicago Boys research was not well received 

outside the PUC. Their critics included representatives of the private sector, who “argued that the 

Chicago Boys ignored the realities of the country.” (Edwards 45). Despite the evident ideological 

blindfolds of the Chicago Boys, the group developed a comprehensive economic plan to be 

implemented in Chile, contained in a document known as "El Ladrillo" (The Brick). 

 

On September 12, 1973, the morning after the coup, their 189-page economic program was on 

the desk of every major figure in the new government. As noted by political scientist Juan 

Gabriel Valdés, "the debate on economic policy became closely linked to the dilemma 

surrounding the new regime's self-definition: a choice between a restoration scheme, which 

merely required repressive pacification, or a foundational scheme" which implied a direct a 

transformation project led by the military junta. (Valdés 17) The result was a refoundation that 

called for trade liberalization and tariff reductions; widespread privatization, including of social 

security; and a regressive value-added tax (22). The Chicago Boys used Friedman's economic 

model and turned Chile into the first laboratory of neoliberalism, privatizing the five hundred 

state-owned companies and leaving just twenty five of them in the hands of the public sector. 
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They also slashed tariffs, deregulated markets, cut public spending, eliminated price controls, 

and attacked labor unions. The result was a massive transfer of wealth from working people to 

the economic elite. 

 

During the dictatorship, the State controlled a bigger portion of the economy than it had under 

Allende's government. By 1982, the banking crisis tanked the regime's already poor social 

indicators: unemployment reached 30%, wages fell by 40%, and the manufacturing sector 

contracted by 28%. And while the 1982-83 crisis temporarily disrupted the neoliberal program, 

by the mid-1980s, the dictatorship had doubled down on market fundamentalism, privatizing 

social security, healthcare, and education. All these economic measures where legitimized by 

implementing a new constitution redacted by the regime and its collaborators. 

 

With the successful implementation of a new constitution, the repressive apparatus of the State 

and the neoliberal economic project became one and the same. In Pinochet's Economists, Valdés 

argues that the Chicago Boys were not merely technicians, but architects of a new social order 

that required political repression in order to be implemented, after all, while the country 

experienced "courts that shamefully refused to grant the right to habeas corpus, brutal police 

repression of protest marches, espionage networks, and intimidation campaigns directed against 

moderate political leaders," the Chicago Boys regarded authoritarianism as necessary, and what 

the opposition and human rights organizations showed to be taking place in Chile was labeled by 

them as "inevitable, unfortunate, and restricted only to isolated abuses, for which they were 
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anyway not responsible." (Valdés 30). In that way, State terrorism served to unify and make 

coherent all strands of authoritarianism in Chile. 

In 1988, once the economic crisis subsided, it was clear the dictatorship wanted a political way 

out via referendum. The political parties that remained at the "center-left" of the spectrum (DC, 

PS, PPD, and a handful of smaller ones) joined together into a single political coalition known as 

Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia—or Concertación, for short. The goal of the 

Concertación was to unite efforts into becoming a viable political alternative, and to restore 

democracy. In 1989, the people voted in a referendum and said "NO" to the dictatorship, voicing 

the popular demand to restore democracy. The slogan of that campaign is still vivid in my 

memory: "Chile, the happiness is about to come." I remember the referendum because it 

happened on my mother's birthday. My dad took the car and drove us around the city while we 

waved flags and chanted against the dictatorship. It was a day of palpable hope. This has been 

my best birthday gift, my mom said to me. We were promised a new country. 

 

DEMOCRACY OF AGREEMENTS 

And so, after seventeen years of dictatorship, Chile had elections and Patricio Aylwin1 assumed 

his role as the first democratically elected President of Chile in 1990. This event marks the 

 
1 Patricio Aylwin was the President of the Christian Democrat Party (DC) and championed a smear campaigned of 

disinformation against Salvador Allende during the Unidad Popular. A few days before the coup, he claimed in an 

interview with the Washington Post that "between a Marxist dictatorship and a military dictatorship, I choose the 

latter." A week after the military took over, he gave a public declaration where he claimed Allende had failed and 

the communists were preparing themselves to start a dictatorship, because they had a huge illegal militia organized, 

a parallel army with over ten thousand illegal aliens from Cuba who had professional training and weapons, a 

terrible red army that was bigger than twelve regular armies. Of course, none of that was true. During the 80s, 

Aylwin participated in the negotiations that led to the 54 Constitutional reforms that were approved in 1989 via 

referendum, and secured his role as a leader for whatever was to come after the dictator Pinochet would no longer be 
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beginning of the post-dictatorship. I am interested in this period partially because it's not an 

exciting time: it doesn't have the epic political identity grounded in a national discourse of hope 

that can be seen in the artistic explosion that happened during the rise of Salvador Allende's 

Unidad Popular–from the political campaign of the late 60s until the 1973 coup. It also doesn't 

have the tragic weight and the nostalgic aesthetic of the old black and white photographs that 

compose the visual archive of the Chilean dictatorship that lasted from 1973 until 1989. Instead, 

the post-dictatorship presents a clean historical trajectory showing the deepening of the first 

neoliberal project ever implemented. 

 

It was no secret: from the get go, Aylwin announced his strategy to create a "democracy of 

agreements." Of course, said democracy of agreements was repelled by any kind of disagreement 

with the right-wing parties and, as a result, it was not interested in confronting the military or to 

seek justice and reparations for the victims. On the contrary, the idea was to reach as many 

agreements as possible with the fascist oligarchs, the religious institutions, and the military, in 

order to secure a smooth administration into a complete neoliberal State. As the leading 

ideologue of the transition, Edgardo Boeninger, acknowledged how the leadership of the 

Concertación reached a "convergence" with the economic thinking of the right in the late 1980s, 

which resulted in the fact that "the Christian Democratic economists, in contrast with the decades 

of the 60s and 70s, came to speak a similar technical language and share theoretical concepts 

with liberal economists. Contributing to this, without doubt, was the increasingly frequent 

common training in North American universities from which the anti-capitalist enclaves of the 

 
in power. During the 90s, Aylwin created a secret police department called "La Oficina," dedicated to dissolve, by 

any means necessary, any radical leftist group still left standing in Chile. 
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Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy type had been disappearing, giving way to a clear cultural 

hegemony of market economy and the most liberal ideas." (Boeninger 369). 

 

The goal was evident at this point: to maintain and to deepen the economic model implemented 

during the regime, as well as to funnel as many resources as possible to its beneficiaries. 

Aylwin's policies allowed the oligarchy to take over the public sector in favor of global trades by 

exploiting Chile's natural resources and eviscerating all local manufacture industry. This 

permanent destruction of natural habitats justified by a supposed economic progress was not only 

a catastrophe for the ecosystem, but also had to be implemented via the torture and displacement 

of indigenous communities. This is an issue that will come up later at several different points 

during this study, as the displacement of indigenous people in order to profit through the 

exploitation of the soil and the use of ancestral forests to feed the timber industry is a practice 

that continues to this day. 

 

This "democracy of agreements" imposed by the new and shiny neoliberal post-dictatorship 

government concentrated its efforts on two fronts: the creation of a rapid economic development 

via the import of goods and the export of raw materials, and the change of Chile's identity on a 

global stage—from a nation with clear socialist goal into a radical follower of US neoliberalism. 

The result was the complete privatization of public services like health, education, water, and 

pension funds. By eliminating price controls, deregulating capital markets, and lowering trade 

barriers, the Concertación drastically reduced the State influence, dismantled what was left of 

the welfare state, and close the doors to any possibility of addressing issues of national memory, 
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justice or reparation to the horrors of Pinochet's regime. As virtually scholars have noted, the 

Concertación governments used their "democracy of agreements" to administer the neoliberal 

model using Pinochet's 1980 Constitution to give their project an institutional validity and a legal 

framework. Aylwin championed the discourse that Chile was, slowly but steadily, moving into a 

transitional period towards a full democracy, an idea that was referred by all political parties at 

the time as la transición ("the transition"). Throughout this research I will use the notions of 

transición2 and post-dictatorship as fully interchangeable. 

 

METAPHORS, MOTHERHOOD, AND NEOLIBERALISM 

I come from the anarchist hardcore punk scene in Chile, so of course I carry with me an 

unshakeable distrust in the bourgeois State. And while a critical analysis of post-dictatorship 

Chile might be expected from someone in my position, it's the lens I've chosen what often 

surprises people: representations of mothers in Chilean theatrical texts over the last thirty years. 

Whenever I mention it, the first question is: "But what do you know about being a mother?" 

…and it's a fair question. Why speak about something outside my experience as a heterosexual 

cisgender man? 

 

 
2 I must address here a debate on the topic: Concertación apologists have dismissed critical discourses of the post-

dictatorship by claiming "the transición is over" for decades, now. Its most ardent supporters first claimed the 

transición ended in 1989, as soon as Pinochet lost the referendum. Later, others dated it when Pinochet was arrested 

at The Clinic, in London, in 1998. Concertación President Ricardo Lagos tried to secure his legacy by implementing 

superficial changes to Pinochet's constitution and claiming Chile had finally transitioned into a full democracy. 

Newer negationist trends of the post-dictatorship propose the end of the transición either after the 2020 referendum 

for a new constitution, or after the first or second failure of a new constitutional draft in the following years. Since 

the economic, social, and political structure of the dictatorship has remained essentially intact, I adhere myself to the 

position that the transición is still going, precisely because there has never been a transition into anything else but 

different variants of the same neoliberal system implemented during the regime. 
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I think metaphors are to blame for my interest in the topic of motherhood. You see, metaphors 

have been an obsession of mine for the last twelve years. I’ve read, written critical and creative 

work, researched, and debated the topic until exhaustion. And yet, if you ask me point blank 

"what is a metaphor? " I can tell you very little, if anything at all. Part of what makes it such an 

interesting topic is the fact that it borders on the mysterious and the unknown: metaphors seem to 

be related to the way in which we create concepts, how we organize abstract thought, and how 

we produce picture-thinking processes through conceptual blendings. If that sounds like an 

immense territory, is because it is—after all, these are all key properties of our creativity, 

language development, and artistic expressions. 

 

Metaphors seem to behave like an invisible network connecting all our mental processes aimed 

at being shared with others—or, to say it in pretentious speech, they are the substance of our 

intersubjectivity. And yet, despite how beneficial it would be to finally grasp metaphors using 

the clumsy claws of our understanding, it’s simply impossible to untangle metaphors from their 

permanent resistance against absolute truths and stable forms. This resistance comes from a 

linguistic mode that we might call "poetic" and which stands in contrast to a "scientific" or 

"exact" mode of communication. In chasing the essence of metaphors, we chase nothing but the 

act of chasing: it is our own grasping as an activity, our attempt to grasp the unknown. From 

here, metaphors and shamanism operate in a similar domain, as both are unable to explain 

exactly what they do or how any of it works. Poets and shamans simply do, in the same way that 

we are simply able to understand simultaneously that “time is money” and that Time is not 

actually Money. 
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Metaphors, by producing picture-thinking objects, are the main component of ideological 

discourses. As such, their study provides several entry points to the ways in which society is not 

only organized, but ideologically determined by a fixed repertoire of arguments that are in a 

constant battle to establish a doctrine of what behaviors are a "natural" part of our humanity. Any 

narrative that seeks to establish itself as a "natural" human behavior relies upon both an 

ideological structure (an explanation via language,) and a metaphorical substratum (an image 

that validates what cannot be explained through an explanation.) The metaphorical process that 

uses one core concept to explain other unrelated phenomena was a contingent topic of debate 

among metaphor theorists during the 50s and 60s: while Max Black proposed it as a "conceptual 

archetype," Stephen C. Pepper called it "root metaphor." I prefer the latter because it is 

semiotically closer to the metaphorical operation and because it stands at a distance from the 

theory of archetypes which is, itself, also metaphorically dependent. 

 

Particularly productive for my study has been Victor Turner's Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors, 

where he expands on Pepper's conception of "root metaphor," as an operation in which some area 

of common-sense fact attempts to explain other areas in terms of itself, resulting in an original 

area that becomes a basic analogy (a root metaphor) that studies all other areas of fact in terms of 

itself. Since a root metaphor seeks to explain the world from a single domain of images, "the 

more persuasive the root metaphor or archetype, the more chance it has of becoming a self-

certifying myth, sealed off from empirical disproof" (Turner 29). As a result, root metaphors 

dispel criticism and behave like a logical argumentative template, an operational structure with a 

closed representational matrix of meaning, claims that X can only be understood in terms of Y. A 

root metaphor is the external representation of a tautology of reason. In the case of the “natural” 
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order, something is natural because we attribute to nature all the behaviors that we cannot 

imagine can be changed in society. By doing so, the domain of the “natural” becomes an 

enormous space littered with dogmas. 

 

In order to become a proper cartographer of the enormous territory of root metaphors, we need a 

place to stand, something we can use to orient ourselves. In other words, we need a stable figure 

that allows us to decode the rest of the scenery that comprises our metaphorical everyday 

experience. And so, here I propose a core metaphorical formulation that will guide the rest of this 

study: the post-dictatorship State is a mother. Motherhood is not only deeply engrained in our 

cultural notion of the “natural,” but is maintained through social rituals, and regulated via 

religious dogma, political narratives, and medical knowledge. What I mean is the image of the 

mother is, invariably, institutionally dependent. "Mother" is both the broadest category of 

abstract thought related to an Other (like a State,) and the oldest possible archetype. 

 

In The Great Mother, Erich Neumann exposes the mother figure as a primal form of human 

experience, a core psychological structure that transcends cultural boundaries. Mother marks the 

limit of the world of forms: beyond motherhood (or behind it, or before it, or underneath it, or 

whatever spatial relation you prefer) there's only intersubjectiveness, pure Being. Our mother is 

the logical genesis of our becoming-aware-of-an-Other: she is simultaneously our origin and the 

first body we encounter. Her continuous presence in our cultural development has created a 

mental archetype that influences us both as individuals and as a nation. Of course, this metaphor 

of "the post-dictatorship State is a mother" wasn't publicly claimed by any of the playwrights I 

will examine, but it's a helpful metaphor as it produces generative critical engagement with the 
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texts I will read. Interestingly, Erich Neumann identifies in the mother a permanent dual nature 

that contains both positive/nurturing and negative/devouring aspects. Her dual nature mirrors the 

fusion between State terror and market fundamentalism as a counterpart of a State that should 

nurture and protect its citizens. On one end, the post-dictatorship State is a cruel mother, a 

disciplinary terrain that claims to act in the best interests of its "children" while violently 

enforcing obedience and sacrifice; on the other, it allows the possibility to imagine a State as a 

caring, nurturing, and able to enforce justice and reparation for the victims of its own crimes. 

 

I will read the work of three different playwrights as a way to respond, interrogate, and subvert 

the metaphor of "the post-dictatorship State is a mother." I claim they do so by using mother 

figures as metaphors in their plays—metaphors of power, abuse, nurture, love, and memory. As 

result, I will deal with how the playwrights propose not only who gets to decide and enforce the 

narratives of motherhood, but how those narratives determine our sociopolitical experience. I am 

also fully aware that by claiming "the post-dictatorship State is a mother" I am proposing a core 

difference with the dictatorship State, which I attribute to the archetype of the violent father, and 

by doing so the metaphorical construction reproduces a traditional cultural binary of traditional 

motherly and fatherly roles. A further discussion regarding the specific differences between the 

dictatorship father and the post-dictatorship mother, as well as what eludes this binary is 

certainly interesting, but not necessary for the readings I activate in this study. After all, my main 

point is to close read mother figures in these plays in order to propose ways in which playwrights 

are dealing with the deepening of neoliberal politics in the State. 
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While neoliberalism as an economic philosophy can be traced back to the European liberal 

scholars of the 30s, during the last few decades it has become synonymous with a specific 

economic doctrine comprised of policies of privatization, deregulation, depoliticization, 

competitiveness, freedom understood as consumer choice, globalization, free trade, monetarism, 

austerity, and reductions in government spending via social-spending cutbacks and deficit 

reduction. In Undoing the Demos, Wendy Brown describes neoliberalism in its most general 

terms as "a peculiar form of reason that configures all aspects of existence in economic terms" 

(Brown 17) and, as such, has the goal to quietly undo the most basic elements of democracy. The 

deepening of neoliberal policies, according to Brown, not only erodes democracy and its political 

institutions, but follows a specific project: to produce a neoliberal reason that converts "the 

distinctly political character, meaning, and operation of democracy's constituent elements into 

economic ones." (ibid) This neoliberal reason is the driving force of the post-dictatorship 

political project. 

 

The process of building neoliberal rationality happens, if you excuse the unwarranted use of 

classic Marxist terminology, by changing the way in which the non-economic aspects of the 

superstructure are reframed through relations of production. In other words, the readjustment of 

our framework of society happens through radical changes in the goals of the State. In 

Neoliberalismo y castigo, Ignacio González Sánchez describes how our contemporary strain of 

neoliberalism affects the construction of our subjective experience via three core operations of 

the State: it ensures an “efficient” development of the market, it promotes the people’s 

participation in it, and it punishes those who don't participate. The result is a radical necessity to 

remove everything that is deemed as “inefficient” in our society. 
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Inefficiency is portrayed by neoliberalism as an inherent problem of the State and its spending in 

social security, resulting in tax cuts for the rich, and the privatization of public sectors. All critics 

of neoliberalism note its push for a specific terminology that reframes our social relations into 

market narratives: people are no longer citizens of subjects, they are "users" or "clients" that 

don’t seek to live in close communities but want to exert "individual freedom" not by spending 

in public programs, but by "investing" in their future, etc. This permanent reframing of all 

activities in terms of the economy is disseminated through the media to produce a shift in the 

social narrative because "paradigms tend to constitute some things as evident, as common sense, 

making it hard to debate them in the public sphere, creating a kind of doxic knowledge." 

(González Sánchez 46) By inserting these terms in the public discourse, neoliberalism disappears 

in the background of experience, creating a root metaphor that will be running in the background 

throughout this whole study: "life is a marketplace." This root metaphor permeates all aspects of 

our life mentioned before: the State is a business, the other is an object, the self is an 

entrepreneur, relations are contracts, and so on. 

 

From there, neoliberalism becomes the baseline of our public doxa and promotes a hierarchical 

social structure where "inequality is seen as both positive (because it motivates people) and fair 

(because it reflects your efforts as a person.)" (González Sánchez 47) This notion of market 

fairness derives in a specific mode of inhabiting our social life in which "the guarantee of 

equality through the rule of law and participation in popular sovereignty is replaced with a 

market formulation of winners and losers." (Brown 41) The development of these kind of 

mythical narratives is a core feature of neoliberal ideology. Take, for example, the case of the 
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1989’s referendum in Chile: in his Treinta años de postdictadura: una mirada panorámica, 

Chilean scholar Julio Pinto Vallejos shows how the triumphalist narrative installed by the 

political parties about the referendum was key in the ideological construction of the transición as 

re-foundational myth: for the political parties that came to power, this loudly proclaimed "return 

to democracy" was a device to legitimize the subsequent Concertación governments and their 

socio-economic neoliberal policies. Their triumph in the referendum was presented as an epic 

story where peaceful civil obedience defeated the evil dictatorship and restored democracy. 

According to Pinto Vallejos, this myth not only legitimized the passive and apathetic attitude 

towards the political life that we see during the early years of the transición, but also rebranded 

the abuses people experienced as a necessary price to pay for democracy. The triumphalist 

narrative of the Concertación about the referendum demands complete acceptance and approval: 

this is how winning looks like. By equating winning the elections with democracy, the post-

dictatorship framed the deepening of its neoliberal project as the will of the people. The two 

main group of parties established themselves as the only real possibilities of political 

organization3, and thus created a caste of bureaucrats that, Pinto claims, concealed their true 

political affiliations, because "behind the apparent restoration of citizen sovereignty, truly 

relevant political decisions are adopted in spaces that are much less transparent or participatory." 

(Pinto 24) The lack of participation and spaces to develop a political voice led to a neoliberal 

hegemony which "obeys to the 'naturalization' and the belief (…) that no other worlds are 

possible" (21). It’s certainly not a coincidence that Pinto sees naturalization as a core element of 

the ideological construction of the post-dictatorship. After all, the framework of a given "natural 

order of things" is what narratively sustains the "life is a marketplace" root metaphor. 

 
3 The Concertación, composed of self-proclaimed “leftist” and “center” parties; and the “right-wing” parties of UDI 

and RN that in 2009 were grouped as the Coalición por el Cambio. 
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Cultural critic Nelly Richard observes in Eruptions of Memory that the political model of the 

post-dictatorship "signaled a shift from politics as antagonism (...) to politics as transition," 

which "made consensus its normative guarantee, its operational code, its de-ideologizing 

ideology, its institutional rite, and its discursive victory" (Richard 1). This consensus sought to 

flatten the political landscape by avoiding "excesses"—of revolutionary language, of showing 

marks in the body, of searching for justice for the crimes of the dictatorship, etc. Any excess that 

could question the process of deepening neoliberalism was portrayed as a threat to Chile's fragile 

democracy. This artificial conflation between the neoliberal project and the development of 

democracy lies at the core of the Concertación's policies of consensus. 

 

In seminal book Chile: anatomía de un mito, sociologist Tomás Moulián claims that "consensus" 

is "the highest stage of forgetting" because it celebrates "the adoption of a foreign lexicon, and 

the renunciation of the discourse that the opposition had spoken until then: the deepening of 

democracy and the rejection of neoliberalism." (Moulian 37) The need to create a consensus with 

those who still supported the killings and tortures of the regime "prohibited any eruption of 

voices that could reveal the paroxysms of rage and desperation felt by the victim's families" 

(Richard 4). The repressed rage and desperation from the early years of the post-dictatorship 

would erupt later as various social uprisings across the post-dictatorship timeline—mainly, the 

pingüinos marches in 2006, the "no more profit in education" protests from 2011-2013, and the 

2019's estallido. 
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THEATRICAL POLITICS AND MOTHERHOOD 

And so, I propose to read mother figures during Chile's post-dictatorship as my main object of 

analysis, and by doing so I reframe them as encapsulating a continual political battlefields under 

constant reorganization, where territories are conquered and lost. I am interested in the role of 

theatre in the construction of those fields not only because performances are embodied collective 

experiences that can mirror the gestures, utterances, movements, and narratives of the social 

body—the very social body that neoliberalism attempts to atomize and fragment,— but also 

because it's possible to follow the playwrights’ movement towards a clearer political resistance 

of memory that theater slowly assumed during the post-dictatorship, and which can be followed 

like an historical timeline. 

 

During the regime, metaphors played a key role in theatre, allowing theatre creators to voice out 

their dissidence by coding their work in order to avoid State censorship. In this way, theater 

makers created spaces where collective memory could be activated despite official policies of 

forgetting. Part of what allowed the coding of performances throughout the 80s was the deep 

transformation that Chilean theatre experienced, when postmodernist codes started to become 

more common among theatre makers. Performances were able to move beyond the realism and 

text-centered drama that was dominant at the time, and became performances where action, 

imagery, music, stage design, and makeup became as important as dramatic dialogue. And while 

politically engaged works did emerge in the dictatorship's final years—most notably, Ramón 

Griffero's Cinema Uttopia (1985) and Oscar Saavedra Santis' Pachamama (1988), directed by 

Raúl Osorio—political discourses were still largely peripheral in relation to mainstream theatre 

at the time. 
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Scholar Juan Villegas notes that, during the early years of the transición, the theatrical 

establishment systematically silenced elements of social conflict on stage, while simultaneously 

engaging in a "de-nationalizing of topics" by offering representations of a national past that were 

sanitized and devoid of any conflict, while also showing a strong tendency towards the folklore. 

Commercially successful productions of the early post-dictatorship featured music and 

traditional dances that transported audiences to "utopic spaces where evil forces in the world 

came from abstract or individual forces," and always concluded with "a hopeful message" 

(Villegas 194). This theatrical approach that rendered invisible the traumatic recent history 

slowly changed over the 90s with the increasing influence of postmodernist aesthetics and codes. 

 

I am interested in Chilean post-dictatorship theatre because, as a medium, it slowly gained 

political awareness and saw the gradual return of class consciousness into mainstream 

performances. The main way in which this is visible, I claim, is in the use of metaphors—in 

particular, metaphors of motherhood: how mothers are used in plays to signify different positions 

or relations with the State. As such, the theatrical works I examine here don't simply reflect the 

social political dynamics of the transición, but actively challenge neoliberal subjectivity by 

pushing for a re-politization of theatre using mothers as a metaphor in the ideological battlefield. 

By using mother figures as my object of analysis, I examine the ways in which theatre creators 

legitimize or critique authorities and institutional power structures. 

 

During the dictatorship, a specific mode of motherhood was enforced, a kind of motherhood 

where women had determined roles that were controlled by the State. The work of feminist 
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authors, thinkers, and academics was fundamental in shifting the hegemonic narrative around 

motherhood during the transición. Nelly Richard notes that questioning motherhood during the 

dictatorship meant to disrupt an ideological nucleus that doctrinairely identified "women" with 

"nation," in an attempt to create "a national symbol that guarantees the continuation of the 

established order" (Richard 124). In the post-dictatorship, on the other hand, we can see how 

maternal roles become increasingly contradictory and cannot be pinned to a single fixed 

ideological narrative. Chilean scholars Rocío Gallardo and Karina Guerra traced how the concept 

of "motherhood" shifted during the thirty years of post-dictatorship, as national feminist 

discourses reframed the essentialist narratives of motherhood from an imposed role subservient 

to the political dynamics of the regime into "an occidental cultural institution linked to a 

construction of the feminine prototype" that relegated women to the private sphere and 

functioned as "an economic, social, and political category that operates in relation to narratives 

of scientific, political, and religious institutions" (Gallardo and Guerra 79). With these cultural 

changes operating in the background, the mother figures that playwrights incorporate in their 

texts are now capable of embodying concrete political tensions in competing post-dictatorship 

discourses, giving a concrete shape to the contradictory experience of motherhood during the 

transición—the experience of a social order that's both authoritarian and democratic, oppressive 

and emancipatory, nurturing and cruel, etc. 

 

I take the mother figures that I will close read in this study as dynamic metaphors that evolves 

over time as the national's political discourse shifts, inviting audiences to reconsider the 

relationship between civil society and State authority. It's not just about treating theatrical 

performances reflecting our social reality and framing it through picture-thinking 
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representations. By focusing on mother figures and the historical, semiotic, and relational 

networks they activate, I want to show how theater engages with perhaps the most fundamental 

metaphorical structure our society: that primordial mother figure that predates the very 

foundations of our society. 

 

 

 

METHODOLOGY AND SELECTION 

Since I am interested in the intersection between motherhood and State, I decided to select plays 

that had been supported by the State (either via prizes, public funds, or programs and activities 

that facilitated their circulation), and that either had mothers or a representation of a motherly 

character on stage. By doing so I make sure that these works exist in a productive tension with 

State institutions—neither completely co-opted nor entirely marginal—and that maternal 

representations become my main object of analysis. 

 

The plays I chose span across the three decades of post-dictatorship Chilean theater: Benjamín 

Galemiri's El Cielo Falso (1997,) Guillermo Calderón's Villa+Discurso (2011,) Macarena Araya 

Lira's Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve (2019,) and Jesús Urqueta's version of my play Taská 

(2012.) Each play offers a distinct perspective on motherhood and State power that's anchored in 

a different historical moment. 

 

In the case of Guillermo Calderón's Villa+Discurso, the play was produced by Carmen Romero, 

the director of the Santiago a Mil Festival, the same producer who was in charge of the 
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Concertación President Michelle Bachelet's inauguration. Villa+Discurso was incorporated in 

State funded activities for circulation throughout Chile. The other plays come from a different 

institutional contexts, though still connected to State funding: Benjamín Galemiri's El Cielo 

Falso, Macarena Araya Lira's Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve and my play Taská were all 

awarded at the Muestra Nacional de Dramaturgia. 

 

The Muestra Nacional de Dramaturgia (Muestra, for short) is an event organized, financed, and 

promoted by the Chilean Ministry of Culture. Any playwright can send their texts as anonymous 

submissions, and an independent group of anonymous peers awards the best ones. This creates 

an interesting tension: while the State funds the spectacle, it cannot decide which plays will be 

awarded. The result is a Muestra that serves as a showcase of plays, rendering visible the main 

political criticisms of the artistic community, all while using a State-funded platform to do so. 

The Muestra, just like the Funds for Artists (FONDART), are programs for financing artistic 

work. From their very creation back in the early 90s, these funds and contests have become a 

safe space for creators, supporting artists with critical political discourses that would otherwise 

experience great difficulty finding a space or securing funds. 

 

These dynamics of State funding produce a kind of "cultural treadmill"—artists validate their 

discourses by critiquing socioeconomic policies while the State validates itself by allowing this 

criticism without changing its policies. Artists shout into the void while the State continues its 

trajectory, unaltered. And yet, I'm not here advocating a cynical attitude about it. As a 

playwright, I've been part of the Muestra. I'm interested in how theatrical texts question the 
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social order, after all, if we have been given one theatrical event to voice political dissidence in 

an open public forum it's our duty to occupy that space. What else are we supposed to do? 

 

In each chapter, I trace how the representation of motherhood reflects and responds to specific 

historical conditions of the post-dictatorship. I draw from a wide a range of critical 

frameworks—from feminist theory to cultural studies to performance analysis—in order to show 

how these maternal representations embody or question neoliberalism. This study follows a 

chronological sequence across three decades of post-dictatorship. 

 

Chapter One offers a close reading of Benjamín Galemiri's El Cielo Falso (1997,) exploring his 

critique of the 90s' transición through what I call "The Administrative Mother." This figure 

embodies neoliberal policies that offer temporary relief rather than structural change, and rests 

on an essentialist view of motherhood that follows the mother-nation conflation promoted during 

the dictatorship, a figure that promotes a neoliberal economy rather than clear authoritarianism. 

Using the form of a farce, Galemiri exposes how the supposedly empowered mother of the 90s 

remains subservient to the neoliberal project and assumes a role that keeps her close to power, 

but ultimately powerless. 

 

Chapter Two deals with the first decade of the 2000s, examining Guillermo Calderón's 

Villa+Discurso (2011.) Here I propose the figure of "The Tortured Mother"—whose embodied 

trauma and suffering has been rendered invisible by the official narrative. The play explores how 

the daughters of women who endured sexual torture during the dictatorship struggle with the 

difficult task of representing traumatic events of the past. By establishing a dialogue between the 
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notions of "memory knot" and "postmemory," I argue that Villa+Discurso simultaneously 

reveals the disruptive potential of representing traumatic memories, while also reinforcing rather 

than challenging the Administrative Mother's authority. 

 

Chapter Three explores Macarena Araya Lira's Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve (2019,) 

written in the middle of the 2019's social uprising (known in Chile as the estallido social) and 

performed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Through the story of a perfume seller who commits 

suicide at a shopping mall, I identify "The Austere Mother"—a figure who endures pauper 

conditions and whose self-sacrifice seems to sustain a fragile social order. This mother embodies 

a hopeless form of radical "cruel optimism" in which neoliberal austerity has been internalized to 

the point where it seems as the only possible reality. Despite being written during a moment of 

revolutionary potential, the play offers a pessimistic diagnosis of Chile's future, questioning 

whether institutional solutions to structural problems are even possible. 

 

I conclude with a coda, a brief examination of my own play Taská as directed by Jesús Urqueta, 

identifying a fourth figure: "The Archivist Mother." This figure maintains and articulates the 

memory of her lost ones, proposing forms of resistance that emerge not from State policies but 

from the preservation of counter-memories. The Archivist Mother suggests that even if 

institutional change seems elusive, the conservation of memory creates possibilities for future 

transformation. Yet I acknowledge her fundamental ambivalence: the archivist's curatorial power 

can serve for either liberating or oppressive goals, as the act of selecting what is remembered and 

what is forgotten, is inherently political. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE ADMINISTRATIVE MOTHER 

 

CHILEAN POSTMODERNITY 

While postmodernism irrupted globally during the 60s and reached a point of saturation in the 

70s, that chronology doesn't apply to Chile. During the 60s, artists poured themselves in support 

of Allende's Unidad Popular and its road towards a democratic communism, a dream destroyed 

by the US-financed coup that the military executed on September 11th, 1973. After the cultural 

shutdown of the early 70s, performances and art in general slowly evolved into a cohesive body 

of work that became unified in theoretical and aesthetical terms during the 80s, as artists from 

different fields realized the regime had no interest and no tools to deal with heavily coded works. 

 

The result was the proliferation of densely coded works of art oriented at bypassing censorship, 

resulting in a specifically Chilean aesthetic that Nelly Richard traces back to the Avanzada, or 

the "new scene" of Chilean art during the late 70s, inspired by German and French philosophers. 

The heavily coded metaphors and disjointed narratives used by the Avanzada were difficult to 

access for the general public, as they demanded their readers to become "experts in transcoding 

maneuvers" (Richard 71). The spirit of the Avanzada was to experiment "with the resources of 

postmodernist critique without ever leaving aside the intention of re-politicizing art" as artists 

sharpened "the forms and concepts that sought to undermine social and cultural representations 

of the authoritarian discourse" (Richard 19). The Avanzada, through its dense codes and 

metaphors, paved the way for theatrical aesthetics during the 90s. Influenced by Europeans like 

Belgian designer Herbert Jonckers, or German icons like producer/translator Hedda Kage and 

theatre director Alexander Stillmark, theatre creators of the 90s focused their attention on the 
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formal aspects that allowed a political discourse to emerge from these dense networks of 

symbols and narratives. 

 

In theatre, the result was a particular strain of postmodernity. Contrary to the international 

postmodernist narrative of the end of the social and the separation between arts and politics, 

Chilean postmodernity in the arts took the aesthetic of postmodernism (citations, ironies, 

disjointedness, alienation) while maintaining a clear political edge. The European influence 

during those years is particularly noticeable in the works of theatre makers like Ramón Griffero, 

Alfredo Castro, Alejandro Goic, and the author of this chapter's play, Benjamín Galemiri. 

 

Benjamín Galemiri was born in Traiguén in a Sephardic Jewish family. He wrote El Cielo Falso 

in 1997, and even though it's not one of his most important plays—proven by the complete lack 

of research and papers written about it—it provides a sharp critique of Chile's early neoliberal 

politics during the 90s, written in that Chilean postmodernist aesthetic I mentioned before. The 

play makes visible the neoliberal ideology through its dialogues, characters' relations, and stage 

directions. Filled with meta-commentaries and as many highbrow cultural references as trashy 

pop ones, El Cielo Falso is a reflexive, ironic, and politically charged text that was awarded at 

the 1997's version of the Muestra Nacional de Dramaturgia, and directed by Alejandro Goic. 

 

The play is a farce that exposes the main social tensions of the transición using a very simple 

story: a charismatic Jewish scammer named Solomon Nagel (also nicknamed "the fake notary") 

has been stranded on a desert island for almost five years after pulling a huge governmental 

fraud. Solomon has spent his days masturbating and reading sacred Jewish texts, so he now 
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thinks he's enlightened (though he's clearly not). Several characters visit his island asking for the 

stolen money, the most persistent of which is his ex-wife Delilah who at some point disguises 

herself as Solomon's mother in order to make him confess the money's location. Solomon can't 

confess, as he gets too emotional in front of his supposed mother. Since Delilah's plan didn't 

work, she instructs Solomon's lover, Leah, to drug him with a truth serum and find out where the 

money is. This plan also fails because Solomon falls asleep. After that, Solomon's son, Isaiah, 

follows Delilah's plan to lie to Solomon and find the money, but his contradictory feelings of fear 

and love for his father prevent the betrayal. There's a subplot where Isaiah falls in love with 

Leah, which angers Delilah, but nothing comes out of that. Later, a character named Jeroboam, 

whose father was scammed by Solomon, attempts to avenge his father by finding the money and 

killing our main character. But Jeroboam, much like Isaiah, finds himself immobilized by overly 

dramatic feelings of love and hate towards his wrongdoer. In between all these events, there are 

several short moments that happen in an interrogation room where Solomon is being questioned 

by Joshua, but nothing important is said during those conversations. Those scenes at the 

interrogation room serve as the index of the play: it breaks the timeline, and forces audiences to 

go back to the interrogation room and organize the play from there. In the end, nobody finds the 

money and Solomon claims that there is, in fact, no money hidden anywhere: he simply spent all 

of it a long time ago. The play ends with Solomon living alone on the island, which is pretty 

anticlimactic, and doubles down on the notion of the play as a comedy: the rogue main character 

gets a happy ending. 

 

The play tells a simple linear story through a series of postmodernist formal choices (the chapters 

are not in chronological order, the language is heightened to the paroxysm, pop cultural 
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references are mixed with highbrow artistic and philosophical references, and there's a constant 

awareness that we are an audience observing a theatrical performance). In Unmaking Mimesis, 

Elin Diamond notes how Heiner Müeller's critique of Brecht was focused on the problem of 

commodification of the dramatic form in order to create a didactic object. According to Müeller, 

Brecht's fables were a closed form that the audience was forced to accept as a package. On the 

contrary, Galemiri constructs a parody of a story as a didactic object, thus making fun of the 

fable with a clear meaning and a neatly organized political discourse. 

 

While the events in El Cielo Falso are simple and linear, its non-linear narrative structure and 

particular use of speech (that resembles an old epic tragedy) undermine any "serious" 

interpretation of the story: written in an "old Spanish" that imitates the speech of the Christian 

Bible, the play allows Galemiri to make fun of any pretension to derive didactic narratives out of 

it. As a result, the story becomes just content, a mere dramatic progression that serves as a 

background over which the characters execute their meta-commentary and produce grand 

gestures that hint at the local reality of Chile during those years. 

 

My interest in this play lies in the character of Delilah, in the fact that she is not only a mother, 

but she also disguises herself as Solomon's mother. Since her character performs different modes 

of motherhood, I will read the scenes in which she participates as an embodiment of a particular 

mother figure, creating a metaphor that I call the Administrative Mother—a figure that I will use 

to describe specific relations to the social reality of the post-dictatorship. Throughout this chapter 

I’ll present the different ways in which this figure embodies the contradictions of the neoliberal 

State: while apparently nurturing and protective, her main function is to administer and maintain 
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the system rather than taking care of her children. The Administrative Mother operates between 

traditional religious authority and market-driven values; between promises of care and the 

delivery of mere temporary relief; between proximity to power and actual powerlessness. In 

short, the Administrative Mother stands for the transición's approach to governance—

maintaining the appearance of maternal care while primarily serving as a conduit for neoliberal 

policies. Like the post-dictatorship State itself, she derives her authority not from genuine 

popular support or moral standing, but from her role in managing the continuation of the legal 

and social structures inherited from the dictatorship. 

 

I interviewed Benjamín Galemiri in January 2024 in Santiago, Chile, and he said that all his 

plays have strong female characters. But what is "strong" about them is their demeanor, as they 

embody the expectations of a masculine patriarchal framework. This ideological presupposition 

establishes itself as the default position that is never questioned throughout the text because it is, 

in itself, a mimetic operation. Here's what I mean: in another interview, Galemiri said that "to 

talk about Chile is to talk about sexuality", and claimed that this is the reason why he uses "an 

erotic optic of politics", where "the man-woman relation is a laboratory of how Latin American 

societies behave" (Galemiri 72). And while the conception of a society as a man/woman binary 

relation renders invisible any other identities except cisgendered heterosexuality, in doing so the 

play becomes a truthful representation of the status quo regarding gender and sexuality during 

the first decade of post-dictatorship. Since the play seeks to imitate and critique the State by 

embodying a small-scale model (“a laboratory”) of the transición project, a productive question 

here seems to be: what is the societal core that's being imitated in this postmodernist farce, and 

what role does the mother figure play in that imitation? 
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The key, as usual, can be found in plain sight: in the title itself. El Cielo Falso, if translated as 

the description of an object, means The Ceiling of Office Buildings (or The Dropped Ceiling). 

But it can also be translated literally as The False Sky or The False Heaven. The idea of a false 

heaven foregrounds the elements of parody and artifice, which are core elements for a farce. The 

farce is accentuated by the language: the characters’ speech resembles the Bible, while stage 

directions and description of scenes resemble old religious sacramental autos and mysteries. 

Throughout the play, the core that’s being parodied is the concept of a heaven, of the religious, 

of the sacred. By making fun of the sacred, Galemiri questions the ideological validity of the 

religious institutions that were deeply intertwined with the post-dictatorship State. His satire 

targets specifically the influence of Catholic Church and the Opus Dei, which exercised 

enormous influence, especially during the early years of the transición. When Solomon invokes 

biblical commandments like "Thou shalt love thy mother and thy father" while simultaneously 

asking his mother for consumer goods "Didst thou bring me my Dannon Yogurt?", Galemiri 

exposes how religious doctrine was used in order to maintain the social order while being 

hollowed out by the very consumerism it supposedly stood against. This helps his audiences 

track how the Church's moral authority was invoked at the time to legitimize political decisions 

while its social teachings were increasingly subordinated to neoliberal ideology. His operation of 

parody is enacted via alienation, by pushing the audience outside the belief system set in place 

inside the world of the play. Instead of using the Catholic symbols and narratives that were the 

societal default of the 90s in Chile, Galemiri fills the space with Jewish religious elements: 

characters in the play have biblical names, they mention the need to follow the Torah, or the 

teachings of Maimonides, and so on. 
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By deliberately saturating the play with Jewish religious symbols and presenting them to an 

audience that is predominantly Christian, Galemiri forces his audience to engage with religious 

themes from an unfamiliar perspective, allowing the audience to observe religious elements on 

stage without the emotional or cultural attachment that would accompany the performance of 

their own religious symbols. By disrupting the audience's instinctive religious reverence, 

Galemiri enables them to critically examine the constructed nature of what society deems 

"sacred." 

 

Most importantly for us: by removing its sacred dimension, the mother figure enters a space that 

must be negotiated with the neoliberal reasoning of the transición, becoming the Administrative 

Mother, a figure that's not sacred and doesn't follow the role of being the representative of both 

nature and nation; a figure with no real power, who depends on an institutional structure, and 

who seeks to maintain said structure in order to secure her role in society. 

 

The scenes where the audience can see a mother figure being represented will be read using Elin 

Diamond's feminist recontextualization of the Brechtian gestus. Diamond's framework is 

particularly useful, as she places the theatrical gestus within broader notions of gender, which 

allows me to explore the contradictions between patriarchal expectations and direct lived 

experience of women and mothers during the transición. By using big theatrical gestures and 

overly dramatic declamations, Galemiri unveils the performance of motherhood in the post-

dictatorship as something both privately contradictory and publicly available. The notion of 
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gestus will be here used as a technology of the stage and the body that brings forth a political 

argument about the social context of the play. 

 

I'm interested in the political and discursive dimensions activated once a mother figure enters on 

stage. Since the author parodies the sacred aspects of motherhood, it illuminates a core issue of 

the transición: the loss of an intersubjectivity that was deemed sacred, and its replacement with 

neoliberal values of consumption, spectacle, and individualism. These values follow the main 

lines of action of neoliberalism described by French sociologist Loïc Wacquant in Punishing the 

Poor: an economic deregulation that promotes the market as the organizing principle of society; 

a welfare state devolution that treats people not as citizens but as clients; a cultural trope of 

individual responsibility; and an expansive penal apparatus designed to contain the issues 

generated by social inequality. While the neoliberal State promotes market freedom and 

consumption, it simultaneously demands order, obedience, and the self-policing of society. 

Those contradictions are the core tensions of the Administrative Mother. We will see this when 

Delilah will simultaneously demand traditional maternal respect ("Uncover thy head, thy mother 

addresseth thee") and treat motherhood as a strategic performance ("it shall rather be a role of my 

repertoire"). Similarly, she will promise nurturing care ("I shall rid thee of these vermin and 

lice") and then simply abandon her promise ("And now, my son, depart!"). These contradictions 

in her character mirror the transición's practice of invoking social welfare rhetoric while 

implementing policies that undermined public support systems. In other words, the 

Administrative Mother embodies not just individual hypocrisy but systemic contradiction. 
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Before close reading the mother figure, I would like to explore the textual dimension of the play 

and its conceptual framing. As mentioned before, all dialogues in El Cielo Falso are overly 

formal and exaggerated, making it at times hard to grasp what the characters mean or what is 

happening in a given scene. Galemiri exacerbates this confusion by making the characters 

sometimes talk about things and events that the audience has no idea about. For example, in 

Chapter Seven we get a flashforward to a scene that's described as follows: 

 

CHAPTER 7 

THIS CHAPTER NARRATES THE ARDUOUS INTERROGATION TO WHICH SOLOMON 

IS SUBJECTED BECAUSE OF HIS MISDEEDS. THIS EPISODE TAKES PLACE A LITTLE 

AFTER HIS DEPARTURE FROM THE ISLAND. THE ACTION UNFOLDS IN A RATHER 

COMFORTABLE PRISON. 

 

 

The people seeing the play on stage have no idea what is happening, as this scene emerges from 

a jump cut. Audiences have no way of decoding when or where this is taking place, what 

Solomon is being accused of, how Joshua trapped him, or what's at stake. The reader experience 

is certainly different, as the text clearly outlines the when and where for us. And while we have 

no idea when will Solomon leave the island, nor the reasons for it, we must accept what we are 

being told: it will happen. As a result, stage directions seem to be written from the vantage point 

of the playwright. 

 

All Thirty-Three "chapters" include a narrative description of the events that will happen. 

Chilean scholar and professor Horacio Gabriel Simunovic Díaz notices how the event 

descriptions in Galemiri's plays resemble a medieval exempla or a picaresque novel. Through 

main characters that behave like rogues, tricksters, and liars, the audience is forced to follow 

morally ambiguous or reprehensible heroes, distancing these plays from the didactic moral fables 
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that they borrow their structure from. I claim that Galemiri's stage directions even put into 

question the codes that establish the validity and use of stage directions. For example, Chapter 

Two reads: 

 

 
“CHAPTER 2 

THIS CHAPTER NARRATES SOLOMON’S YEARS OF EXISTENCE IN SOLITUDE AT 

THE ISLAND… 

 

SOLOMON’S ISLAND 

A DESERT ISLAND, HIGH NOON, SOLOMON FROLICKS HAPPILY UNDER THE SUN, 

WHERE DIFFERENT ANIMALS COEXIST: FAWNS, SNAKES, ELEPHANTS, GIRAFFES, 

ALL PROPS, OF COURSE.” 

 

 

 

Note how the artificiality of the stage ("ALL PROPS, OF COURSE") brings about a problem of 

representation inside the representation itself: how is the audience supposed to know that the 

props on stage are actually props in the world of the play? How would they know these are actual 

inflatable animals and not a representation of animals, pretending to be a mimicry of the real 

thing that cannot be brought on stage? Galemiri alienates his stage directions from the live 

audience without them noticing. He separates the symbol from its signifier and leaves the object 

to be read by itself, in its most simple form—meaning that even the props inside the theatrical 

representation lose their mimetic force, and become objects that do not represent anything but 

themselves as objects. 

 

The author's voice used in stage directions also appears as meta-commentaries written in all caps 

in the middle of the dialogues. Those moments in all caps provide information that's impossible 

to access via the staging of the play. Chilean scholar Thomas Dublé notes that Galemiri's 

"unmeasured use of stage directions (...) constitutes the author's most notable technique to 
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manifest his sensibility" (Thomas Dublé 157). It's no wonder why Dublé claims that Galemiri's 

plays "are better understood when read than when seen on stage, due to their evident orientation 

towards a reader" (Thomas Dublé 74). In the production at the 1997's Muestra Nacional de 

Dramaturgia, El Cielo Falso was not staged in its entirety—until 2004, the Muestra only staged 

abridged versions of the awarded plays. The scenes from the shortened version of the text were 

not read in order, and the resulting structure was even harder to understand for the audience, so 

director Alejandro Goic decided to have a performer read the stage directions out loud. The 

performer who read the stage directions was dressed like an orthodox rabbi (fake beard and all) 

and read the beginning of each scene into a microphone with voice inflections that resembled an 

80s Chilean TV shows for kids. The many meta-commentaries in between dialogues were not 

read out loud, of course. 

 

The fact that the author doesn't seem to be interested in making the stage legible follows what 

Nelly Richard notes in La Subordinación de los Signos regarding the postmodernist work of the 

Avanzada during the 80s: according to Richard, the artistic group wanted to dismount meaning in 

order to move "from a critique of power being represented (the totalitarian official power) to the 

critique of representations of power, that is, of the figures in the system that replicate the 

violence" (Richard 73). This perspective can be neatly applied to El Cielo Falso which, like all 

of Galemiri's plays, has the structure of "a fragmentary and alienating construction, a system of 

significations broken down by its usage, in which building an identity is an uncomfortable and 

tortuous task that's generally held together by the fragments of our cultural consumption and 

stereotypes" (Simunovic 99). Those "fragments" emerge as references to the real context: no 

matter how detached from reality the situation in the play might be, Galemiri grounds it back to 
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the real world by mentioning specific streets of Santiago or local brands from that time. These 

citations bring to the stage the experience of everyday life during the transición, as well as the 

ideological narratives that compose that experience. That's where the presence of Delilah, 

disguised as a mother, comes into place. 

 

 

 

PERFORMING THE GOOD MOTHER 

Delilah speeches show the conceptual framework of the Administrative Mother and highlight her 

contradictory role. The following speech is uttered by Delilah the first time she appears on stage, 

in Chapter Five. During the first four chapters the audience saw Solomon's shipwreck, his five 

years on the island, and the visit of a character named Jeroboam who became Solomon's 

bodyguard. After that, Chapter Five opens like this: 

 

 
CHAPTER 5 

WHEREIN IS NARRATED THE MOST BITTER AND DISCORDANT PRESENTATION OF 

DELILAH AS SHE CONCOCTS HER SINFUL PLAN. 

 

DELILAH IN A QUITE BOURGEOIS RAFT, OF MAGNIFICENT CONSTRUCTION, VERY 

WELL-ADORNED, HEADED TOWARD THE ISLAND. 

 

DELILAH: They doth name me Delilah... I shall not make any reference whatsoever to the other 

woman bearing the same name, who did bear the burden of guilt against Samson... I bear this 

name not out of any symbolic commitment... Nay, I am a tyrannical woman... THE 

INVINCIBLE. It is expected that I doth enter the stage and dedicate myself to mine newfound 

duties, including the veneration of mine saintly parents, according to the rules of religious 

tradition... They did struggle greatly to conceive me, and it doth pain me to foretell that I shall be 

a rebellious and defiant daughter –with fleeting patricidal instincts, of course, and an occasional 

vaguely expressed “Electra-erotical” slip, scarcely acknowledged... I doth vaguely recall that for 

thirty years I did loathe mine mother with Olympic disdain... and did disgustingly desire mine 

father, until one day, I did behold them as they truly are: a weakling man and a cowardly 

woman... 
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Delilah's speech not only describes her character's role in the story, but also makes clear 

allusions to the political context of Chile and, most importantly, unveils the absurd religious 

framework of the play, in which parents are not only absolute authority figures, but also demand 

complete veneration and subordination from their offspring—a demand grounded in ideological 

religious dogmas that, from the distance of a farce, looks ridiculous. By using this exaggerated 

approach to religion and power figures, Galemiri is clearly making fun of authorities and their 

religious ideology4. 

 

Sadly, in the abridged version staged at the 1997's Muestra, Chapter Five was not performed. 

And yet, it's clear from the stage directions throughout the text that the idea is to perform the 

play using exaggerated speeches and gestures. By marking demeanors such as "THE 

INVINCIBLE," Galemiri proposes a physicality for his characters. These kinds of signals in the 

text follow a general sense of what Brecht developed in his notion of gestus: a contradictory 

gesture that cannot be rendered in words and yet seeks to crystallize both social attitudes and 

power relations using a performative movement. From this perspective, Brecht's gestus is a 

combination of gesture and social meaning that produces a physical embodiment of historical 

social dynamics—when an actor performs a gestus, they don't just portray an individual 

character's movement, but crystallize broader social relationships and power structures into a 

recognizable action or pose. The gestus is there to prompt the emergence of the audience's 

political context, and remains within the conceptual blending of stage and politics as a performed 

 
4 It's worth noting that El Cielo Falso was staged in 1997, when dictator Augusto Pinochet was 82 years old and still 

served as the Commander in Chief of the Chilean Army. 
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code, as the embodiment of a way of understanding the play/audience relationship within the 

historical context of their production. 

 

Elin Diamond builds upon this notion of the Brechtian gestus using a feminist perspective, and 

notices that the gestus not only explains the play in terms of its fable and character relations, but 

also exceeds the play itself by opening the social and discursive ideologies that inform its 

production. Since the gestus renders visible our social reality within the world of the play, its 

performance does precisely what Galemiri wanted: a small-scale model of Chilean society 

through an insight into the complexities of sex and gender—complexities present not necessarily 

in the story or content of the play, but in the culture in which the play is embedded. By fixing a 

given attitude and possible set of gestures, the stage directions that propose Delilah's gestus 

prompt the spectator to see not just "a mere miming of a social relationship, but a reading of it, 

an interpretation by a historical subject who supplements (rather than disappears into) the 

production of meaning" (Diamond 53). The gestus proposed by Galemiri serves to bring forth 

what Nelly Richard noted as the core of Chilean postmodernism: the subject in permanent crisis 

that's being deconstructed, fragmented into multiple pulses, and "expresses itself through the 

personal biography in response to the collapse of the big ideological linings of collective 

identity" (Richard 70). 

 

In her speech, Delilah constructs her subjectivity through a series of biographical descriptions of 

her parents ("a weakling man and a cowardly woman"), descriptions of how she felt around them 

("rebellious" and "defiant" with "fleeting patricidal instincts"), and descriptions of society's 

religious framework ("It is expected that I doth enter the stage and dedicate myself to mine 
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newfound duties, including the veneration of mine saintly parents, according to the rules of 

religious tradition"). All these elements, tied together via a controlled set of gestus proposed in 

the text, construct a postmodernist subject that generates its identity through a series of 

performances. And if subjectivity is a construction, the motherly role must also be looked at 

from the perspective of a socially constructed identity, and not a core sacred aspect of the self. 

 

One last note on subjectivity: drawing on Judith Butler's framework, Elin Diamond understands 

identity not as fixed but as constructed through repeated performances that society collectively 

enacts as if they belong to the realm of the "natural." The Administrative Mother figure is here 

rendered as an authority that doesn't stem from an inherent power, but from a social performance 

of neoliberal values as doxic knowledge. Galemiri's satire targets this performance of identity, 

exposing the ridiculousness of neoliberal reason. 

 

In El Cielo Falso everything is absolutely saturated with sacredness, in order to make the sacred 

lose its meaning. Mother, nation, authority, family relations, the State, all of it is just a stream of 

phenomena with no more value than prop animals on stage. In Galemiri's operation of the family 

as a small-scale version of power dynamics in society, Delilah's disdain for her authoritative 

parents ("a weakling man and a cowardly woman") highlights a disdain towards Chilean 

authorities of the post-dictatorship, eroding the identity of State representatives that use the leftist 

discourse to fuel neoliberal policies. 

 

But let me go back to Delilah. Two pages into her monologue, she raises three questions that 

highlight the core tensions inside her performance: 
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DELILAH: (…) Am I a good mother? Am I a bitch as a mother? Do I despise everything that 

surrounds me? 

 

 

Here, the author voices a neoliberal reason that assumes mothers as those responsible not only 

for their children's happiness but for the emotional wellbeing of their families. At the same time, 

Delilah's questions underscore the Administrative Mother as embodying the contradictory State 

of the transición. While the "Nation = Mother" equivalency at the core of the dictatorships' 

narrative is not as prevalent in 1997 as it was during the previous decades, the imposition of 

responsibility over mothers is still clearly present. That responsibility stems from a patriarchal 

standard that demands unlimited availability and has, in the words of feminist author Tina Miller, 

"an essentialist assumption of women's instinctive capacities to be there for others, meeting 

needs and acting responsibly," (Miller 138) which results in a self-monitoring attitude that 

"arises in response to the continued dominance of a morally underpinned discourse of good 

mothering" (142). Performing the character of a "good mother" entails the responsibility for the 

emotional and organizational labor of a family. After all, to be a good mother is to be a good 

administrator. 

 

Chilean researchers Karen Alfaro, Hillary Hiner, and Gina Inostroza noticed how essentialist 

takes on motherhood were enforced by the Chilean State during the post-dictatorship via social 

institutions that followed the framework of the military regime: to be a woman meant to be 

bound to become a mother and wife. As a result, women were relegated to a private domestic 

space, where they could take care of the house and assume the administration of the family. This 

essentialist narrative was was enforced by the regime through the ominous presence of 

television. In her article ¿Las "mamitas de Chile"? historian Verónica Valdivia Ortiz de Zárate 
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notices that, during the dictatorship, daytime TV shows were oriented towards mothers, 

promoting specific behaviors and regulating their desires, through a continuation of the root 

metaphor of "life as a marketplace": mothers are like managers of their homes because homes 

are like businesses, so good mothers manage their homes, organize, and delegate… but can 

never claim ownership. The mother's job is to mediate and support the rules of the father. 

Mothers administer. The post-dictatorship State is a mother. The State’s role is to administer. 

 

At the end of Chapter Five, Delilah confesses that she has brought Solomon's lover, Leah, to the 

island with her. Delilah hides behind a rock while Solomon and Leah go behind some trees to 

have sex. Delilah closes Chapter Six with the following lines: 

 

 

DALILAH: And now, as part of my strategy, I shall disguise myself and visit Solomon... I know 

my actions are cruel. Know ye what I shall disguise myself as? EXTREME RIGOUR. First, as 

his mother. I shall make him suffer greatly, ye shall see. For he trembleth before her presence. 

Fear not. I am an acceptable actress. My performance shall not be a disgrace. UNNECESSARY 

COMMENT, BUT SO FEMININE, ALAS. For it is not so difficult for me to be his mother, as all 

my life I have acted so before him, it shall rather be a role of my repertoire. 

 

 

 

Delilah claims to be able to disguise herself as Solomon's mother and assume that role because 

it's not particularly difficult, and "it shall rather be a role of my repertoire," which secures 

motherhood as a social performance, while also seeking to inspire fear in Solomon ("he 

trembleth before her presence") in order to get his money. This connection between love, the 

sacred, and fear follows Erich Neumann' model of motherhood as a sacred primordial relation 

between nurture and terror. Galemiri seems to be echoing Neumann in order to critique the 

transición State and its contradictory social mission. By 1989 most governmental institutions 

with a social mission had either disappeared or were in an extremely weakened position due to 
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lack of funding. During the 90s, those weakened institutions were handed to the private sector so 

they could fund the programs that had been cut off by the State. The result was a growing 

interference of public policies via private NGOs. The private sector established particular 

agendas that followed their religious beliefs (mainly Catholics and Opus Dei traditional values) 

so religious narratives dominated the State's social assistance programs. 

 

The use of NGOs to promote religious agendas that supported neoliberal reasoning became a 

contested issue. As Ximena Valdés Subercaseaux explains in Las mujeres en el espacio público, 

in these NGOs "philanthropy reemerges, legitimizing private institutions such as businesses and 

religious groups, in the face of a State that keeps backing up, so these institutions become 

interested in strengthening the notion of family" (Valdés 209). It's a particular notion of family 

adjusted to the ideology of an elite minority in the high-class right-wing political parties and 

enforced to become the default. Since most social programs for women disappeared during the 

dictatorship, those public policies were slowly delegated to CEMA Chile—an NGO founded in 

1954 and reformed during the dictatorship, placed under the administration of Lucía Hiriart, 

Pinochet's wife, who was the president of CEMA Chile until 2016. Feminist groups and 

organizations during the 90s raised their voices against "a series of private corporations and 

NGOs linked to Catholicism and sectors of the church" that "started adding political pressure (...) 

using irrational arguments" (Valdés 205). The political parties most tightly connected to the 

church and the military (UDI, RN) used their presence and influence through these NGOs to 

lobby against contraceptive pills, condoms, abortion, divorce, and other issues of women's bodily 

autonomy. During the play, Delilah will embody a State that promotes irrational measures and 

seeks to have absolute control over women's bodies, as evidenced during the 1995's Fourth 
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World Conference, after which all political parties claimed that "the word 'gender' puts at risk the 

Chilean family" because "notions of sexual and reproductive health are an anteroom for 

abortion" (Valdés 206). 

 

The unified action of all political parties to control women’s bodies solidifies a relation that 

Jorge Pavez Ojeda notes in his Imbunches de la dictadura, where he claims the right-wing 

political parties used "the Concertación as a medium for the dictatorship (...) and for 

neoliberalism and its expansion as 'the life of the right-wing' (...) which was confirmed by the 

solidary defense of right-wing parties to the Concertación" (Pavez 239). The Administrative 

Mother used her "sacred" framework to promote radical religious politics that sought to control 

the family by controlling the female body. 

 

The Administrative Mother contains many tensions inside of her: she echoes society's demands 

for women to become "good mothers," which are myth-based; she uses the notion of 

"sacredness" not as stable and immanent, but as socially constructed and politically dependent; 

she acknowledges how mothers are forced to assume the responsibility and emotional labor of 

the family while also having no say in the laws that rule their household. Those are the 

experiences that set the background of the Administrative Mother whose job is to ensure the 

continuation of the neoliberal project. This permanent threat of either accepting the flawed 

democracy or being forced back into a dictatorship will come back later on during this study, as 

it's one of the most powerful tropes of the transición's ideological narrative. 
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My interest in this section has been to show how, by reading motherhood in relation to the 

policies implemented at the time, it's possible to track a slow but steady erosion of democratic 

institutions during the first decade of the post-dictatorship, and how the author's farce performs a 

political critique of the trajectory of society during the early post-dictatorship. So far, I've 

explored the conceptual and historical framework that lies behind the Administrative Mother's 

motherly role. In the following section I will explore her role in relation to the State. 

 

 

PERFORMING ADMINISTRATION 

Chapter Eight opens with Jeroboam watching Solomon training Kung-Fu by the shore when a 

woman on a raft emerges in the horizon: it's Delilah, dressed as Solomon's mother. When 

Solomon sees Delilah disguised as his own mother he "STANDS STILL, ANGUISHED, 

INFANTILE" and, once in front of her, he asks: 

 

 

SOLOMON: Art thou indeed, beloved mother? WITH A DRY THROAT. How hast thou arrived 

hither? Dost thou come to suffocate me? Canst thou not see that here, at last, I am free? 

 

 

 

His gestus of exaggerated physicality ("STILL, ANGUISHED, INFANTILE" and "WITH A 

DRY THROAT") is a mimicry, an emotional parody on top of the religious parody, happening in 

a space of parodic representation of the stage itself (a stage filled with prop animals that 

represent prop animals.) At this point, the parody has taken over and we just get parodies 

parodying each other. Mirrors reflecting themselves. While performing Solomon's mother, 

Delilah embodies a harassing mother figure who demands love ("beloved mother") while 

enacting violence ("Dost thou come to suffocate me, as is thy wont?"). Her role is a reflection of 
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the role her own parents played in her life: as Delilah mentioned in Chapter Five, the relationship 

with her parents was one of veneration ("holy parents") of people she hated (with "Olympic 

disdain"). Solomon's case is not anchored in disdain, but in fear. It's the fear of facing a 

primordial mother figure who wants you to love her, but could also easily destroy you. The 

Administrative Mother here shows that there's not a single unified fixed image of motherhood 

being imposed. Delilah doesn't embody the image of motherhood expected during the 

dictatorship (the good and self-sacrificing mother, etc.) but instead performs the innate 

contradictions that are the key property of the Administrative Mother of the post-dictatorship. 

She is, simultaneously, a primordial mother figure and a postmodern mother figure. 

 

Nelly Richard conceptualizes the tensions and differences that stem from the lack of a unified 

discourse around motherhood in Márgenes e Instituciones. She does so by marking the absence 

of a "forced repertoire," even during the dictatorship: despite constantly defending the patriarchal 

values of a solid traditional Catholic family within what Richard calls the regime's 

"transcendental spiritualism that denies social maternity," the borders of the dictatorship's social 

project remain unclear because "the 'official culture' never showed its full adscription to a forced 

repertoire of prefixed images that could reflect in a uniformed fashion the dominant 

superstructure" (Richard 29). The "Mother = Nation" formula does not entail a specific aesthetic 

and moral domain that the dictatorship wanted to activate. As such, the Administrative Mother 

follows the legacy of the dictatorship even in its lacks, and cannot be presented as a fixed 

image—only a contradictory set of possibilities that aim at imposing behaviors and methods of 

control: she promotes absolute subservience to authority. It's a mother forced to take the role of 

the administrator, grounded only in other people's belief in her role. It's a figure that lacks 
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stability and must remain in a perpetual state of crisis. From here, it is fairly clear why Thomas 

Dublé notes that Galemiri's plays are constantly presenting "the crisis of the family as a cultural 

institution" (Thomas Dublé 79): in El Cielo Falso, the family configuration (the core man-

woman relation, the small-scale model of the State, etc) is not held together by a stable emotional 

network of mutual support, but through a unifying myth, a cruel simulacrum of unity that neatly 

mirrors the "democracy of agreements" that the transición is based on. It's the critique of an 

institution that's slowly decaying. 

 

Solomon, after seeing Delilah disguised as his mother, confesses his fear and insecurities in a 

text from which I will quote a small fragment: 

 

 

SOLOMON: Did I repulse thee? Comest thou now to mend the damage...? (...) Dost thou forgive 

me, mother? What accusations dost thou bring against me? Was I a cruel son? Did I not fear thee 

enough? Did I humiliate thee...? I treated thee with thine own weapons. Thou didst teach me to be 

frigid. Thou didst shape mine coldness, mother. (…) Pardon me, mother. I blaspheme. Thou shalt 

love thy mother and thy father. Is there a chapter that obligeth me to love mine offspring? Didst 

thou bring me my Dannon Yogurt? Wilt thou purchase me a Whopper 1? 

 

 

 

Delilah-Mother embodies here the cold and distant power figure grounded in dogmas ("Thou 

shalt love thy mother and thy father") justified via laws written in sacred texts ("is there a chapter 

that obligeth me to love mine offspring?"). The text is taken as something sacred for the fable of 

the play and its structure: we can see it not only by text's already mentioned "orientation towards 

the reader," but in the dogmatic presupposition of all characters that the text has a higher status 

than their concrete material experience. The text not only narrates, but dictates: there's a final and 

true written law, a sacred word that cannot be changed and provides absolute validity to the 

authorities in power. Galemiri makes fun of this sacred myth by showing characters who have 
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this doctrine so engrained that they can't imagine any laws outside of the textual domain ("is 

there a chapter...?"). The need for a sacred text is the need for a stable and unchanging 

ideological ground. The Administrative Mother activates that stable ground by organizing her 

environment around the root metaphor of the post-dictatorship—"life as a marketplace." Through 

that metaphor, the Administrative Mother reconceptualizes her family not as an emotional unit 

bound by care, but as a group of consumers whose relationships are mediated through economic 

exchanges. The consumed goods provide not only social markers that construct the identity of 

the subject, but are also used as transactional ways of performing care. When Solomon asks his 

supposed mother for love, he does so by asking for a yogurt brand for children ("Didst thou bring 

me my Dannon Yogurt?") and a Burger King meal ("Wilt thou purchase me a Whopper 1?"), 

thus making fun of the transición's policies that the exponential growth of consumerism during 

the 90s. 

 

In Rie cuando todos estén tristes, Sergio Durán Escobar explores how propaganda on television 

during the 80s and 90s was used by the State to "satisfy popular demands of access to 

consumption" pushing for "a seduction of imported goods and an explosion of advertisement that 

characterized the early years of Chile's neoliberalism" (Durán 67). The enormous influx of 

imported goods led to the destruction of national industries (in the public sphere), and a sense of 

nurture that could only be experienced through consumption (in private.) The State facilitated the 

conditions for the market ideology to take over, so the Administrative Mother has no way to 

relate to their children except via consumption of goods. After all, the Administrative Mother is 

not there to relate to her children, but to keeps the environment stable—which is to say that she 



47 

 

is the contradictory environment where she relates as something present (an oppressive figure) 

and absent (in her emotional involvement.) 

 

Chapter Ten "NARRATES THE BITTER CONFESSION OF SOLOMON" and opens with a 

monologue form Dalilah without the use of old-fashioned speech, presented in a borderline 

colloquial Spanish—though she still uses the formal you ("usted") instead of the informal you 

("tú") when talking to her supposed son. This shift not only renders the text more legible, but 

also provides a sense of intimacy, as Delilah-Mother wants to convince Solomon to open up to 

her and confess where the money is located: 

 

 

DELILAH-MOTHER: (…) Your hands indicate that you jump from one topic to another, as 

frivolously as a sailor from port to port. Do you urinate very often...? How many times? Give me 

a number, please, don't be stingy. Five, six times...? Do you need to eat sweets at any hour? Do 

you avoid sex...? Have you never, ever, read Protagoras decently? Swallow, relax, I am going to 

guide you... But first, here, homeopathy. Five of these, seven of these others, relief, relief... Isn't 

that what we all seek? Relief from the immense and devouring guilt we carry throughout the 

entire academic semester. 

 

 

 

In the text, Solomon is rowing a small boat around the island, with Delilah-Mother by his side. In 

the staging, at the Muestra, the actress Claudia Celedón embodied Delilah-Mother and uttered 

her text into a microphone while sitting on an office chair. Her disguise as a mother was a pink 

suit and a big wig. Her body, static during most of the speech, was only interrupted by grand 

hand movements that served to accentuate her ideas, like a gestus. In the only video of the 

staging at the Muestra (a copy that can be accessed in Galemiri's Youtube channel,) she talks fast 

and constantly moves between a soft voice and a big yell, particularly when she says "Relief! 

Relief from the immense and devouring guilt we carry!" Her gestus reminds us of a religious 

pastor, preaching. The distance between a defender of the neoliberal order and a preacher seems 
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nonexistent throughout the play, as both have only a set of beliefs to support their roles. The 

mother. The pastor. The administrator. 

 

The use of the word "relief" is particularly significant, as it indicates the act of providing 

assistance or alleviation, not change. Relief is not meant to modify the current situation, but to 

provide feelings of reassurance and relaxation. Delilah-Mother offers only relief—the same 

solution provided by the Concertación: cosmetic changes instead of structural modifications, 

which led to inefficient social measures and civil unrest. By offering Solomon homeopathic 

remedies to help him cope with the world, Delilah-Mother mimics the transición governments. 

As an administrator, the mother-State only enforces the rules, as her role is not to change the 

system, but to provide comfort and to make hell more tolerable ("Is this not what all do seek?"). 

 

 

DELILAH-MOTHER: There is nothing worse than those fifty years of anguish treated as 

gastritis. We are all afraid, we are all shattered inside, no one is truly at peace. 

 

 

When Delilah-Mother references "those fifty years of anguish treated as gastritis," Galemiri 

makes a specific historical connection between Chile's political history and the bodily experience 

of the subject under a neoliberal system. This fifty-year timeframe would of course encompass 

both the dictatorship and the prior democratic period, suggesting a continuity of suffering that's 

been treated as a symptom and not as a structural cause. This aligns with what Diamond, drawing 

on Brecht, calls historicization—a theatrical technique that denaturalizes history by exposing 

how official narratives conceal ongoing patterns of power. Just as, according to medical records, 

antidepressant use in Chile rose by 470% during the early post-dictatorship years, the 

Administrative Mother reduces political trauma to a medical condition requiring "relief." This 

massive medicalization of social suffering ignores the structural causes of said pain, and extends 
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a sense of political apathy in the country: by 1997, the Concertación project started showing the 

first clear signs of institutional crisis, as over a million young voters decided not to participate in 

the elections, which represented 25.5% of the voting universe at the time. This meant two things: 

the Concertación had lost almost a million votes since 1989, and the new generation of voters 

remained distant from politics. 

 

The words of Delilah-Mother ("we are all afraid, we are all shattered inside, no one is truly at 

peace") are both a sincere and a cynical cry for help. While not an open political critique, the 

audiences at the time—the educated elite of theatre makers who participated at the Muestra—

shared that sense of disappointment with the Concertación project and its promise of a return to 

democracy. This post-dictatorship State that claims to be socialist while promoting neoliberal 

projects produces an alienation effect in the voters, much like Delilah-Mother alienates her 

constructed identity in another speech during Chapter Ten: 

 

 

DELILAH-MOTHER: I am your... sister, your friend, your mother, you need me by your side, 

stop looking at me. Am I your wife? Am I your progenitor? I am a stranger. You wanted me to 

talk to you. Do you have money...? Put a thousand dollars here. Put your integrity here. You lose 

so much by not valuing yourself. Do you want me to cook for you? Are you not going to open up 

to your own mother? Are you afraid? Are you going to cry? BEASTLY, SEEKING THE 

KNOCKOUT. Tell me, how much have you made others suffer? I’m not talking about me... A 

mother forgives everything, but how much have you made those around you suffer...? 

(…) 

  

SALOMON: Who are you? 

 

DALILA-MOTHER: I am your mother. Fear me greatly. It is written. Now, confess your sins. 

 

 

 

This dialogue exposes the clear contrast between motherhood as nurture and motherhood as 

administration. Delilah's constructed self ("I am your... sister, your friend, your mother" and "Am 

I your wife? Am I your progenitor? I am a stranger") renders her as lacking distinctive identity 
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markers so she can only embody a general notion of the female—a general idea of "woman." 

This impossibility to secure a specific identity in Delilah-Mother can be placed in dialogue with 

Diamond's observations of identity as not some fix point in a diagram but a set core of beliefs, 

images, and discourses: an operation related to the hierarchical structure of mimesis. In said 

operation, the female body on stage becomes a signifying element, "a part of a theatrical sign 

system whose conventions of gesturing, voicing, and impersonating are (...) a sign in the system 

governed by a particular apparatus, usually owned and operated by men for the pleasure of a 

viewing public whose major wage earners are male" (Diamond 52). From here, the female body 

has no specific identity outside the purposes of a male-dominated context, so the awareness of 

her lack of identity renders Delilah's performance of the motherly role as a farce: a poor, 

insincere, and insulting imitation. It's an emptied copy that depends on others' belief to establish 

itself ("I am your mother. Fear me greatly"). 

 

It is from this perspective that the Administrative Mother can be taken as a contradictory 

palimpsest, written through the institutions and laws of the transición. Her authority is framed in 

the play as being a text-dependent myth ("It is written"), a tautological production. Like all 

identities, the Administrative Mother is not a fixed point, but an accumulation of roles without a 

"forced repertoire" to strive for, an accumulation of roles that seeks to maintain some stable form 

through enforcing her validity unto others. The power of her oppressive presence resides only in 

her proximity to real power, that is, to capital. And that close proximity to capital can only be 

tolerated by necessity: the Administrative Mother must become necessary for the neoliberal 

project in order to maintain her existence and not become part of the oppressed. A more 
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catastrophic way of phrasing this phenomenon is to say that the Administrative Mother is the 

form that negotiations with power assume under neoliberalism. 

 

Chapter Twelve is a monologue where Isaiah presents himself as the son of Solomon and 

Delilah, and gives us an insight on how he sees his parents: at one point he narrates Delilah as 

"my absorbing mother," and by the end of his monologue, he poses a rhetorical question: 

 

 
ISAIAH: Must I add that although I possess the unconditional, futile, foolish love of my mother, 

it is the love of my father unto which I hysterically aspire, for it is the love withheld from me? 

 

 

Despite Isaiah's description, the audience has never seen Delilah showing "unconditional, futile, 

foolish love." Until now, Delilah's motherhood has always been linked to fear, and embodied an 

asphyxiating presence of radical individualism. Maybe in that lack of foolish love it's possible to 

find a key to interpret the text. 

 

 

TREMBLE BEFORE YOUR MOTHER 

So far, Administrative Mother seems to be a figure defined both by contradiction and fluidity. 

Unlike the dictatorship's rigid idea of the maternal, she possesses no stable center or essence. 

Instead, she operates between two conflicting modes: on one hand, presenting herself as 

inevitably shaped by biographical determinism and self-image (the "natural" aspect); on the 

other, there's the performative nature of identity that allows her to assume different roles through 

social imitation and description (the "cultural" aspect.) This tension between both sides is 

exacerbated through Isaiah's description of his mother, leaving the audience wondering how 
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much of that description is accurate. Isaiah's narrative described Delilah under a light that we 

have not seen in action. So, where is that foolish love? 

 

Another piece of information complicates matters even further: in Chapter Fourteen, Leah 

confesses to Delilah that she loves both Solomon and Isaiah, and recriminates Delilah for 

abandoning her son. She does so in this way: 

 

 

LEAH: INFAMOUS WOUND. And your son? Why don’t you dedicate yourself body and soul 

only to him? Isn’t he the most precious thing you have? Yes, he is the most precious, but, my 

lady, you neglect him so much. If he were mine... I would love him. 

 

 

 

The reader now has two versions of Delilah's maternity: Isaiah's descriptions of Delilah giving 

him foolish and unconditional love, and Leah's description that matches the audience's 

experience of Delilah as a cold and detached mother ("you neglect him so much"). The societal 

demand to perform as a good mother comes back, and Leah's last line ("If he were mine... I 

would love him") suggests an incestuous relation where Leah would possess Isaiah as a mother 

and a partner, a mixture of female roles under a patriarchal model. 

 

Let’s turn to Isaiah in order to see if we can find the foolish love we’ve been looking for. When 

he meets his mother for the first time in the play, he doesn't recognize her at first: 

 

 

ISAIAH: SEEING HER, IMPRESSED. Pardon me, madame... Speakest thou to me? 

 

DELILAH: Uncover thy head, thy mother addresseth thee... MAJESTICALLY, DELILAH 

APPROACHES AND, IN THE OLD-FASHIONED WAY, ISAIAH KNEELS AT HER FEET, 

FEARFUL. 
 

ISAIAH: Mamele!! 
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The stage direction of "IN THE OLD-FASHIONED WAY" marks, once again, the use of 

exaggerated formality as a performative gestus, making fun of authorities and their sacred rules. 

The interaction between Isaiah and Delilah follows a similar trajectory than the one between 

Solomon and Delilah-Mother: the "foolish love" they both mention as a core element of their 

mother's performances is nowhere to be seen. What we actually see is a son kneeling at her feet, 

fearful, while Delilah plays her motherly role by giving orders and exercising her authority 

("Uncover thy head, thy mother addresseth thee"). And while the Administrative Mother was 

narrated by her son as a devout mother, seeing her now with a distanced and harsh attitude 

renders as true what the play has presented in many forms until this point: that the loving and 

caring mother is just another narrative grounded in belief—a situation that becomes even clearer 

when Delilah warns her son to stay away from Leah, claiming: 

 

 
DELILAH: Kneel and draw nigh unto thy mother... And avert thine eyes from that harlot!... 

SUDDEN MATERNITY. I shall rid thee of these vermin and lice... Whence didst thou acquire 

such filth? Not within mine own abode! (...) On the morrow, I shall become a saintly and devout 

mother, and thus shall I rectify this deficiency of lithium, thou shalt see... And now, my son, 

depart! 

 

 

 

The author even marks with "SUDDEN MATERNITY" the moment when Delilah embodies the 

limit of her performance of the caring mother. Allow me to collapse the Mother-State metaphor, 

so a single analysis informs both the domain of the play and the political domain of Chile during 

the 90s: the Administrative Mother can only narrate her care as a series of promises of nurturing 

("I shall rid thee of these vermin and lice"), medicalization ("shall I rectify this deficiency of 

lithium"), and self-sacrifice ("I shall become a saintly and devout mother"). As a mirror of the 

State, the Administrative Mother holds her promises of care and of making things better, like a 
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dangling carrot. Galemiri denounces those actions by showing how none of her promises 

translates into any concrete actions: the activities Delilah describes never actually happen, as she 

immediately sends Isaiah off ("And now, my son, depart!") and we never see how "good 

mothering" being enacted. Delilah promises a comfortable world of nurture where she'll turn into 

a mother and a wife and a devout saint, all wrapped into one... but only in the future ("on the 

morrow"). It's the promise of a future where things will get better, and Administrative Mother 

will finally perform her caring duties. All we have to do is trust in her, so the transición can keep 

its course. As a result, the audience, the "outside" of the play's fiction, can see the gap between 

the promises and the reality not only of Delilah, but of their political situation as well. 

 

From Chapters Sixteen to Twenty-Three not much happens in the play's dramatic arc—just 

flashbacks and dead ends: in Chapter Sixteen Leah gives Solomon a truth serum, but Solomon 

confesses nothing. In Chapter Seventeen Jeroboam (Solomon's disciple) admits he's secretly 

there to destroy Solomon. Chapters Eighteen, Nineteen, and Twenty are conversations in the 

interrogation room, and a flashback. Chapter Twenty-One is an encounter between Solomon and 

Leah where he claims he has no money. Twenty-Two is the interrogation room again, and 

Twenty-Three is a monologue of Delilah walking around the island. At the end of her 

monologue, Delilah finally voices a clear political critique that renders transparent the operation 

of farce that governs the play: 

 

 

DELILAH: Do ye reproach me mine abysmal greed? Were ye not also drawn by the new 

economic doctrine, that which hath replaced all religions? 
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Delilah, our embodiment of the Administrative Mother, is motivated by the same greed that 

guides the Concertación's continuation and deepening of the neoliberal project, a doctrine that 

resembles a religious dogma of the individual at the expense of the collective. The new economic 

doctrine that replaced all religions also kidnapped the notion of the sacred, and turned it into an 

empty performance supported by religious ideology. The result is a false sacredness, a fake 

heaven: a Cielo Falso. 

 

 

 

ADMINISTERING GREED 

"I wasn't aware of the political dimension of my work until I started reading papers about my 

plays, and how they nicknamed me the playwright of the transición," said Benjamín during our 

interview in Chile, and added "which seems like a huge responsibility because, for me, humor is 

what dictates it all." Despite being an author that places philosophical references and complex 

political constructions as backgrounds of his plays, those dramatic constructions can at times feel 

like fever dreams or wild fantasies inserted in the everyday life of the post-dictatorship. Galemiri 

claims he wrote those texts "out of pure willpower and trust" in his intuition. 

 

And this author's intuition matches the historical awareness that began to manifest soon after El 

Cielo Falso was premiered. In 1998, the same issues that stem from the contradictory role and 

the abandonment of the State's responsibility towards the people were voiced through three 

different documents written by members of the Concertación political parties as critical 

reflections of the transición. The last of them had the humbling title of La gente tiene razón (The 
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people are right), and was written to acknowledge "the public's disaffection with politics" 

because "there's great skepticism about its promises, and a disillusionment due to the loss of a 

sense of community." In it, the authors call "democratic discomfort" to both the gap between 

political promises and reality, and the feeling that democracy is now divorced from civil society 

and individualism lies at the center. As a result, "people are right: the main issue here is the 

quality of our collective life" (quoted in Cavallo et al. 49). I mention this piece of historical trivia 

not to celebrate this bare minimum level of self-awareness that the Concertación performed at 

that time, but to show that the critique voiced by El Cielo Falso, the authors intuition, did not 

represent the perspective of an underground outsider. On the contrary, the play's political critique 

voiced was part of a broader conversation that slowly reached the mainstream of Chilean 

political parties by the end of the millennium. And yet, since the Administrative Mother can only 

promise things that will never materialize, those self-criticisms voiced by the Concertación never 

developed into a concrete set of actions to change the state of affairs of the post-dictatorship. 

 

By analyzing the Administrative Mother figure in its political context during the 90s, we are able 

to tackle a specific theatrical representation of Chile's transición. Motherly characters in this play 

don't merely symbolize a political contingency: they perform it through their bodies, speech, and 

relationships on stage, making visible what the official discourse attempted to conceal. 

Galemiri's characters are historical constructions or historicizations: they embody different ways 

of seeing, ways that are "the enemy of recuperation and appropriation" (Diamond 49). The 

Administrative Mother performs the contradictory pulls of a society that seeks to dictate the 

motherly role, the need of mothers to define their own identity, the care politics that seek to 

provide only temporary relief, the conflation between the sacred and the politically determined, 
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and the core methods of the ideology that turn the private into the privatized. What I mean in a 

less convoluted way is that the family (the private) no longer responds to our concept of an 

intimate place, but has entered the root metaphor of "life as a marketplace" and transformed its 

relations to accommodate to the logic of said market. The Administrative Mother is not just a 

metaphor on stage but stands for a mode, a spirit of governance. 

 

In their paper Discourses about the reforms to the administration of the Chilean State during the 

presidency of Patricio Aylwin 1990-1994, researchers Marcelo Valenzuela Cáceres and Felipe 

Tello-Navarro explore the governance and administration of those early transición years. The 

authors show how controlled democracy and neoliberal policies in Chile were assumed as part of 

the continuation of the regime during the first years of the post-dictatorship. The result was, just 

like the Administrative Mother, that many modernizations promised to Chilean society never 

happened—most notably, the demands for changes to the judicial power in order to ensure 

justice and reparation to the victims of Pinochet's regime. Instead, a different and much more 

technical series of modernizations were implemented, like "the creation of ministries and public 

departments and the establishment of 'interministerial committees,' whose purpose was to 

coordinate the functions of the administration in response to specific issues. These changes (...) 

shaped the administrative structure of the State and the relationship between its branches of 

power" (Valenzuela and Tello-Navarro 277). That the administrative structure of the State was 

interested in securing its own stability is, of course, not surprising. That said stability was a 

higher priority than seeking justice and reparation for the victims of the regime is also to be 

expected. But what is particular about the figure of the Administrative Mother is her blending: on 

one hand, she's in charge of the social reproduction; on the other, she's an administrator in charge 
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of keeping their subjects in their roles so the State can function accordingly. The result is an 

administration that performs as a reproductive activity. 

 

The notion of reproductive activity is explored by Nancy Fraser in her paper Contradictions of 

capital and care, where she argues that the economic subsystem of capitalism depends on social 

reproductive activities external to it, which creates the background conditions needed for its 

existence. One of these background conditions is the administration of the functions of the State 

as a reproductive activity—and what is being reproduced is the structure itself. So while the 

traditional mother figure is put in charge of the social reproduction, the Administrative Mother is 

in charge of the reproduction of the State. In other words, the Administrative Mother is a process 

that seeks to continue the socioeconomic hegemony in which it exists. As a figure, she's a core 

function of the State. Valenzuela and Tello-Navarro claim that the goal during the transición was 

not the modernization or the implementation of structural changes, but the desire to find the most 

effective way to administer and ensure the continuation of the regime's ideology. We could say, 

paraphrasing Galemiri, that the Administrative Mother's main goal is "the application of an 

economic doctrine to replace all religions," as she embraces an economic system that oppresses 

everybody while providing illusory narratives of liberation within the market. 

 

Performance theorists Ana Vujanović and Bojana Cvejić describe in Towards a Transindividual 

Self how neoliberal reasoning thrives on individualistic performances of the self and depletes not 

only our social imagination but our power to act accordingly. This depletion of the social 

imagination is the becoming-default of the neoliberal framework, which the authors note as 

something that rests in "the fiction that competition in the market is fair play," completely 
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ignoring that "the market has a history, a history of injustice" where "no competition is free from 

it" (Vujanović and Cvejić 95). And what El Cielo Falso has rendered visible is a historicization 

of the transición from the point of view of the loss of the sacred, of the core structures of care 

within our social fabric. It's a matter of scale: in the play, mothers enforce a system that 

oppresses others and demands of them specific performances via strong social mandates 

anchored in dogmas; in the social life of the transición, the Concertación enforced a neoliberal 

project that demanded of them a specific performance under the strong supervision of military 

forces and global trade investments. 

 

Even through its farce, El Cielo Falso makes sure to remind its audience of the history of 

injustice that lies underneath the neoliberal project of the Concertación. In Chapter Nineteen, 

Leah claims: 

 

 
LEAH: (…) Didst thou witness how such befell many in our tragicomic Fatherland's history, 

when in the end, those who harbored hatred for the General, he of the unlettered voice, did 

commence to take pleasure in him? 

 

 

The General is, of course, Pinochet, the uncultured and anti-intellectual military man ("he of the 

unlettered voice"). Galemiri is here making fun of his relation with all the supposed socialist 

figures of the Concertación political party "who harbored hatred" against him in public, only to 

later on "take pleasure in him" in private. Using the farce as a device, and plaguing his play with 

codes, metaphors, and discontinuities, Galemiri was able to make these claims while Pinochet 

was still in power, through a theatre play produced with State money. 
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The mainstream self-identified "left-center" and conservative analysts of Chile's post-

dictatorship have spent decades defending the work of the Concertación, claiming the 

administrators took cautious steps and did as much as possible at the time. It's the same argument 

that allowed Patricio Aylwin to implement radical neoliberal policies that continued 

uninterrupted by the time El Cielo Falso was premiered and the second Concertación president, 

Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle was in power. During Eduardo Frei's government, all sanitation 

companies were sold, and most port operations were privatized under the excuse of a lack of 

State resources. During the next government of the Concertación, Ricardo Lagos will privatize 

public construction sites and highways. The permanent privatization of government services by 

the Concertación will be constantly supported by the right-wing Catholic and Opus Dei 

politicians and investors, as well as radical pro-dictatorship and neoliberal ideologues who 

supported the notion of "life as a marketplace" in order to reimagine the State as another business 

that must be privatized and managed for profit. During the post-dictatorship, presidents are mere 

administrators of the neoliberal model under a two-party system where the only real difference is 

that one party openly supports the Pinochet regime, while the other condemns it in public but 

defends it in private. 

 

Only one year after the premiere of El Cielo Falso, Augusto Pinochet was detained in London. 

After a tense legal process that lasted 503 days, the right-wing parties reached an agreement with 

the Concertación president Eduardo Frei to bring Pinochet back in order to, supposedly, face 

Chilean justice for his crimes against humanity. The reasoning invoked by the administrators was 

purely technical: it was not about saving the dictator from facing international law, but about 

preserving Chile's autonomy in the field of international law. "I didn't defend Pinochet, I 
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defended Chile's sovereignty," claimed Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle in an interview with Bio-Bio 

radio over twenty years later. Unsurprisingly, in April 2025, Cristián Toloza Castillo, an advisor 

to Frei and part of the group tasked with bringing Pinochet back to Chile, told British researcher 

Philippe Sands that the government of Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle actively helped Augusto 

Pinochet fake mental illness to avoid an extradition to Spain and end his arrest in London. And 

so, under the pretense of Chile's autonomy and capacity to judge its own dictators, Pinochet was 

brought home two months before Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle's presidential term ended. Once the 

dictator arrived on a private flight, he stood up from his wheelchair and left the airport walking 

and smiling at the flashing cameras. Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle, whose father was killed by the 

military under direct orders from Pinochet, bowed to him, showing that he, just like all the other 

administrators, had taken "pleasure in him." 

 

The administrators of neoliberalism have continued their legacy. In her 2013 article Sigue 

impune la pérdida del patrimonio ambiental, Sara Larraín writes that "Chile is the second 

country that has signed the largest number of free trade and investment agreements worldwide," 

which has led to "growing environmental conflict, loss of legitimacy of the political sector, and a 

serious gap of socioeconomic inequality and access to basic services such as health and 

education, among others" (Larraín). It's the long-announced collapse of a political project that 

has produced a political caste of tricksters, dark characters who endure their contradictions as 

long as there is economic benefit: a group that embodies the Administrative Mother. Both 

Concertación presidents Eduardo Frei and Michelle Bachelet had their parents killed by the 

military, and yet they both sat down and secured business with them, allowing their perpetrators 

to become even more influential. 
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In my next chapter, Michelle Bachelet will take the figure of the Administrative Mother to a new 

level. For now, what matters is that El Cielo Falso presents the entire neoliberal project of the 

transición as a parody, a project led by administrators who don't have power but exist close 

enough to power structures to secure a comfortable life at the expense of the rest of the country. 

Forgetting and alienating seem to be core conditions to become administrators. Only by 

forgetting their experience and by alienating themselves from their history can the 

Administrative Mother enforce a system that also oppresses her. The use of mother figures in El 

Cielo Falso highlights this treason, and renders everything that would be sacred under normal 

circumstances (family love, tradition, nature, God, mothers) as elements of a farce, as empty 

operations of sacredness, as a false heaven that looks like an office building. 

 

The figure of the Administrative Mother helps us visualize a problem of representation under the 

post-dictatorship in particular and under neoliberalism in general: there's no single embodiment 

of complete power—no king and no all-mighty "father" holding the laws or the monopoly of 

violence, just an opaque group of shareholders with deep political networks of clientelism. Under 

a diffuse model of effective economic power that determines political and social life through 

laws designed to support the elite, the Administrative Mother is simultaneously the highest 

political authority and a powerless figure. 

 

El Cielo Falso shows that the state-as-mother under an administrative model of neoliberalism is 

no less politically dangerous or malign than the state-as-dictatorial-father. The difference is 

twofold: there's a difference in the assigned role, as the dictatorial father performs as the 
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oppressive figure, while the Administrative Mother performs as the mediator; but there's also a 

difference in their method: effective power kills and oppresses, while administrative power 

promises changes that will never come. 

 

One closing remark, almost a coda: in his seminal three-volume Main Currents of Marxism, 

Polish philosopher Leszek Kolakowski explores the notion of "alienation" and claims that, for 

Marx, the proletariat is not a person or a subject, properly speaking, but "a dehumanization that 

is conscious of itself" (Kolakowski 148). This formulation perfectly captures the Administrative 

Mother, as she not only represents a subject who happens to be alienated, but a process of self-

awareness that becomes conscious through the observation of her own contradictory 

performances—the awareness that she simultaneously administers and is administered by a 

system that denies her authentic power, and makes her both agent and victim of the neoliberal 

order she perpetuates. This idea of a self-relation that is not the activity of the subject, but an 

activity that constitutes the subject is very Hegelian, and I would like to use it to in order to 

define the Administrative Mother one last time: she’s as an abysmal greed that’s conscious of 

itself.  

 

Isolation seems to be the neoliberal subject's inescapable horizon—Solomon is "finally free" 

when he's alone in his island. What I'm getting at is that the logical extension of the abysmal 

greed is a limitless individuality, indistinguishable from complete isolation: in ultimate terms, 

there's only me. The consequence of this perspective where no other wills are taken into account 

is the collapse of institutions, national narratives, the social fabric, and of any alternative political 

imagination that could generate an escape from neoliberal ideology. 
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In this chapter I have explored the development of The Administrative Mother as a specific 

subjectivity that becomes one with the political system being administered. In the next chapter, I 

will deal with the people's efforts during the post-dictatorship to fight against policies of 

forgetting, and how the Administrative Mother is no longer used as an intuited metaphor in the 

play, but as a real presence on stage. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE TORTURED MOTHER 

REPRESENTING MEMORY KNOTS 

The house number 38 on the Londres street in downtown Santiago was used as a torture center 

operated by the Dirección de Inteligencia Nacional (DINA)—the dictatorship's secret police. In 

it, the DINA tortured, executed, and made disappear 98 people between November 1973 and 

September 1974. But while the events that happened in Londres 38 were publicly known, the 

place did not become a Memorial Site until October 2009, and it did not gain the right to the 

estate until mid 2011. The case of Londres 38 and its resistance against the erasure of memory is 

not rare in Chile. 

 

In Los centros de detención y/o tortura en Chile, José Santos narrates how, of the 1168 places 

identified as detention centers in Chile up until 2015, "an important number were homes, clinics, 

public and private buildings such as sport centers, schools, hospitals, fire stations, train stations, 

and buildings of public administration" (Santos 257). Many more places had not been identified 

and thus underwent a series of attempts by the post-dictatorship State to make them disappear via 

destruction, dismantling, abandonment or renovations. In some situations, those spaces still exist 

but are not perceived as torture centers, which renders them invisible in different ways. Santos 

proposes a categorization of disappearance of torture spaces: ontological disappearance happens 

when the space is destroyed and transformed, and epistemological disappearance happens when 

the space falls out of the realm of knowledge, so the public does "not know that they exist, or 

[that] they ever existed in the first place" (Santos 258). 
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Tortured bodies and tortured spaces, just like all issues connecting national memory and the 

dictatorship, have been a constant problem for post-dictatorship governments. After all, by not 

falling into complete disappearance, they become a constant reminder that something has not 

been properly addressed. During the previous chapter I explored how the Administrative Mother 

embodied and promoted the neoliberal reason of the early transición that's rooted in the 

metaphor "life is a marketplace." Always at a cold distance from emotional engagement, the 

Administrative Mother was characterized by her professional demeanor and her unwillingness to 

confront past traumas or address structural issues of justice and, instead, she administers 

temporary relief. In this chapter's play, Villa+Discurso, the Administrative Mother emerges as 

the counterpart of the mother figure analyzed in this chapter, a figure that I call the Tortured 

Mother. 

 

The Tortured Mother embodies the resistance against the erasure of our political and national 

memory—a resistance that stems from the bodily experience of pain. The Tortured Mother 

represents a particular kind of pain in the social body whose function is to prevent the act of 

forgetting. I take this embodied metaphorical framework from Steve Stern in his Reckoning with 

Pinochet, where he develops the notion of memory knots to talk about the erasure and forgetting 

of torture centers and human rights violations. According to Stern, just like a big living 

organism, "knots on the social body interrupt the normal flow of 'unthinking' reflexes and 

habits...thereby unsettling reflexive everyday habits and euphemisms that foster numbing" (Stern 

120). Memory knots force the social body to remember itself via pains and tensions that demand 

resolution. 
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Stern's metaphor is particularly helpful, as memory knots behave in the social body similarly to 

common knots in the biological body: they can only be treated by adding pressure and giving 

them attention. It's a painful experience, but the simple truth is that they can't be dispelled by 

simply forgetting them. Pain always brings them back because pain cannot be dismantled using 

narratives, as it is a primordial bodily experience that eludes language. Stern's metaphor 

highlights the inadequate treatment of the social body done by post-dictatorship governments: 

from Patricio Aylwin onwards, the Concertación made repeated public calls for people to simply 

focus on the future and live in friendly convivencia. This convivencia has been the post-

dictatorship ideal: a coexistence where political differences don't matter, and where torturers and 

their victims should be able to enjoy society side by side, without demanding messy trials or 

public apologies. This chapter will be a critical reflection of that convivencia that plagues not 

only politics but the theatrical world, as well as the ways in which the Administrative Mother has 

not only tried to enforce said Convivencia by negating and absorbing tortured bodies and spaces 

of torture into the ideological construction of an apolitical convivencia that assumes the 

neoliberal reasoning as the default position, the a priori of any political discourse. Stern's notion 

of memory knots reminds us that there cannot be an apolitical discourse regarding issues of 

torture and memory, because the social body doesn't heal itself through amnesia—even if the 

social body is not a real body, and even if traumatic memories are not real knots. 

 

Regarding traumatic memories and their transmission: in Recapturing the Past, Cathy Caruth 

claims that "the transformation of the trauma into a narrative memory (...) may lose the precision 

and the force that characterizes traumatic recall" (Caruth 153). And yet, narratives are necessary 

for our collective processes, because any attempt to activate a traumatic history "is also the 
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project of listening beyond the pathology of individual suffering" which leads to "the reality of a 

history that in its crises can only be perceived in unassimilable forms" (156). In this chapter, I 

will follow how Guillermo Calderón explores in his play Villa+Discurso different ways to 

represent precisely that which cannot be assimilated, as he does so by activating specific 

narratives and memories of the Tortured Mother and the memory knots of the post-dictatorship 

that she activates in relation to torture. At the same time, I propose a critical reading of the play, 

and will show how the Administrative Mother figure returns here in order to push her political 

agenda. I claim that Villa+Discurso embodies the political climate that dominated the artistic and 

intellectual mainstream "leftist" discourse during the second decade of the post-dictatorship, and 

it does so by performing the Administrative Mother in relation to the Tortured Mother. 

 

But first, some background. Villa+Discurso is a double play written and directed by Guillermo 

Calderón in 2011 and premiered at the Casa Memoria José Domingo Cañas and in Villa 

Grimaldi. The performance is based around a fictional story surrounding the torture center of 

Villa Grimaldi, renamed "Cuartel Terranova" during the dictatorship. The place was an 

enormous bucolic space located in Peñalolén (Santiago), used by the right-wing military as a 

detention center for interrogations, rape, murder, and tortures between 1974 and 1988. One year 

before the end of the regime, the DINA received orders to erase Villa Grimaldi and leave no 

trace behind. The military demolished the old house and all temporary structures—a series of 

torture chambers and prisoner barracks nicknamed "casas CORVI" due to their resemblance to 

low-income family houses made out of wood—leaving behind just an empty lot surrounded by a 

shroud of complicit silence, hoping the horrors would be forgotten and disappear. 
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But, as narrated by Peter Read and Wydham Marivic in Narrow but Endlessly Deep, the military 

didn't count on the stubbornness of a group of neighbors and survivors who were set to 

recuperate the memory of the events that took place. After addressing many letters to 

international organizations, they finally turned Villa Grimaldi into the first site of torture, 

extermination, and disappearance to be rescued for memorialization and "held at arm's length 

from government interference" (Read and Marivic 129). The community made it the first site of 

its nature "to be recognized as an International Museum of Conscience" as well as "the first site 

in which serious alternative models for memorialization were debated and acted upon by 

survivors and their families" (130). That's how, in 1997 the memorial Parque por la Paz (Park 

for Peace) was inaugurated in the empty lot where Villa Grimaldi used to be. 

 

When the park was built, many people did not accept the idea of having a park for peace, as they 

felt it like an attempt to ignore and erase what had happened there. The cases of Londres 38 and 

Villa Grimaldi, as well as the resistance from the academic and artistic community against the 

idea of building a park, inspired Guillermo Calderón to write and direct the first part of this dual 

performance: Villa, a fictionalized dramatization of the debate surrounding the decision to build 

the torture center's memorial. The play's main characters are a group of women who, close to the 

end of the performance, reveal themselves to be the daughters of women who were imprisoned 

and raped in Villa Grimaldi. By linking torture and forced motherhood, Villa explores the 

question of how can we possibly represent memory knots and the political consequences of 

doing so. As a result, the play draws the contours of the Tortured Mother figure. 
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In Memoria Intermedial, Milena Grass notes that a shocking aspect of Villa Grimaldi was the 

fact that a beautiful dreamlike house in the middle of Santiago was used as a detention center, 

and how that "represents a defeat for Chilean society in its entirety, because the epitome of 

human rights violations was a random house in a residential area, not a concentration camp out 

of sight from other citizens" (Grass 289). Villa Grimaldi is an emblematic case that embodies 

two sharp contradictions: something that is present but invisible (a torture center that nobody 

acknowledged as such while it was there,) and something that's invisible but present (the space 

was later on destroyed, but its memory remains.) Villa Grimaldi represents a conflict between 

memory and presence, turning the act of remembering into a political struggle. 

 

And yet, none of this is new. As noted by Argentinian sociologist Elizabeth Jelin in her Los 

trabajos de la memoria, the permanent struggle to keep issues of national memory alive is a 

defining characteristic of post-dictatorship regimes, where any attempt to maintain a national 

memory about the horrors of the regime necessarily implies an analysis of the dialectic between 

individual/subjectivity and society/belonging. This inevitable tension is due to the plural in 

nature of memory, as it generally stands against or in conflict with other memories. This means 

that "when working on struggles or conflicts surrounding memory, the emphasis is placed on the 

active role of those who participate in these struggles. Power relations and battles for hegemony 

are always present." (Jelin 25) Since memories are able to disrupt the status quo and unveil the 

feeble domain of political power's hegemony over national narratives, how should those 

memories be performed to secure their presence as a permanent resistance against 

institutionalized modes of forgetting? In other words: how should the Tortured Mother be 

performed in order to ensure her permanence? 
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Calderón is not interested in telling the audience what to do, so Villa is focused on the issue of 

what is to be done with the representation of Villa Grimaldi and the events that took place there. 

Without budgetary restrictions, what should be built in the piece of land where Villa Grimaldi 

used to be? What would be a fair representation of a torture space? Should it be a realistic or 

symbolic representation? Should a detailed archive represent its content? Who gets to decide the 

content of that archive? After all, the issue of representation in Villa not only involves questions 

on how accurate is the information presented in the archive, but it also poses the question of what 

is the goal of representing a torture center, and how should we remember it. 

 

Villa's formal strategy is dialectical: the characters present different possibilities, so when 

contradictions or inconsistencies emerge, they are not eliminated or directly dealt with, instead, 

they become sublated into a bigger form that contains them in an unresolved state. Due to the 

dialectical form of the play, the figure of the Tortured Mother assumes different shapes 

throughout Villa+Discurso: sometimes determined by essentialist narratives of motherhood 

enforced by the myth of "natural" social roles, other times embodying a strong revolutionary 

who won't let her experience of torture determine the totality of her life, and some other times 

she is sublated into a discourse that performs the spirit of a convivencia and claims to love 

everybody while engaging in targeted political violence. Since the audience never actually sees 

the mother figure on stage in Villa, we can only access her through her daughters' narratives. By 

doing this, Calderón questions the representation of not only a space and its memory, but also of 

how a second generation experiences and deals with their individual and national trauma. 
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CONTRADICTIONS IN THE ARCHIVE 

I would like to open this section with a short historical account of the official reports regarding 

torture cases produced during the post-dictatorship. I would like to do so in order to lay out the 

tension between facts and the representation of the archive produced by the State in regards to 

abuses and violence performed by State agents during the dictatorship, as well as the many 

contradictory elements and narratives that haunt said archive. 

 

In 1990, Patricio Aylwin, created the Comisión Nacional de Verdad y Reconciliación ("National 

Commission of Truth and Reconciliation,") an organism whose goal was to classify all human 

rights violations that happened in Chile between September 11th 1973 and March 11th 1990. 

The organism was chaired by Raúl Rettig, and their final report is commonly referred to as the 

Rettig Report: a long document with 2,130 cases of human rights violations. In 2004, due to 

several complaints regarding numerous cases that were outright ignored in the original Rettig 

report, a second committee was created, chaired by Sergio Valech. That committee produced a 

new document, popularly known as the Valech Report. This report detailed the cases of 40,018 

victims. In both reports, the armed forces, the police, and the supreme court are exposed as 

perpetrators of torture, rape, and murder. Over seven hundred military and civilians were marked 

as participants in cases of torture and murder. None of those institutions acknowledged the 

existence of those cases they systematically denied for decades, and none of them did a public 

statement of repentance: they simply admitted those events with variable intensity and kept 

going as usual. What did change as the result of the reports was the perception of truth: with 
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those reports now being out in public, the horrors of the dictatorship had finally left the 

testimonial narrative of victims and entered the world of objective facts supported by the State. 

 

And yet, these reports performed like everything else during the transición: they simultaneously 

opened up the doors for the truth, and prevented any truth from coming out. What I mean is that 

despite these reports having been written to supposedly seek and achieve the truth regarding 

human rights violations during the dictatorship, they also included a pact of silence of fifty years, 

in order to prevent the judicial system to access the identity of those involved in the cases 

detailed in the reports. By doing so, the State protected the perpetrators and secured their 

impunity. In September 2014, Hugo Gutiérrez proposed a project to make those records public 

(Bulletin Nº 9598,) but in August 2016 the Chamber of Deputies rejected said project thanks to 

the votes of the Concertación. Their excuse to vote against releasing the names of the military 

involved was their supposed interest in protecting the victims. The dictatorship's policies that 

supported and enforced sexual violence have left a complex and dark legacy, and the 

weaponization of those cases by the Concertación, the act of hiding the perpetrators behind the 

victims has, as Stern succinctly puts it, "fed the social grievance of invisibility: nonrecognition of 

harm." (Stern 296) 

 

In the opening pages of the Valech report, the former Concertación president Ricardo Lagos 

asks: "How can we explain so much horror? [...] How can we explain that 94% of all detained 

people declared to have suffered tortures? How can we explain that virtually all 3,400 women 

who were detained denounce to have suffered sexual violence?" (Valech 6). And even though 

sexual abuses were a widespread method of torture against women during the dictatorship, it still 
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is something that's scarcely mentioned and not publicly stated. Very few plays explored the topic 

and no theatre performance had been able to reach Chile's mainstream theatrical scene by talking 

about these issues in the way Villa+Discurso did in 2011. 

 

The play connects sexual torture and motherhood with the impossibility to represent them 

without also negating or rendering invisible some core aspect of the experience. And despite the 

fact that Villa+Discurso proposes an institutional critique, its formal procedure of developing a 

dialectical argument via sublating inner contradictions ends up creating a message in Discurso 

that supports the political project of the transición that Villa was set to criticize. I claim that 

Villa+Discurso does not embody the leftist political discourse that most critics have attributed it, 

and instead the play is neatly aligned with the transición project, becoming a public defense of 

the Administrative Mother at the expense of the Tortured Mother. As a result, Villa+Discurso 

embodies the post-dictatorship ideology in all its contradictions. 

 

 

THE PLAY AND ITS STRUCTURE 

Villa+Discurso was produced by and premiered in January 2011 at the Santiago a Mil festival. 

Santiago a Mil is a festival funded by Minera Escondida—a mining company operated by BHP 

Billiton—and produced by Carmen Romero, who also produced the celebration for Michelle 

Bachelet's triumph at the 2006 presidential election. The play was conceived as a site-specific 

double play to be performed in former torture centers in Chile: Londres 38, José Domingo 

Cañas, and Villa Grimaldi… but afterwards it was also performed in concentration camps and 



75 

 

torture spaces in Buenos Aires, Montevideo, São Paulo, Brasilia, Guadalajara, Madrid, and 

Sarajevo. 

 

In her article Remapping Memory Discourses, Paola Hernández notes that the play, by using 

memory spaces as backdrops, performs a series of "palimpsests of memory" in which real torture 

centers confront pressing questions about their own representation through the performance. At 

the same time, the materiality of the play, by being staged in detention and torture centers, made 

audiences discover spaces of memory that they had never visited before. For example, when 

staged in Londres 38, the audience had to enter the space and walk "through rooms that served as 

offices until they reached a medium sized room where the plays took place" (Hernández 63), so 

their pilgrimage through the space was part of the play's experience. 

 

Villa+Discurso is composed of two plays performed consecutively: Villa and Discurso. Villa is 

61 pages long and runs for about an hour. The stage design is simple and direct: "one table, three 

chairs, a pitcher of water, a few glasses, and three actresses occupy the stage, illuminated by 

regular house lights. The focal point is a small architectural model that sits on the table" 

(Hernández 69). The model on stage is a replica of a bigger one that's located in the Park for 

Peace. Interestingly, the model doesn't play a role in the play: it's a mute object that serves as a 

reminder of the issue at hand. When the play begins, three women are sitting around the table, 

writing down something in little pieces of paper. The audience has no idea who these women are 

or what they're doing. 
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After a few moments, one of the women reads the pieces of paper our loud: "Option A, one vote. 

Option B, one vote. One void." The third vote was void because instead of writing an option, the 

person decided to write "Marichiweu"5 on the ballot. The three women call each other 

"Alejandra,"6 and through their dialogues, the audience accesses the background of the story 

during the first minutes of the performance: there's a committee that was unable to reach a 

decision on what to do with the space, so they asked them to vote, solve the conundrum, and 

reach a decision. In order to vote in a fair manner and with all the information available, two of 

them will defend one option each, and try to convince the rest to vote for their option. After that, 

they'll vote again. What follows during the play is a series of expositions by the Alejandras, 

defending different options regarding what to do, what should be built there, and what are the 

problems of different modes of representation and archive. The play presents a series of key 

Chilean cultural markers ("Villa", "Alejandra", and "Marichiweu") that help audiences 

understand that, despite not grasping exactly what the discussion is about, it must be related to 

politics. Calderón uses the first ten pages to slowly unravel the main topics of the play, forcing 

the audience to pay attention. Slowly, it all makes sense: we are witnessing a debate on how 

should Villa Grimaldi be rebuilt. 

 

 

5 We will always triumph" or "We will triumph tenfold" in Mapudungún, the language of Mapuche people, one of 

Chile and Argentina's first nations. 

6 A clear hint at "La Flaca Alejandra" ("The Thin Alejandra,") a member of the MIR (the Revolutionary Left 

Movement) who, after being tortured, became an informant and accomplice of the DINA, helping them in the 

detainment and elimination of her former comrades. The case of La Flaca Alejandra—whose real name was Marcia 

Merino—is one of the most iconic Chilean cases of somebody ratting out their group during the dictatorship. The 

use of "Alejandra" as a nickname is a clear commentary on political activism and anonymity as a buffer. What's left 

in the use of "Alejandra" is not the person or the historical character, but the procedure of veiling an identity. 
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As the play unfolds, the audience is able to assemble the following backstory: a huge grant of 

twenty-six million Euros has been given to the survivors of Villa Grimaldi in order to build 

something in the empty lot where the torture center used to be. Unable to decide, the committee 

got stuck between building a realistic recreation of the torture center—so people can have the 

terrifying experience of how it was to be detained there—or a beautiful, clean, and minimal 

subterranean museum and cultural center with a huge room full of computers where they could 

access the information of every person that was ever detained at the Villa. And now, these three 

young women must decide what to do with the grant money. 

 

The Alejandras seem unable to reach a solution by voting, and their frustration leads them to 

conspire against each other until a new option emerges: to turn the place into a park. When 

arguing in favor or against the park, each Alejandra reveals herself to be the daughter of different 

women raped during their detention at Villa Grimaldi. They decide to vote one last time and, for 

two against one—one of them always votes "Marichiweu"—the idea of constructing the Park for 

Peace wins. Formally, that's the end of the play. But in reality, it's not. There's one last stage 

direction: 

 
The three women take their white jackets off their chairs and try them on. Underneath, there’s a 

Chilean presidential banner. They stand up in line, looking at the audience, evoking the image of 

Michelle Bachelet. 

 

 

Once all Alejandras get dressed and wear the banner, they embody the former President Michelle 

Bachelet, and Discurso begins. In it, the performers give a speech that's thirty-seven pages long, 

dressed and performing as the former Concertación President. The contradictory voice that 

narrates that second play is the Administrative Mother who is at times indistinguishable from the 



78 

 

ideological propaganda of the transición, and at times indistinguishable from direct critiques 

against that same propaganda. 

 

In order to map out the correspondences between motherhood and torture in Villa+Discurso, I 

will analyze the thirteen times the word "mom" appears in Villa in the Spanish edition by LOM 

publishing house, and how the ideological construction is later on put into question during 

Discurso. 

 

 

PERFORMING POSTMEMORY KNOTS 

In its performance, the play uses a realist tone, mixed with codes of dramatic theatricality, as "the 

actors each wore microphones, which gave the audience access to vocal subtleties and fostered a 

sense of intimacy while also highlighting the voices' mediation. The dialogue's rhythms and 

colloquialisms were at times highly naturalistic, although the language frequently veered into 

obvious theatricality through repetitive, hyperbolic, and quirky usage" (Thompson 86). While 

Villa contains all the necessary ingredients for a naturalist performance, its use of language and 

theatrical codes produces an unbridgeable gap between reality and representation. And so, while 

that mixture of realism and theatricality is almost impossible to see on the page, other elements 

are rendered visible on the page that cannot be grasped in the performance. 

 

A clear example of that is the fact that while all characters in Villa refer to each other as 

"Alejandra," the printed version gives us their age (they are all 33 years old) and in the text, 

Calderón uses the performers' names to indicate their characters: Francisca, Macarena, and Carla. 
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By using the performer's name, Calderón dissolves his characters into anonymity by hiding them 

behind the actresses' real identities. 

 

At the beginning of the play, the Alejandras reach a point where they need to present the 

different options and vote for one of them. Until then, the audience is not yet fully aware of 

what's happening. It is only when Carla gives her speech (from page 21 to 257,) that the topic of 

the play becomes clear. Carla defends the idea that the Villa should be rebuilt as it was, so she 

proposes to create a perfect imitation. On page 25, she finishes her speech with a dramatization 

of how people should feel after visiting: 

 

CARLA: People will say: (As if on the telephone.) Hello? I’ve just been to the villa. You have to 

go. They rebuilt it. It looks a bit fake. Like a TV set. […] And they rebuilt the whole Villa, 

exactly how it was. And it’s so powerful. It’s powerful because it’s just the same. Yes. They hung 

them up by their hair. They made them betray each other. They had a manual with the republican 

eagle on it. I’m still in shock. Going to the reconstructed Villa is the best thing that could have 

happened to me in my life. 

 

 

This text provides the blueprint for what's to come: as you will later see, the phone call, the 

experience of witnessing the horrors, and the hope for others to see it, all of these elements will 

come back in the following speech, given by Francisca. After finishing her speech, Carla goes to 

the bathroom. Macarena and Francisca talk behind Carla's back, as they clearly don't trust each 

other. Once Carla returns, Francisca gives her speech. In it, she defends the option to build a 

contemporary museum. Her speech lasts from page 28 to 32, and the word "mom" appears for 

the first time on page 32. Unlike Carla, which was proposing a recreation of the space with all its 

horrors, Francisca's proposal calls for building an art museum that could represent the events in a 

 
7 Throughout the chapter I will refer to the page numbers in the text when describing scenes in order to mark how 

far into the text certain events happen. 
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symbolic way. The metaphors applied would be backed up by extensive archive. In her speech, 

she gives the example of having a dog—a German shepherd—in the middle a museum room, 

without any explanation why, so people would wonder: 

 

 

FRANCISCA: But why a dog? Oh. Gee. Oh. Well. Because they raped them with dogs. Yes. 

With dogs. And that says it all. 

 

 

 

What is being said when we narrate the horrors of sexual torture using metaphors? And most 

importantly: what is being left unsaid? Once we decode it, our reaction towards the symbol and 

its content are clear: we feel repulsed, we hear about something horrible that was enacted and 

embodies evil and disgust to its outmost degree, making our humanity shake with disgust. What 

is the name for that? 

 

In Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva names it the abject: that which society represses or rejects 

because it threatens the symbolic order. This rejection not only seeks to make invisible bodily 

fluids, death, and traumas, but confronts us with those fragile states where man strays on the 

territories of the animal and finds himself away from the known spaces of the domestic and the 

familiar. From there, the abject represents "a massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, 

which, familiar as it might have been in an opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as radically 

separate, loathsome. (...) A 'something' that I do not recognize as a thing" (Kristeva 2). For 

Kristeva, the abject is not a subject or an object, but a destabilizing force that exposes the 

fragility of our social norms and represents what is radically excluded. The abject draws us 

toward the place where meaning collapses and we cannot help but discharge, convulse, or cry 

out, for if I acknowledge it, it would annihilate me. The abject is not simply what is disgusting, 
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but "what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The 

in-between, the ambiguous, the composite" (Kristeva 4). What the dog as a symbol brings forth 

to the audience is the presence of the abject, of what must be rejected in order to keep the 

symbolic in place. The operation that "says it all" is that of using the dog as a symbol to bring 

forth the real horrors that erode the symbolic order itself. That tension between the necessity to 

name and mark the horrors, and the need to use something that can stand in place of the actual 

experience of the abject, is the core problem of representation in Villa. In her speech, Carla 

advocated for a mimesis, while now Francisca advocates for metaphors. The dog as a symbol 

reframes the experience of the Tortured Mother into an objective embodiment of the abject—of 

that something that society wishes to reject and render invisible, and yet cannot be made fully 

disappear from consciousness. We now see the core issue that Villa is addressing: the Tortured 

Mother as experience resists both literal representation and metaphorical containment. 

 

Carla and Francisca seek the same outcome, as it’s made evident by the last lines of Francisca's 

speech, where she also performs a fictitious phone call: 

 

(As if on the telephone.) 

FRANCISCA: I went to the villa museum. You have to go. It’s beautiful. It’s full of 

contemporary art. But it’s a contradictory experience. Mom, they raped them with dogs. Yes. I 

know. And there’s a dog. Seriously. Of course I cried. Yes. (…) And it was heavy. And I don’t 

know why but it made me want to be a Marxist. And I’m ever so angry, mom. I feel guilty for 

being alive. It’s weird. I feel, like, materialist and dialectical. But it’s lovely. Go. It has central 

heating. 

 

 

As an experience, the Tortured Mother, despite being made of pure horror, also carries a 

discourse of hope in terms of its result: both Francisca and Carla close their speeches asserting 

that it should be impossible to remain indifferent towards the Tortured Mother. Here we can also 
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see how she emerges as a distant figure—one who is contacted but cannot be fully reached. This 

communicative distance mirrors the gap between a traumatic experience and its representation. 

The operation performed in Villa is to transmit the horrors and produce an emotional response, 

without describing in detail the events that happened. Francisca's feelings ("I feel guilty for being 

alive" and "I feel, like, materialist and dialectic") are manifested ("Of course I cried") in a 

complex mixture ("it's a contradictory experience") that remains unsolvable precisely because it 

stems from witnessing the Tortured Mother as an experience, as an open wound, a memory knot 

that has remained not only unsolved but unacknowledged during the transición. 

 

For the informed Chilean audience, the dog obviously stands for the infamous Volodia, Ingrid 

Olderöck's German shepherd. Ingrid was a police officer converted into DINA agent who trained 

her dog to rape victims at La Venda Sexy—one of the four main torture centers in Santiago, 

alongside Londres 38, Villa Grimaldi, and José Domingo Cañas. By the end of the play, it will 

be revealed to the audience that all Alejandras were born from women who were abused in Villa 

Grimaldi. From there, it makes perfect sense that the first time the word "mom" is uttered comes 

up during a representation of sexual abuse. 

 

In both speeches, the mother figure emerges during the closing remarks, at the peak of the 

scene's emotion. Calderón is not using the phone call as a simple trope or a formal emotional 

device. Instead, he seems to be marking a specific relation with the Tortured Mother, a relation 

that is not composed of a direct testimony (since the Alejandras did not experience the events,) 

but of the emotional experience of narrating events endured by others. The circulation of those 

traumatic events that the Tortured Mother endured is a performative process of transmission that 
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fits Marianne Hirsch's framework of trauma and memory, and that she calls postmemory: a 

narrative process grounded on the relationship that the "generation after" bears to the personal, 

collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before them. It's not a memory because it's not 

their direct experience but the experiences they remember through the stories, images, and 

behaviors they grew up with. Hirsch's postmemory is here enacted through mediated images, 

objects, stories, behaviors, and affects placed in relation to narratives around the traumatic events 

inscribed in the social body of Chile through memory knots. 

 

The figure of the Tortured Mother in Villa can be seen as a bridge between what Hirsch calls 

familial postmemory (which is transmitted within family configurations,) and affiliative 

postmemory (which is acquired through broader cultural and social relations.) While the post-

dictatorship attempts to erase and render invisible the crimes of the regime because remembering 

them might be dangerous for democracy—for they spark the abject—it paradoxically highlights 

a sense of urgency in newer generations to maintain and activate the national postmemory. From 

there, postmemory becomes essential to develop a cohesive narrative as an alternative to the 

hegemonic national history pushed by the military and the Chilean oligarchy. Framed in this 

way, a memory knot simultaneously belongs and doesn't belong to the second generation 

because "postmemory is not identical to memory" but "it approximates memory in its affective 

force and its psychic effects" (Hirsch 31). Those psychic effects in Villa are the emotions of the 

abject that the Alejandras want their visitors to feel. The Tortured Mother as experience and 

postmemory tenses both the State's necessity to repress those memories due to their abject 

nature, and the demand for attention to those memories in order to heal the social body. 
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Francisca claims there's something "lovely" in the proposal of a museum: she sees that in the 

comfortableness of the space ("it has central heating") and the agency given to the public 

regarding the possibility of engaging with the abject. Lovely is a shape of hope. In this case, 

hope that a representation of the Tortured Mother will be able to sublate the experience and 

transmit it accordingly. Hope that their suffering will not be forgotten. Francisca proposes the 

museum as a hopeful enterprise that will represent the victims. As noted by Milena Grass, there 

is a key difference in focus between both options in the play: "option A is focused on the 

physical space—Villa Grimaldi / Cuartel Terranova—and what happened there, [while] option B 

seems to be focused on the victims" (Grass 272). Another way to frame that same idea within the 

scope of this study would be that option A stands for a mimetic representation of the material 

conditions of the Tortured Mother as experience, while option B stands for the symbolic 

representation of that same experience. 

 

And yet, the core difficulty in the problem that Villa brings forth seems to be that both the 

mimetic and symbolic modes of representation are too close to the abject. On page 35, Macarena 

puts into question the idea of having a dog: 

 

MACARENA: (..) It’s too painful to put a dog in there. Because it’s true. Because it was true. 

And you have to have respect for the people who actually went through the villa and are going to 

see it… And, no, it’s too much. 

 

CARLA: But it was too much, what happened in the villa. Why do you want to soften it and take 

the dog away? (…) What you want is to emprettify the villa. 

 

MACARENA: Emprettify? 

 

FRANCISCA: Make it prettier. 
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The presence of the dog as a symbol brings forth the symbolical reproduction of the Tortured 

Mother as a postmemory knot: a traumatic memory that has been intergenerationally transmitted 

not as a presence, but as a lack. While Stern's memory knots refer to unresolved tensions in the 

social body, postmemory knots are ways of narrating those inherited tensions as a second 

generation. They are ways of transmitting something that’s missing. Just like torture spaces have 

been made disappear and can only continue as reproductions, the Tortured Mother is transmitted 

between generations who maintain her memory. Tortured Mother's testimonies as postmemory 

knots reveal that, without a body that's present to exhibit the markings of the experience, only 

representations can bear witness. Postmemory knots are, in short, embodied modes of absence 

characterized by their mediated nature. 

 

The Tortured Mother is the origin of those postmemory knots that activate (as a repertoire of 

testimonies) the intergenerational process of resisting the State's erasure of memory. Dori Laub 

explores the relation between memory and testimonies in Truth and Testimony, where narration 

and acknowledgement are what allows a trauma to resist the perpetuation of tyranny. It is 

through the narration of their memories that the ones who experienced a trauma can perform 

their "historical imperative to bear witness" (Laub 68). The different ways of bearing witness are 

described in another text of her: Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, 

and History, where Laub proposes three modes of witnessing: witness to oneself, witness to 

others' testimonies, and witness to the process of witnessing. The Tortured Mother, delegates the 

imperative to bear witness to her daughters, generating a postmemory knot. Another way to 

phrase this would be that the Tortured Mother mothers postmemory knots—her historical 

imperative to narrate produces a second generation that can bear witness. As seen from here, 
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postmemory knots are a communal activity of transmitting resistance (or, to be more exact, they 

are communal transmission as resistance.) 

 

Sociologist Kai Erikson notes how the current social use of "trauma" has evolved into the state or 

condition that the body is in after a stress or blow, while its original medical use refers not to a 

state of affairs (the resulting injury,) but to the blow or event itself. By reframing the concept 

from an effect to a cause, trauma is revealed as "the result of a constellation of life experiences as 

well as a discreet happening, from a persisting condition as well as an acute event" (Erikson 

185). Erikson outlines what could be framed as a centripetal and centrifugal tendency of trauma. 

In the former, a person withdraws into a protective shield, a lonely solitary painful burden; in the 

latter, people are able to create a community through the transmission of their experience. The 

resulting community is a place where groups of people don't need to explain things because they 

all share the experience, and so it "becomes almost like a common culture, a source of kinship" 

(Erikson 190). Both positions match neatly the two museum speeches given by Francisca, where 

the movement of going out or retreating into itself were the two ways in which their experience 

would affect the visitors. In the case of Villa+Discurso, said kinship allows the circulation of 

experiences of the Tortured Mother so it can activate postmemory knots. 

 

Due to the almost complete invisibility of torture centers, the second generation of Chileans 

during the transición are bound to narrate the Tortured Mother without a complete archive, using 

fragmented narratives and memories that cannot be bound to a fixed form. As a result, 

postmemory knots function as symbols and representations that stand in place of the original 

trauma which is mediated through creative communal activities. 
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The notion that the dog as a symbol hits too close voices a problem of representation that 

inevitably falls into a paradox of (in)sufficiency: simply showing a dog can be simultaneously 

not enough and too much, depending on the information carried by the interpreter. Francisca's 

feeling of being "materialist and dialectical" asserts that the symbolic contradiction must be 

dialectically sublated. This dialectical movement is the key operation in Villa+Discurso, as 

Calderón constantly sublates contradictions into bigger concepts that keep all their unresolved 

inner tensions. To reproduce our experience on the disappearance of our collective memory 

means to activate the postmemory knot of the Tortured Mother, and to deal with social pains the 

Concertación has systematically denied during the post-dictatorship. By asking "Why do you 

want to soften it and take the dog away?" Carla denounces that postmemory knots cannot be 

resolved, negated, or rendered pretty in order to be commodified. Memory is embodied in our 

speech, in our social DNA, in the memory of our social body, and in the representation that 

stands when facing the absence of a body and a place that can show the experience. Villa 

questions the morals of representing a postmemory knot, and the first dimension of that question, 

until this point of the play, has been related to the aesthetic experience of that representation. 

 

But now, a second dimension has entered, one that questions the epistemic frame of 

representation: what power dynamics get to dictate the archive of a reproduction? On page 37, 

right after the discussion on the fact that using a dog is "too much," Carla proposes to rebuild 

Villa Grimaldi and add a museum to it. In an unexpected reversal, it is now Francisca who 

claims that proposing a museum is a way of trying to make things prettier. In this way, the 

epistemological problem of an archive and its framing has entered the conversation. 
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Interestingly, when Francisca explains the goal that the museum must have, she utters the word 

"mom" three times: 

 

FRANCISCA: (…) I think—and I do agree with (to Carla) Alejandra on this—people have to go 

to the villa and come back, (as if on the telephone) shit, I feel terrible, it’s frightening. Mom, I 

want to die, Mom… Mom, I don’t want to go there ever again. 

 

 

This piece of the speech contains the same properties we saw before: the phone call, the 

imaginary conversation with the mother, and the need to be nurtured, protected, and comforted in 

order to keep the abject away. Here, the Tortured Mother emerges as an ambivalent figure of 

memory that simultaneously demands visibility (through the reproduction of memory) and 

retreats from the public gaze (as both present and fixed representation.) The tension between 

those possibilities is shown in Francisca's speeches ("It's lovely. Go. It has central heating" and 

"Mom, I don't want to go there ever again,") as different relations to representations of 

postmemory knots: going outside of ourselves and render them visible (towards representation,) 

as well as going back into ourselves and hide them (retreating from representation.) Just like 

what happened between Carla and Francisca's speeches, Calderón doesn't place one option over 

the other: both of Francisca's speeches are given a fair chance. By showing two radically 

different options, a spectrum emerges. These two borders of the speech—from "You have to go" 

to "I don't want to go there ever again," and from "It's lovely" to "I want to die"—support the key 

what Calderón repeats as the core idea of Villa: "everybody reacts differently." And yet, both 

speeches seem anchored in the same need: the desire to return to the womb, to retreat, to go back 

to the mother in the face of the abject. She who awaits the Alejandras on the other side of the 

imaginary phone is the archetype of a clean and simple figure of the nurturing mother. 
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In Modelos de madre contra-hegemónicos, Patricia Richard notes how the social production of 

motherhood prescribes bodies and behaviors on women so feminine bodies are re-signified 

according to maternity indicators: during the transición, the general policing of the female body 

led to the idea that "leisure, study, and pleasure were considered 'antinatural' in women, since 

they were not related to motherhood" (Richard 5). As I mentioned during the introduction, the 

proliferation of right-wing NGOs led to female bodies being prone to regulations and mandates, 

turning them into a disciplinary terrain. The nurturing mother becomes a figure that both 

represents an essentialist take on motherhood, and the emotional crave of the Alejandras. 

 

 

WE ALL REACT DIFFERENTLY 

Near the end of the play, the two options (recreating the villa or building a museum) have been 

discarded, but a new proposal has emerged: to build a nice park. Carla and Macarena vote in 

favor of the park, but Francisca gives a long speech on why she resists the idea of a park, and 

instead defends her idea of a simple grass field with a cinnamon tree in the middle—cinnamon is 

the Mapuche's sacred tree—because: "It's best to leave it how it is, empty, not suggesting 

anything. And if someone wants to laugh, let them laugh. Or if they want to cry, let them cry." 

Francisca reminds them that everybody reacts differently. They all vote and the idea of building 

a memorial park wins. The word "mom" comes up three more times, once when the voting has 

ended and Macarena asks Francisca: 

 

 

MACARENA: (to Francisca) Why are you always talking about the Mapuche? 

 

FRANCISCA: Oh. Because my mom’s Mapuche. 
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CARLA: Really? 

 

MACARENA: She’s not. 

 

FRANCISCA: She is. But no one ever believes me. 

 

MACARENA: You don’t look Mapuche, that’s all. 

 

FRANCISCA: Yes. When my mom was a prisoner in the villa she was raped by an officer of 

German origin. Or blond. I don’t know. 

 

CARLA: Oh, your mom was a villa survivor. 

 

 

 

Two pages prior to the end of the play, Francisca reveals herself as the daughter from a Mapuche 

woman who was sexually abused in Villa Grimaldi. With this revelation, the Tortured Mother 

acquires an additional dimension: that of an indigenous body that’s been doubly wronged—by 

the physical trauma of torture and by the cultural erasure she endured during the transición. 

 

The Mapuche presence in Villa is a topic that comes up in virtually every critical essay about the 

play. It's impossible to ignore, as Francisca's permanent act of voting "Marichiweu" instead of 

picking an option is a core element for the play's structure. The Mapuche presence in Villa tends 

to be read as the act of denouncing the Mapuche's oppression in Chilean society. Along the lines, 

Ethan Madarieta writes in "Marichiweu": Performances of memory and mapuche presence in 

Guillermo Calderón's Villa how the word "marichiweu" appears whenever there's a voting 

process, and that by doing so, Francisca blocks a democratic solution to the conflict. According 

to Madarieta, this allows the audience to see that "through the equation of 'nothing' with 

'marichiweu,' and (...) the evocation of 'marichiweu' with 'void,' the play performs the erasure of 

the Mapuche from its memory and its nation" (Madarieta 91). In other words, to become visible, 

the Mapuche character attempts to deadlock the voting process, rendering their visibility as a 
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problem for the State. It's an interpretation that assumes the play is taking a position of support 

for the Mapuche cause and their conflict with the State. I disagree with that premise, as nothing 

in the structure indicates that to be the case. 

 

But while the Mapuche presence has been commented timer and time again, not one critical 

essay on Villa has explored the fact that while we can read Francisca's voting as a metaphor of 

Mapuche resistance under a neoliberalism that renders them as something abject in the post-

dictatorship, the end of Villa completely subverts that position and, in fact, absorbs the Mapuche 

conflict inside the mythical narratives of the transición's neoliberal State. Here's what I mean: at 

the end of Villa, all Alejandras become an embodiment of former President Michelle Bachelet. 

Bachelet is a key political figure here because it was during her administration that the police, 

backed and funded by the State, committed the most traumatic assassinations of Mapuche leaders 

and activists: Johny Cariqueo Yañez8, Matías Catrileo9, and Jaime Facundo Mendoza Collío10 

were all murdered during her first government. Moreover, during the next play, Discurso, the 

figure of Michelle Bachelet will casually admit and justify using police brutality against the poor 

and the Mapuche, transforming the play from a critique against the Concertación into a 

justification for their neoliberal policies. 

 
8 Johny Cariqueo Tañez died from a heart attack as a result of a brutal police beating during Bachelet's presidency, 

in March 31st, 2008. His death happened only minutes after the "29 de Marzo" public square was inaugurated, in 

memory of the social warriors fallen during the dictatorship and post-dictatorship. 

 
9 The 3rd of January 2008, Matías Catrileo was killed in Santa Margarita by police officers under the supervision of 

General José Alejandro Bernales—appointed by Augusto Pinochet and never removed from office by any post-

dictatorship president. José Alejandro Bernales died four months after Catrileo's murder and, on May 28th, Michelle 

Bachelet declared national mourning day in honor of Bernales, despite complaints and testimonies given by the 

Mapuche community. Bachelet never mentioned Matías' death, and his family has spent almost two decades fighting 

the State apparatus, demanding justice. Matías Catrileo was 23 years old when he was assassinated. 

 
10 Jaime Facundo Mendoza Collío was a young Mapuche murdered in 2009. Police officer Patricio Jara Muñoz shot 

his helmet and bulletproof vest to falsify evidence, pretending there had been a confrontation. 
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These terrible murders that the play doesn't address at all, become postmemory knots: 

unassimilable forms and social traumas that cannot be ironed out, resolved, or represented in a 

fixed form except narratives of testimony and resistance against the State. They are the play's 

very own postmemory knots, hidden in play sight, even from the gaze of the playwright. They 

produce an artistic social body that cannot resolve its core issues of memory and, instead, needs 

to reframe and re-present neoliberal narratives. Discurso, in a radically different operation form 

the play it precedes, embodies precisely that operation of neoliberal re-presentation of facts. I 

will go in more detail when I analyze Discurso, later on. 

 

Let me go back for a moment. The scene quoted above opens the door so that all Alejandras can 

share their experiences and discover that they are part of the same community, bonded by 

trauma. Once there, Francisca utters "mom" for a ninth time, when asking: "Was your mom 

raped, too?" 

 

As mentioned early on, sexual violence against women during the dictatorship was not only 

common, but a prevalent State policy. The conception of women's bodies as objects to be used 

and regulated continued throughout the transición via direct application of laws written during 

the dictatorship. In 1989, during their last days in power, the military junta modified the 

constitution in order to ban all abortions. The process to revert those laws inherited from the 

regime required a long legal debate of twenty-eight years11. The ban on abortion was a key 

 
11 The complex legal battle against the Constitutional Court lasted until September 2017, when the Government was 

able to modify the Constitution to secure the legality of abortions under three cases: the mother's life is at risk, the 

fetus is not viable, or the pregnancy is the result of rape. 
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ideological pillar of both the dictatorship and the conservative Catholic narrative that used the 

military as power and the constitution as their legal frame for pushing a particular mode of 

motherhood. The particular mode promoted was the notion of motherhood as something 

sacred—and what was sacred was, of course, not womanhood, but motherhood. When audience 

members entered the performative stage of Villa+Discurso, they noticed a big sign on the 

background that read "What happened inside this house also happened outside of it. State 

terrorism operated over the entire country." Of course, the metaphor of the country includes 

women's bodies as a territory. 

 

The particular conception of motherhood developed during the dictatorship was perpetuated via 

narratives that frame the public discourse regarding the acceptable and forms that motherhood is 

allowed to assume. On page 69, two pages before the end, Villa presents two different forms of 

daughter-mother relationship. These are the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth times the word "mom" is 

uttered. At this point, all Alejandras have revealed that her mothers were sexually abused at the 

villa, so they can finally share their experiences. 

 

CARLA: (to Francisca) Do you get along with your mom? 

 

FRANCISCA: Yes. 

 

MACARENA: I don’t see my mom much. 

 

FRANCISCA: Why not? 

 

MACARENA: Because she remembers the DINA agent who used to rape her. I look like him. 

Sometimes she doesn’t even want to look at me. 

 

CARLA: That happens to me, too. Whenever I go to kiss her. Just as I get closer… Look. (to 

Francisca) Turn your face away from me. Hi, mom. 

 

(Carla approaches. Francisca turns her face away.) 
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CARLA: You see? 

 

 

It’s a painful interaction where the Tortured Mother is revealed as a broken maternal figure 

whose capacity for nurturing has been damaged but not eliminated by state violence. It is this 

maternal ambivalence what renders her a powerful counterpoint to the essentialist narratives of 

motherhood promoted by the State. The audience is exposed to the pain of the unmothered 

daughters whose experiences don't align with the enforced notion of good mothering. 

 

Teresa Martín-García summarizes Élisabeth Badinter's argument in Mother Love: Myth and 

Reality regarding the construction of maternal love, claiming that "it's not an innate instinct that 

comes from a feminine nature, but a historical and social behavior that varies on different times 

and customs" (Martín-García 1) and shows how, during the 18th century, maternal love was used 

as a myth that allowed the State to secure a steady social reproduction of the working class. By 

the 20th century the notion of "responsible motherhood" became a social pressure, leading to the 

production of motherly guilt—a specific kind of guilt that stems from not experiencing the 

"natural" commands of motherhood, such as being patient, tolerant, consoling, a good listener, 

and a protector that always has an impulse of self-sacrifice for their children. By dismissing the 

argument of nature, we are left without a fixed essence of motherhood. As a result, there is no 

prescriptive mode of motherhood that must be enforced, as we can see in the final use of the 

word "mom," at the end of page 69: 

 
 FRANCISCA: I kiss my mom all day. 

  

 MACARENA: We all react differently. 
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And, again, that's the key message in Villa. "We all react differently" allows a negative relation 

to identity: I am not that which has been imposed upon me. It underscores the society as a 

collective of individuals, all of them reacting differently. While Macarena and Carla's mothers 

don't behave like "good mothers," the Alejandras don't pass judgement on their mothers because 

"we all react differently." With that simple claim, Calderón defends the lack of a fixed mode of 

motherhood and secures the process of negotiating individual and collective experiences via 

narratives and testimonies. 

 

After the violent regimes set in place by the United States of America in the South Cone during 

the 60s and 70s, the children whose parents experienced a national trauma had to develop a 

particular artistic voice in order to deal with the wounds of their parents, attempting to render 

visible their memory knots. From the 90s onwards, Latin American literature has produced a 

plethora of works about sons and daughters seeking to explore new semantic domains for their 

parent's story by destabilizing conventional representations of motherhood, marriage, and family. 

In these post-dictatorship narratives, the cultural frameworks of patriarchal imagination have 

been brought to the foreground via testimonies and intimate narratives that, just like Villa, stand 

against essentialist narratives and fixed behavior repertoires, allowing audiences to question the 

myths of neoliberal reasoning. 

 

And yet, in Villa, Francisca is the only character who openly resists these post-dictatorship 

myths. Earlier in the play, on page 42, the Alejandras discuss if there is an actual need for 

another museum. By "another museum" they mean one aside from the already existing Memory 
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Museum12 in Santiago. Carla claims that the Memory Museum is a memorial and political 

gesture done to give "a historical weight" to the topic of human rights violations during the 

dictatorship, to which Francisca replies: 

 

 

FRANCISCA: No, (to Carla) Alejandra. That museum is a politically correct Concertación’s 

view of history. You can smell the amnesty of it from the park across the street. It tries to make 

out everything’s finished with, like the wounds are all healing, like we’re all so united as a 

country and we can spend money on a museum of memory that looks like a contemporary art 

museum. 

 

CARLA: Maybe. But it’s a very, very, very, very, very respectable vision. And it’s a serious 

attempt to make the whole country see that the issue is recognized and brought to the fore. 

 

FRANCISCA: No, Alejandra. That museum is a very particular vision of the President— 

 

(Carla throws a chair across the room and picks up an abalone shell from the table.) 

 

CARLA: Oh, no. No. 

 

FRANCISCA: What? 

 

MACARENA: No. Stop now. No. 

 

CARLA: Do not touch my President, you fuck. 

 

MACARENA: Do not touch her President, you fuck. 

 

 

Here, Francisca brings back the issue framing the archive. Who gets to decide the narrative of the 

museum? Where does history end in the narrative of a museum of memory? For example, the 

Memory Museum ends its narrative of Chilean history with a deeply revisionist perspective of 

the transición, where once the dictatorship ended, Chile was able to heal its wounds and move 

foraward. This reframing of history at the service of a neoliberal political project that has done 

 
12 The Museum of Memory and Human Rights was built to commemorate the victims of human rights violations 

during the military dictatorship. It was inaugurated by Michelle Bachelet on January 11th, 2010. 
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everything in its power to forget the atrocities of the regime is what Francisca is criticizing. It is 

precisely this epistemological framework of power what Villa questions and Discurso supports. 

 

This dialogue in the middle of the play stands out as a warning, as the first open and violent 

disagreement between the Alejandras. It's no wonder their disagreement is in relation to the 

figure of Michelle Bachelet, showing how deeply rooted the ideological myths of the 

Concertación were during the second decade of the post-dictatorship: as soon as someone from 

the left is critical of Michelle Bachelet, they become the enemy. It's a fanatical position, and 

Calderón makes a clear point here: while all Concertación governments are up for criticism, 

Michelle Bachelet remains a sacred, untouchable figure. She is the fixed sacred figure of the 

Chilean mother figure. The violence with which her image is defended in Villa ("do not touch 

my President, you fuck") marks the clear divide between those who follow the myths of the 

Administrative Mother, and those who resist them. 

 

Having traced the Tortured Mother through various manifestations—as abject body, as absent 

presence, as a damaged nurturer, and as an indigenous subject—the audience now witness the 

end of Villa, when the Alejandras try on white jackets and presidential banners, and transform 

into Bachelet. And so, Discurso begins, with all the daughters of the Tortured Mother 

embodying the Administrative Mother. 
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THE EMBODIED CONTRADICTIONS OF DISCURSO 

While Villa questioned the framework of representation, the power dynamics, and the epistemic 

borders of the archive, Discurso dispels those issues by showing a complete mimesis, a full 

representation of Michelle Bachelet on stage. At that point, Bachelet is no longer a person, she's 

a representation of power and the State, she is the Administrative Mother figure that contains all 

the contradictions of the transición inside of her. She is the mother of the post-dictatorship, the 

symbol of a neoliberal political project that claims to represent the left. Calderón writes his 

version of Bachelet as a friendly and rational person with great intentions, who did her best 

despite the context of a terrible political system. It's framed as a friendly, tragic, but ultimately 

inspiring story: a woman who was detained in Villa Grimaldi, who then became the president of 

Chile, and now leaves the government to rest and be at peace in her beautiful and expensive 

house by the lake, spewing a discourse of rational and responsible democracy. 

 

The critical contradictions between Villa and Discurso are staggering. In Discurso, Bachelet 

embodies the Administrative Mother of the second decade of the post-dictatorship, a figure that 

is no longer part of the leftist ideology and, in fact, has no problems supporting the deepening of 

neoliberalism, as she herself claims: 

 

I no longer believe in the leftist rhetoric of the Latin American leftist leftism. 

But what am I going to do? 

I have to love our rich people. 

I have no choice. 

I even love the foreign investors. 

In here we all accepted the society of consumption. 

Don’t ask me to be in favor of the Unidad Popular. 

No. 

I was already there. 
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By distancing herself from the Unidad Popular, Calderón's Bachelet becomes part of the so-

called "renovated socialists," of the Concertación. The author highlights this attitude through 

phrases such as "in here we all accepted the society of consumption." It's a hedonistic perspective 

of a world in a permanent state of production and waste, a State that implements consumer 

surveillance, social disintegration, and a permanent devaluation of work and community that 

leads to radical individualism. The neoliberalism of the Administrative Mother finds a voice in 

Calderón's Bachelet as something that "in here we all accepted." 

 

The word "accepted" implies there was a choice. Implies that neoliberalism wasn't imposed by 

force, and poses a hygienic narrative on its violent implementation via torture and disappearance. 

The word "accepted" perpetuates the myths of neoliberalism as a natural progression of society, 

as doxic knowledge. 

 

Villa presented different perspectives on how to represent the experience of the Tortured Mother. 

In it, Calderón criticizes some of Bachelet's policies using the perspective of Francisca, while 

also defending the Concertación policies using Carla and Macarena. Discurso, on the other hand, 

is written solely from the perspective of Bachelet, of the Administrative Mother. Political power 

entails the power of self-description, and Discurso allows Bachelet to be the only figure to 

narrate herself and determine her image. So, while Villa was all about dialectics and opening 

meanings, Discurso is a radical whitewashing of the former Concertación president and her 

neoliberal policies. The play defends the transición's discourse of convivencia––the same twisted 

notion of peaceful and civil coexistence between torturers and tortured that Patricio Aylwin 

promoted during the 90s. In Discurso, Bachelet claims that, despite being a victim of the regime, 
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she willingly sits down, negotiates, and celebrates all agreements that allow the right-wing 

military and economic oligarchy to secure their power. Paradoxically, by its own contradictory 

political stance, Discurso becomes a faithful portrayal of the former President and the 

Concertación governments: the play itself embodies the act of supporting and reproducing the 

status quo while pretending to be against it. 

 

One of the biggest ethical contradictions between both plays has to do with the issue of torture. 

The real historical Bachelet declared for TeleSur: "[I] essentially received psychological torture, 

and some beatings, but I was not grilled 13" (TeleSur). Calderón's Bachelet, on the other hand, 

doesn't follow that storyline and makes increasingly ambiguous claims that not only obscure the 

actual events but also cast doubts on whether she was actually tortured or not. So, while Villa 

dealt with the impossibility of representing the context of torture without betraying the abject 

reality of the experience, Discurso simply uses the topic as a rhetorical element and completely 

disregards the abject reality of the experience. 

 

Torture is mentioned in three moments during Discurso. The first one is when Bachelet claims: 

 

 

I would even forgive my torturers. 

If I had been tortured. 

 

 

 

Once again, the idea of forgiving her torturers embodies the discourse of convivencia enforced 

during the early post-dictatorship. While Villa was a desperate call for keeping alive the 

 
13 Grilling was a widespread torture method during the dictatorship where subjects received electric shocks while 

being chained to a metal bed frame. 
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postmemory knots that stem from the Tortured Mother and to ensure those events would never 

be forgotten, Discurso has a main character saying "If I had been tortured" and hinting that she 

might, in fact, not have been tortured. And so, suddenly, torture is no longer central, but a mere 

detail in the narrative of the Administrative Mother. The Tortured Mother is made irrelevant. 

 

The second time torture comes up is when she mentions her parents: 

 

 

They tortured my mother and father. 

Or not. 

 

 

 

From an informed audience member's perspective, this is a strange move: we know her father 

died of a heart attack as a result of the tortures he endured, and we know her mother was 

detained and suffered, just like Bachelet, psychological torture and beatings in 1975. It's unclear 

why Calderón decides to conceal and render those memories as something ambiguous. 

 

And yet, ambiguity is pushed to the extreme the third time torture is mentioned, when she 

justifies the impunity the Concertación gave to the military: 

 

Maybe I’m giving a second chance to my torturers. 

If I had been tortured. 

I’m not affirming or negating. 

I’m talking symbolically. 

 

 

Torture is not a symbol, but a traumatic event. That's the main lesson from the Tortured Mother 

as experience. Villa was focused on the impossibility of generating a representation, a symbol, 

out of the Tortured Mother. In here, the playwright takes a full turn and uses tortured in Discurso 
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like a simple metaphor that adds tension to the speech, eroding the whole point of Villa. The idea 

of "giving a second chance to my torturers" legitimizes the impunity promoted by Concertación 

governments in favor of a convivencia, and leads to the act of forgetting and rendering invisible 

the abject horrors endured by the Tortured Mother. 

 

But why does Calderón go against the historical Bachelet, and against the play he just staged, 

willfully placing a veil of ambiguity that promotes the erasure of our national memory? Saying 

out loud that Bachelet would "give a second chance" to the military if she had been tortured, 

devaluates the experience of those who survived, and renders as irrelevant the traumas in the 

social body the audience has just witnessed. Calderón's Bachelet turns our national memory 

knots into mere plot devices for her character development. Why, after spending all of Villa 

defending the traumatic importance of torture, does the author devaluate the national trauma and 

makes this choice? I propose that Calderón's Bachelet is portrayed in a contradictory form 

because she embodies not only the contradictory politics of the Concertación, but the 

contradictory politics of the author himself: her character is the Administrative Mother, she is the 

figure that contains all the transición tensions inside of her, including all the contradictory 

discourses of the Alejandras as unresolved tensions. Let me unpack that last statement. 

 

Now that all Alejandras have been sublated into the figure of Bachelet, we can see how 

Francisca's radical leftist discourse is contained inside of Bachelet and forces her to admit her 

own acts of corruption. Francisca's discourse seems to slip through the cracks of Bachelet's 

discourse during three distinct moments. On page 103, Bachelet says, regarding her political 

beliefs: 
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It happens that one becomes reasonable. 

And you end up doing unforgivable things. 

Like imprisoning the people who protests. 

It’s not corruption. 

It’s political realism. 

It's reasonableness. 

And sometimes it perpetuates injustice. 

 

 

Using a constant narrative of maintaining "political realism" the Concertación has justified the 

implementation of increasingly neoliberal politics throughout the post-dictatorship. The fact that 

she acknowledges sending protesters to jail for criticizing the government is indistinguishable 

from the repression of public speech enacted during the final years of the dictatorship. On the 

next page, she says: 

 

I have sent the police to beat poor people. 

I have sent the police to beat the Mapuche. 

 

 

It's a declaration of guilt that allows this version of Bachelet to show what lies inside the 

contradictory discourse of the transición. Earlier in her speech she mentioned the importance of 

the Mapuche and how much she believes in their freedom, and now she admits using police 

brutality against them. There's a class element, too: while she sends the police to beat "poor 

people," she also claims to love the rich, the elite, and all international investors. On the very 

next page, the character reaches a point of borderline messianic complex: 

 

In a hundred years you’ll appreciate me. 

When you think that I could have crushed all the torturers with a finger. 

But I chose the smile and the hug. 
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Again, what is being voiced here is the spirit of the convivencia: the idea that Bachelet chose to 

smile and hug the torturers, so the victims should simply do the same and move on. By repeating 

the discourse on forgiveness and erasure, Calderón is voicing the message of Aylwin during the 

90s, the same message that allowed the Concertación to support the perpetuation of injustice, 

silence, and impunity. Bachelet here represents the contradictions of the Administrative Mother 

as she both asserts and denies tortures, generates and destroys political discourses, supports and 

disintegrates the leftist critique against the dictatorship. 

 

The author makes sure the audience notices these contradictions by repeating three times the idea 

that somebody is talking for her. On page 100, she says: "It's like somebody is putting words in 

my body." Then, on the next page: "I feel like somebody is putting words in my mouth." And 

three pages later, again the same idea: "It's like someone is putting words in my body." The loss 

of autonomy serves as a metaphor, as Calderón's Bachelet doesn't seem a self-determined 

subject, but a puppet animated by the tension of experiencing contradictory discourses inside her 

political body. In Discurso, Calderón constructs a Bachelet that behaves like a mythical mother 

figure that seeks to absorb all identities into herself. Just like the Administrative Mother, 

Bachelet here represents the neoliberal project of becoming the absolute ground for all reasoning. 

Her ideology represents the Concertación way of governing: an administrative power that claims 

to represent everybody and, by doing so, assumes an inconsistent and contradictory body where 

radically different modes of living cannot coexist except by silencing whoever defies the status 

quo (the poor, the Mapuche, those who protest, etc.) The necessity of this Administrative Mother 

to become the one and only possible rationality is expressed on page 110: 
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Can you imagine a world where everybody is like me? 

That would be so pretty. 

But you insist on being like you. 

Be like me. 

Look like me. 

 

Calderón's Bachelet is not here representing the historical figure of Bachelet, but the political 

structure of the post-dictatorship embodied by the Administrative Mother. It's very telling that 

Calderón's Bachelet absorbs everybody and never lets other people speak. Her voice is forced to 

be filled with other people's experiences and political ideas precisely because no other voices are 

present on stage. 

 

In her piece El espectáculo de la tortura y la memoria en Villa+Discurso de Guillermo 

Calderón, Javiera Larraín also sees Calderón's Bachelet as a figure that represents the 

disheartening post-dictatorship process, putting the "final stop to a history that pretended to be 

revolutionary, but ended in an unfinished sight, leaving us with half a smile on our lips" (Larraín 

120). And yet, what's most striking is the explicit way in which the defense of the Concertación 

is voiced throughout the play. On page 87, Calderón's Bachelet defends the economic policies 

inserted during the dictatorship and unveils herself as the Administrative Mother, by saying that 

the neoliberal model 

 

has created jobs. 

Underpaid jobs. 

Many people work and are still poor. 

And it seems like a lot of people like it. 

After all, they elected me to administer that model. 

The social free-market economy. 

The neoliberal model of the right wing. 
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This victim-blaming strategy ("it seems like a lot of people like it") is nothing short of 

scandalous. It is precisely the rage against that discourse what will spark the 2019 social uprising 

in the form of a violent explosion—an estallido. Discurso displaces the Tortured Mother as the 

core figure in the play, and performs a sinister political movement where the postmemory knot 

that sustained the Tortured Mother figure is sublated by the Administrative Mother in front of the 

audience, assuming all contradictions inside her body, and presenting the devastating effects of 

the regime like a voluntary collection of causes, like a series of events that society gleefully 

accepted during the transición. 

 

 

THE REPRESENTATION OF THE REPRESENTATION 

As a whole, Villa+Discurso is about sublating contradictions. Villa uses those contradictions to 

advance the plot, via characters presenting opposing points of view that get absorbed into a 

broader discourse on memory. On the other hand, Discurso doesn't follow those contradictions as 

a structure of a plot, and instead takes them as a contradictory content that gets reframed within a 

bigger context where those contradictions are minimized to the point of pretending they no 

longer matter—the most horrible one being that torture is not that terrible: the main character 

doesn't even seem to care about it. The last stage direction in Villa and the core message of 

Discurso lead to a performance in which the author presents a radically different and 

incompatible political position with the one he just defended, and reabsorbs both using the all-

encompassing political perspective of the Concertación. The result is a play that radically 

supports the abuser's right to decide how the abused must feel like and how they must coexist, 

pushing a unifying narrative that renders the victim as not only invisible but powerless. By doing 
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this, the play itself performs the operation that the post-dictatorship has done with the Tortured 

Mother —negating her and absorbing her dissidence into a single mythical neoliberal narrative. 

By absorbing the Tortured Mother under the Administrative Mother, the play performs, in real 

time, how postmemory knots that compose the trauma of witness and motherhood during the 

regime have been rendered invisible by the Concertación governments. In this way, the play 

presents the abandonment of the workers and the poor as something reasonable: it liberates the 

State's from any social responsibility, it repudiates collective action, and advocates for a radical 

acceptance of neoliberal imaginary as the only real political alternative. 

 

In other words, the play stands for the core issues of the second decade of the post-dictatorship: 

the disappearance of the Tortured Mother under the Administrative Mother, the validation of the 

neoliberal transición discourse inside the cultural hegemony, and the development of a new kind 

of political landscape where there is no hope for any social change outside the economic and 

political project imposed during the regime. Villa+Discurso uses the Tortured Mother as a tool to 

validate the neoliberal imaginary that, despite its evident institutional erosion, still presents itself 

as the only real political possibility. 

 

Villa+Discurso uses the Tortured Mother as the figure that contains the violence enacted in Villa 

Grimaldi, the torture and murder of Mapuche leaders, the abject memory knots of sexual 

violence, the distrust of la Flaca Alejandra… in short, all the symbolic repertoire of the left. 

Once activated, those phenomena pose two main areas of questions: 
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1. How can the Tortured Mother be represented? How should we narrate the traumatic 

events of the dictatorship, the radical denial of those events, and the contradictory 

political perspectives? How can we accurately represent the postmemory knots that 

constitute the Tortured Mother's testimony? 

2. Who gets to represent her? Who has the right to speak on her behalf? Is a democratically 

elected representative agent the only valid interlocutor? In other words: is the notion of 

democracy (the idea of voting) more important than how close a political discourse 

stands in relation to the original testimony of the Tortured Mother? 

 

Calderón’s sublation of the Tortured Mother by the Administrative Mother produces a 

contradictory mother figure that stands for both the absent mother of the Alejandras, and the 

present figure of Bachelet; for both the nurturing mother of Francisca who tells her she loves her, 

and the cold mother of Carla who moves her face away from her daughter; for both the 

traumatized mother who is unable to overcome the experience of torture, and the mother for 

whom torture was not a big issue and makes money by closing deals with the torturers who 

killed her parents; for both the privileged mother of the elite who sends the police to beat the 

Mapuche, and the Mapuche mother whose pain has been rendered invisible by the State. 

Calderón, by supporting the Administrative Mother that dominates the ending of Villa+Discurso, 

doesn't support a particular mode of motherhood attached to memory and testimony; instead, he 

presents a figure that embodies a spectrum of incompatible experiences. The Administrative 

Mother as the final mother figure of the play is the inevitable result of the policies that have 

guided Chile's transición: an absolute and contradictory standstill, a deadlock created by 

neoliberal mythology. 
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It's striking that Calderón decided to use Bachelet as the all-encompassing mother figure that 

seeks to represent all women, including those who become mothers as a result of sexual torture, 

since she never experienced it, and yet she talks about torture in a way that makes it seem more 

like an inconvenience than a traumatic event. 

 

What Villa+Discurso renders invisible is a key property of sexual violence: the lack of consent. 

The women in the play who ended up mothering the main characters never consented to 

becoming mothers, much like the Chilean people never consented to the neoliberal system. The 

play attempts to deal with the aftermath of an imposition by framing the act of imposing 

something as a mere issue of perspective. The core of the play, its radical openness to all 

narratives and the constant repetition that "we all react differently" performs a spectrum of 

experiences grounded in a radical atomization of the civil subject. The play performs the 

individual resisting the collective: Francisca resists the project of the park, the Alejandras resist 

the absence that characterizes the postmemory knots, the Tortured Mother resists the mandate to 

forget and move on, etc. And while the play is anchored in the individual, it's also fully aware 

that memory knots cannot be resolved at the individual level. Political acts of change and 

resistance of memory depend on a community that can carry them through. 

 

Since Calderón presents a political landscape without claiming who's responsible for it, 

Villa+Discurso performs the atomization of political discourse, which results in individuals 

distrusting their environment. Bachelet distrusts the big narrative of the left, the notion of the 

collective, and doesn't accept the whole social body as the smallest unit of an ethical reality. The 
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resulting mother figure seeks to impose herself over everything else, because all her ethics are 

calibrated according to her particular experience as an individual, which leaves the audience with 

no moral standpoint to use against the establishment: we only access a series of contradictions 

that rise and fall dialectically as the play moves forward and reaches a series of unsolvable 

deadlocks. Bachelet is both unwilling to produce structural changes and unable to be at peace 

with the status quo; postmemory knots of torture are important traumatic events but also torture 

itself is not something that produces any defining characteristic; it's important to remember and 

give testimony but we also need to forgive and forget so we can move forward; there are clear 

markers of trauma that can be traced as a communal experience but it's also completely 

subjective because we all react differently, etc. 

 

Villa+Discurso seems to claim that, without real alternatives to neoliberalism, the only thing left 

is the radical political pragmatism of the individual. This mandate of "accept the status quo and 

keep going" will become the defining characteristic of the criticism that the play of the following 

chapter will pose… and it will do so via a mother figure that embodies the post-dictatorship spirit 

of the third decade of transición. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE AUSTERE MOTHER 

 

MOTHERING THE OPPRESSION 

Friday November 30th 2001, 11:40am. A man named Eduardo Miño Perez hands out 

photocopies of a letter to passersby at Plaza de la Constitución in Santiago, Chile. After a few 

minutes, he sets himself on fire using a flammable liquid, a few feet away from the National 

AIDS Commission event that was taking place, attended by the Minister of Health and future 

President, Michelle Bachelet. Eduardo Miño Perez burned for a full minute, until police officers 

put out the flames using wet blankets and fire extinguishers. After some nurses from the nearby 

event rushed to help him, Miño was taken to the Posta Central hospital with 71% of his body 

burnt, and died that same day. In the photocopied letter he distributed, Miño testifies he got 

asbestosis by working at the Pizarreño14 factory and denounces how other workers and their 

families had also developed the same health issues—at that point, over three hundred Pizarreño 

factory workers had died of pleural mesothelioma, a cancer that results from breathing asbestos. 

In his letter, Eduardo claims to be taking his life as a form of extreme protest against the 

Pizarreño factory, against the doctors from the health insurance company who lied to the workers 

and protected the shareholders of Pizarreño, and against the government for ignoring the victims 

and siding with the victimizers. His heart-wrenching letter ends with a line that became an icon 

of national memory: "My soul, overflowing with humanity, can no longer bear this much 

injustice." 

 

 
14 Pizarreño is a Chilean construction company owned by the Belgian multinational company Etex. It manufactures 

corrugated sheets, pipes, and fiber cement boards. Founded in 1937, they used asbestos in its products until 1998. 
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Eduardo Miño's immolation is a performance of self-sacrifice in public that seeks to voice the 

resistance against a system of oppression that seeks to simplify and erase political resistance. In 

The Extractive Zone, Macarena Gómez-Barris explores resistances through the lens of 

indigenous communities, and coins the term submerged perspective to signal a "pierce through 

the entanglements of power to differently organize the meanings of social and political life" 

(Gómez-Barris 11). Gómez-Barris' work is clearly focused on indigenous communities and 

extractivist zones, but her notion can help us reframe Eduardo's self-sacrifice as a performance 

that uses the body as a medium to render visible a submerged perspective about State violence 

during the transición. 

 

Submerged perspectives are modes of seeing, knowing, and surviving that exist outside the 

political and economic status quo promoted by neoliberalism. They signal modes that "are often 

illegible to those with state and financial power that assume simplicity where complexity 

actually dwells" (Gómez-Barris xvi). Through their activities, submerged perspectives resist both 

simplification and erasure as follows: first, by embodying a complex system that must constantly 

resist being reframed as a primitive or simple mode of being; second, by constantly reclaiming 

their right to exist against a colonial capitalist State power that prioritizes extraction. As a result, 

submerged perspectives create relational epistemologies that produce embodied memories 

through rituals, storytelling, and collective labor, preserving their memories against the 

permanent attempts to erase them by State powers. Eduardo Miño's iconic public performance of 

self-sacrifice voiced the submerged perspective not of an indigenous community, but of a 

community of workers and their families that the Pizarreño factory tried to ignore and erase.  
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Behind every performance of self-sacrifice for political reasons, there's a submerged perspective. 

Among the 921 suicides that happened in Chile during 2017, there's one that is particularly 

important for this chapter: a woman poisoned herself by consuming cyanide at the Costanera 

Center shopping mall15, and the police found a suicide letter addressed to her mom in her 

pockets. Inspired by this event, playwright Macarena Araya Lira became interested in death as a 

political act, and wrote Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve (Give me a minute, this will be 

brief), a play about a worker who, before ending her life in a public shopping mall by consuming 

cyanide, writes a letter to her mother. This work of fiction inspired by real events is a monologue 

that intertwines historical events with a fictional testimony, showing how the neoliberal/colonial 

system of the transición renders certain lives, memories, and environments invisible or 

disposable, while also providing a comprehensive narrative of the broken promise of the so-

called "return to democracy" in Chile. 

 

The play was written during the 2019 Chilean social uprising—a high point of social 

revolutionary spirit, when both the general institutional collapse and the failure of the imposed 

neoliberal model seemed to have become accepted facts among the population. And yet, despite 

being immersed in this historical revolutionary spirit, the play is not focused on the future, but on 

the inequalities of the present. Contrary to the spirit of hope and resistance that guided the 

progressive leftist discourse at the time, Araya's play explores a radical hopelessness. 

 

 
15 The Costanera Center is a commercial business complex that hosts Chile’s tallest building, the Torre Gran 

Santiago. Installed in the heart of Providencia, this tower forever changed the landscape of the city, producing 

permanent traffic jams in the area and forcing the construction of new subway stations and the redirection of streets. 
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The first page of the text opens with an author's statement that the monologue happens inside the 

room of a little house in a humble working-class neighborhood of Santiago and that all videos, 

links, and visual notes are just suggestions that may or may not be taken into account when 

staging the play, because "what matters is to narrate, to narrate it all." In an interview with 

Revista Nomadías in December 2020, Araya claims that all epic sociopolitical narratives conceal 

and invalidate our direct intimate experiences in favor of abstract categories aligned with 

political preconceptions—class-based political preconceptions, I would like to add. For this 

reason, she uses the intimate as a banner, claiming that it is "in the autofiction and the small 

everyday story where discomfort becomes evident." (Araya, 352) 

 

I would like to problematize the author's use of the term "autofiction." As a genre, autofiction 

was first coined by Serge Doubrovsky in the 70s, and denotes a work of autobiography that 

follows a constructed fictional narrative. Literary critic Alberto Giordano sees autofiction as a 

mode of confessional writing that regulates a radical fictionalization "by the principle of 

wanting-to-be-truthful-to-myself" (Giordano 28). And while the play, just like other works of 

Latin American autofiction, blends personal and political narratives to articulate collective 

experiences (of dictatorships, displacements, identity, social uprisings, collective trauma, and 

memory,) the story in Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve is not the author's story, even if it 

contains elements of collective experience. 

 

In his massive Memory, History, Forgetting, Paul Ricoeur shows how testimonial memories 

make us aware of the replication of their own narrative and "the problematical nature of the 

past's manner of persevering in the present" (Ricoeur, 391). And while the play certainly deals 
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with issues of reproduction of ideologies and the perseverance of neoliberal dogmas, it doesn't 

belong to the genre of testimony where the literary and historical context of "narratives versus 

facts" is primary. While not a testimony, the play seems closer to a testimonio: a Latin American 

testimonial genre that's not written from the depoliticized subjective and single "I" of 

testimonies, but from a politically charged narrative of the self, rooted in the political struggles 

of Latin American autofiction—dictatorship, extractivism, indigenous rights, and so on. A 

testimonio critiques the bourgeois individualism and demands a call to action regarding 

collective engagement against genocide and neoliberalism, prioritizing collective struggles and 

demanding an ethical engagement, all while using voices of marginalized groups to highlight 

their submerged perspectives. In other words, a testimonio emerges as a collective "we" that 

denounces events instead of single "I" that seeks to affirm their individual experience through a 

fictional narrative: while autofiction is interested in a deliberate play with the boundaries of 

truth, a testimonio seeks to make strong claims about factual events, like a documentary on 

historical traumas. The collective "we" of the testimonio emerges in the play through the 

presence of a Yagán family on stage, which gives visibility to their political struggles.  

 

The particular element that separates the play from both autofiction and testimonio is the fact that 

the author is not narrating her experience and, moreover, uses the dramatic form as a meta-

narrative device. This operation becomes evident when, halfway through the play, the WOMAN 

narrates her experience of trying to become a playwright: 

 

 

My plays never worked. 

No one wanted to stage them. 

Too many words, they told me. 

Nobody wants that many words. 

People want more actions. 
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They want characters doing things. 

They want things to happen. 

Too many words, they told me. 

There's no climax. 

There's no action. 

There's no conflict. 

The acts aren't clearly defined. 

Who are your characters talking to? 

It's just people talking. 

Nothing but words. 

And I tried my best, I added actions. 

The method of physical actions. 

Konstantin Stanislavski. 

But these actions have nothing to do with the dialogue, they told me. 

My plays never worked. 

Too many words. 

 

 

 

Through this meta-theatrical operation, Araya performs a self-referential critique: the play has 

"too many words" and minimal action, so the audience witnesses how the play is critiquing 

itself—as form and content mirror each other, they address the audience's concerns. The play 

consciously blends autobiography, fiction, and testimonio while also remaining aware of its own 

status as a constructed narrative. A core difference with Bachelet's speech at the end of Discurso 

is that Araya here employs a self-referential technique to draw attention to its own artifice, to 

undermine its discourse and highlight its constructed status. In other words, what Ricoeur calls 

"the attestation of what has-occurred" (the "truth" of an event) is activated in Araya's text via the 

audience's awareness of the play's own shortcomings and through historical events that the 

audience can also corroborate (since they are well-known political events.) Both elements create 

the "truth" of what is being performed, and establishes a narrative that stands aside from the 

domain of merely subjective lived experiences. The result is a political hybrid text that suggests, 

through its meta-commentaries, that even our most intimate experiences cannot be articulated 

without acknowledging their mediated and constructed nature. 
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By using this hybrid form, the play resists the neoliberal erasure of memory and the absorption 

of all dissident narratives into a single politically enforced unifying discourse. The use of fiction 

allows the text to comment on several domains such as the historical experience of the transición 

from an individual perspective, and the communal experience of the Yagán family. Due to its 

sharp political commentary, emotional vulnerability, and radical critique of the neoliberal 

ideology, the play was awarded with the Muestra Nacional de Dramaturgia in 202016. For 

Araya, the key here is to narrate all the little experiences of everyday life that make up the 

testimonio aspect of her narrative. By voicing experiences of displacement, erasure of memory, 

and oppression within the historical context of the post-dictatorship, the text becomes a 

comprehensive critique of the third decade of transición—Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve 

was staged in 2021, during an ongoing COVID-19 epidemic crisis and the constitutional process 

that followed the 2019's Chilean October uprising (also known as el estallido.)17 

 

The play is a monologue sprinkled with a few simple stage actions that don't interfere with her 

narrative: the character digs a hole, chops wood, stares into the horizon, and so on. What does 

 
16 As it might be obvious to the reader at this point, the Muestra Nacional de Dramaturgia privileges texts that are 

critical of the system in place. This might be due to the fact that the Muestra is quite literally a showcase, an 

institutional display of texts, whose selection might be understood as following a “museological” logic, in the sense 

that professor Iñaki Estrrella, from the Department of History at the Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 

understands it to be the duty of museums: they turn “criticism of the status quo into a new form of status quo. The 

museum is capable of encapsulating opposites, dissolving all contradictions in a single act” (Iñaki, 22). In a way, the 

Muestra follows this museological form and favors critical plays that show different modes of questioning the status 

quo in order to incorporate those modes into accepted features of the institution’s self-reflexivity. 

 
17 The 2019 Chilean social uprising, known locally as el estallido social (the social outburst), began on October 18th, 

2019, initially triggered by a 30-peso (4 US cents) increase in Santiago's metro fare. What started as student-led fare 

evasion protests quickly evolved into massive nationwide demonstrations against deeper structural issues of extreme 

inequality, privatized education and healthcare, inadequate pensions, high cost of living, and the continued influence 

of Pinochet's 1980 constitution. At its peak, over a million people protested in Santiago alone. President Sebastián 

Piñera declared a state of emergency and deployed military forces, resulting in at least thirty deaths, thousands of 

injuries, and several reports of human rights violations, including hundreds of eye injuries from police projectiles. 

The government eventually conceded to a referendum for drafting a new constitution. The estallido represents the 

most significant mass mobilization in Chile during the post-dictatorship and revealed the profound social fractures 

beneath Chile's image supposed economic success. 
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produce breaks and discontinuities in her speech are tableaus and little moments where a Yagán 

family appears on stage and performs small everyday activities like fishing, walking, or standing 

still. It's important to note a connection here: much like in Galemiri, the stage is devoid of 

objects and the performance is constantly aware of its performative nature as a theatre play. 

 

The story told in Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve is easy to follow: the main character 

(simply named THE WOMAN WHO SELLS PERFUMES) tells her story as the daughter of an 

intercultural Yagán family18 composed of a Yagán father, a Chilean mother, and a Yagán 

daughter (the narrator.) In it, we can see their submerged perspective and their experience of 

displacement that links the play with Latin American autofictions. These elements emerge 

through the WOMAN's fragmented memories of her Yagán heritage in the wild snowy southern 

Chilean landscape, a few years before her family is forced to migrate to Santiago in order to 

escape poverty. These memories, alongside the silent presence of a Yagán family throughout the 

play, show how submerged indigenous groups are able to "perceive local terrains as sources of 

knowledge, vitality, and livability" (Gómez-Barris 1) that exist partially outside the logic of 

extractive capitalism. They do so by maintaining connections to land, community, and 

temporalities that the "life is a marketplace" metaphor cannot fully colonize. 

 

Tragically, they find no luck in the great city: once her dad dies to alcoholism and drowns in a 

dirty river in Santiago, her mother is forced to work as a maid. After years of mother and 

daughter living in a precarious situation, nothing seems to work for them: the narrator is unable 

to make a living as a playwright, and her mother is unable to get a loan from any bank to buy a 

 
18 Yaganes are an indigenous group from the southern Chilean and Argentinian area of Tierra del Fuego. 
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little place to live. Once the WOMAN accepts the impossibility of changing her situation, she 

decides to sacrifice her dreams and work as a perfume seller at a local mall, saving all her money 

so her mother can buy a little place to live and be able to rest. Heartbroken and unable to take it 

anymore, as soon as she has enough money, the WOMAN decides to take her own life by 

consuming cyanide at her workplace and writes a goodbye letter to her mother. 

 

In formal terms, the first thing that jumps to the reader is Araya's use of short lines to write the 

monologue, which gives it the aspect of a long poem interrupted by stage directions. The poetic 

form of the text deliberately calls attention to its constructed nature while simultaneously 

insisting on the authenticity of the experience being narrated, even if it's not the author's 

experience. Araya's choice of drama as a medium to tell this story is essential to her political 

project of exposing submerged perspectives as modes of seeing, knowing, and surviving that 

resist the mainstream political power. The barren stage in Dame un minuto works both as a 

metaphor for the stripped-down austere politics of neoliberalism, and a canvas where submerged 

ways of being are performed by the Yagán family's everyday rituals. Because a theatrical 

performance renders submerged perspectives visible via embodied presence on stage rather than 

via mere description, Araya uses the drama to articulate bodies in relation to each other via small 

everyday rituals, instead of a written text that might simply report on suffering. By establishing 

bodies in relation through non-productive activities (like simply staring into the horizon,) Araya 

activates the dramatic space as a field of transmission, where bodies can copy and imitate the 

gestures of other bodies during different moments of the performance. The author presents how 

information is replicated through a system, and how a community can be formed without 

language, only through gestures and activities. 
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Araya never voices the Yagán family, for giving them a voice would be to appropriate their 

language and experience. Instead, she uses the Yagán family to explore a collective political 

domain that extends beyond the original tragic events of an individual, and reflects on issues of 

national trauma. Just like in Villa with the Mapuche, the voice that speaks in Dame un minuto, 

esto va a se breve is that of a second generation of indigenous heritage. Araya, just like 

Calderón, activates the text's radical political critique through the voice of a daughter from an 

indigenous person with a non-indigenous person: the WOMAN is constantly reflecting on her 

loss of identity and territory. The Yagán displacement also tracks the experience of exploitation 

and hopelessness of the transición: the promise of a better future, and the horrible certainty that 

no better future will ever come. 

 

I am interested in this play not only because of all the formal elements mentioned before, but 

because of a specific character: the WOMAN's mother. The mother in the play embodies a 

particular figure who promotes an attitude of the post-dictatorship that I call the Austere Mother: 

a contradictory mother figure who endures a radical situation of hopelessness while sacrificing 

herself in order to keep that situation going. The Austere Mother, through her persistence in 

continuing the exploitative neoliberal regime, reflects both hopelessness against and complicity 

with the status quo. She is not the Administrative Mother who profits from the system in place, 

and also not the Tortured Mother who is rendered invisible in order to make the abject national 

memories disappear. She is in charge of the system's reproduction, and assumes her role as 

someone who must endure. Once the daughter is confronted with such a mother her only means 

of resistance is to imitate that self-sacrificial attitude, pushing it to the extreme of suicide. This 
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imitation and transmission of self-sacrifice is what makes me conceptualize the Austere Mother 

as a figure that mothers the neoliberal rationality. The Austere Mother replicates the notion of 

self-sacrifice, which gets transmitted from mother to daughter with specific variations. 

 

Araya's text not only exposes submerged perspectives but critiques the historical conditions that 

produced the Austere Mother as an ideological position, a position that embodies a core 

contradiction at the heart of the neoliberal narrative of the transición: in a system that glorifies 

endurance and hard work as the tools that lead to a better future, once there is no hope in the 

future, the Austere Mother simply endures. 

 

Araya seems to use the Austere Mother to present a discourse that operates like an updated 

version of Benjamín Galemiri's El Cielo Falso: it unveils the bridges connecting Chile's 

neoliberal economy of desires with the ascetic demands of a Catholic ethos promoted by the 

oligarchy. The Austere Mother is not the punishing embodiment of the ones promoting the 

system and enacting both pain and temporary relief (like the Administrative Mother was,) nor the 

abused body of the tortured subject who's never granted a voice (like the Tortured Mother,) but 

the voluntary self-sacrifice of a subject that supports the structure oppressing her because she's 

unable to conceptualize an alternative. The Austere Mother leaves everything behind (including 

herself) in favor of a permanent endurance. She embodies a contradiction that lies at the heart of 

the neoliberal project of the transición, where citizens are simultaneously forced to see 

themselves as entrepreneurs responsible for their own success, while also being expected to 

sacrifice their well-being for Chile's economic growth and political stability. The Catholic 

narrative underneath this self-sacrificial logic frames suffering as something virtuous, so the 



122 

 

Austere Mother internalizes the belief that her hardship is not only inevitable, but necessary and 

righteous—meanwhile, the actual beneficiaries of her sacrifice are the same economic elites who 

profited under the regime and its post-dictatorship. Her endurance takes on an almost mystical 

quality, transforming economic precarity into a form of secular martyrdom. The Austere 

Mother's silent acceptance of exploitation preserves the social order not through ignorance but 

through the internalization of neoliberal logic as moral duty. This creates a paradox: while 

surrendering her subjectivity to market forces, she reframes this surrender as an act of maternal 

love and responsibility. In nurturing this contradiction, she mothers the very structures that 

oppress her. In this way, the play performs two antagonistic forms of self-sacrifice: the 

daughter's political self-sacrifice that seeks to disrupt the status quo, and the mother's neoliberal 

self-sacrifice that seeks to maintain the status quo. The WOMAN, just like Eduardo Miño, uses 

her self-sacrifice to display the hopelessness and precarity of the situation. 

 

Hopelessness is something almost palpable at the Costanera Center shopping mall, the place 

where the suicide that inspired Araya took place. As part of the Chilean multinational business 

retail consortium Cencosud, Costanera Center is owned by the German-born Chilean 

businessman Horst Paulmann19, whose character can be summarized in a little exchange from a 

2011 interview, when a journalist asked him what would happen in case he lost his fortune. 

 
19 Horst Paulmann’s fortune, according to Forbes, is close to 4,000 million dollars. His father, Karl Werner 

Paulmann, was a proud member of the Nazi party who officed as an Obersturmbannführer and became the superior 

judge for the SS justice department in Kassel. After the war, Karl fled with his family to Argentina and lived there 

for two years until the government decided to persecute former Nazi officials. Karl and his family then fled to Chile 

in 1950, like many other former Nazis. The young Horst Paulmann developed his career as a businessman during the 

dictatorship, becoming an admirer of Pinochet and close friends with the most radical Christian right-wing 

politicians who openly supported the regime: Andrés Allamand, Jorge Arancibia, Andrés Chadwick, Hernán 

Larraín, and Pablo Longueira. He also paid regular visits to his close friend, the German-Chilean Christian minister 

Paul Schäfer, a rabid Nazi fanatic who in 2006 was convicted for raping 25 children. One year earlier, in 2005, the 

National Congress granted Horst Paulmann the nationality by grace, an action proposed by the Concertación 

President Ricardo Lagos and ratified by Michelle Bachelet. 
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Paulmann replied with a smirk: "I have never starved. I would do it all over again. I've already 

done it once, and you haven't. I know how it's done: you just have to work harder than the rest" 

(El Siglo, 31). Here we see what historian Ricard Vinyes identifies as a core feature of neoliberal 

mythical narratives: the framing of those who don't succeed as lazy and inefficient, which allows 

their dehumanization and normalizes inequality not as a bug of the system, but as a feature, as 

something that separates the strong from the weak. Under this neoliberal framework, the market 

regulates reality up to the point of becoming the substance of justice: the market gives you what 

you deserve. 

 

After 73 suicide attempts in its premises, the Costanera Center was nicknamed "the suicide 

mall" by a journalist in a 2023 article for the Spanish newspaper El Mundo. Inside, nothing 

remembers the 24 people who have ended their lives there—in fact, the classical image of 

suicide events is a little blue tent that guards use to cover the dead bodies, so customers can 

safely walk around them and keep shopping, which is what matters the most. After all, the mall 

strips subjects of any identity markers outside market relations, which Araya highlights through 

the main character's name, or lack thereof: "THE WOMAN WHO SELLS PERFUMES." In 

Spanish the character of "the woman who sells perfumes" could simply be called "the perfume 

seller," since the word "seller" can be gendered ("vendedora,") eliminating the necessity to add 

the word "woman." Araya's decision to add the word WOMAN to the character's name makes 

her gender visible and highlights her role in the gendered division of labor. At the same time, by 

erasing her name and only acknowledging her as part of the labor force, the author marks the 

dehumanization of workers, who can only "be" as long as they perform a role in the circulation 

of goods. Neoliberalism assumes identity and self-determination as secondary markers of 
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subjectivity, always placed in relation to the circulation of capital. The main character has been 

denied any identity outside her work, which furthers the neoliberal trap of conceptualizing all 

subjects within an entrepreneurial imaginary, which is a notion developed by Dardot and Laval 

in their book Never Ending Nightmare. According to them, entrepreneurial imaginary is 

characterized by an essential imaginary dimension of neoliberalism where the subject is moved 

away from the capitalist's mode of consumer passivity, and turned into a manager of their own 

existence. The result is an individualistic democracy placed within reach of the person in a non-

delegable and non-representative way, so that everyone becomes responsible for how they lead 

their life: the citizen has become an enterprise because life has become a marketplace. Once 

there, it doesn't make sense to talk about a neoliberal ideology anymore, because "once the 

process of neoliberalization of societies and mentalities has attained a certain threshold, it is 

social reality itself which has become neoliberal" (Dardot and Laval 24). The authors also claim 

that this entrepreneurial imaginary "can only be fought by opposing an alternative imaginary" 

(65). In this way, the relevant question for us now becomes: what kind of alternative imaginary is 

this play presenting? 

 

Well, certainly not a hopeful one: when the WOMAN dreams of a possible future it's always a 

return to past and memory, a radically melancholic and non-productive alternative imaginary. 

This orientation toward the past violates neoliberalism's fundamental demand of a constant 

forward movement, and the permanent organization of individuals toward maximum 

productivity. By dwelling in memory rather than projecting toward future accumulation, the 

WOMAN's imaginary becomes illegible for a market that can only recognize value in activities 

that generate capital. This distinction between a productive imaginary (entrepreneurial, forward 
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looking, active) and a non-productive one (alternative, backwards looking, passive) entails a 

series of oppositions in the characters that I will explore later on. 

 

 

 

NOTHING TO LAUGH ABOUT 

The issue of memory runs underneath the play at all times. Not only through the non-productive 

imaginary, but also in the construction of the play itself, where personal events are intertwined 

with the character's experience of the post-dictatorship. Araya connects personal and political 

narratives in order to propose a critical reading of the transición. For example, there is a 

reoccurring image in the play about a day when the WOMAN and her father found a dead puma 

(a Chilean cougar) in the middle of the forest, and dragged it home to make soup. The WOMAN 

was a child back then, and her memory of a dead animal (a dead body) in the middle of the forest 

(in an open public space) shocked her deeply. It's a fuzzy memory, like a fever dream, so the 

WOMAN makes constant efforts to remember the event under different forms that blend her 

personal experience with the political landscape of the country: 

 

 

We made blankets and food with the animal. 

Puma soup. 

I didn't sleep for two days. 

Sometimes I think that day never happened and we died alongside the puma. 

We froze to death like those kids in Antuco. But no, we survived. 

 

 

This passing mention of Antuco marks the first connection Araya establishes between the main 

character's narrative and actual post-dictatorship events. Known as the "Antuco tragedy," the 

incident occurred on May 18th, 2005, when an army non-commissioned officer and forty-four 
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conscripts froze to death during military exercises. Their deaths resulted directly from orders by 

Major Patricio Cereceda and Lieutenant Colonel Luis Pineda, who commanded an impossible 

twelve-hour march during a severe snowstorm with temperatures reaching -31°F. The eighteen-

year-old conscripts were abandoned by all commanding officers except the cook, who perished 

by their side. Despite going through a seven-year trial, justice remained elusive: Cereceda served 

only three years of a five-year sentence, while Pineda served merely 541 days. The Chilean 

State's response proved to be equally inadequate, offering the families of the twenty-seven 

survivors a compensation equivalent to $10,000 USD, insufficient even to cover the medical 

treatment for their lasting physical trauma. The Concertación President Ricardo Lagos publicly 

labeled the young deceased conscripts as "heroes," but aside from delivering a speech three days 

after the tragedy, he took no meaningful actions to support the families of the victims or the 

survivors. Through a conceptual blending of the dead puma and the conscripts who were forced 

to march in the snow until their death, allows Araya to merge both in the act of finding bodies 

and the awareness of our impermanence. In the Chilean post-dictatorship context, where many 

detainees disappeared have never been recovered, few things are more political than finding 

bodies. 

 

As the play progresses, post-dictatorship policies and historical events become increasingly 

intertwined. Right after mentioning Antuco, the WOMAN recaps the early days of the 

transición: 

 

 

I was researching about the year I was born. 

1990 

These are some events that happened in 1990: 
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On January 30th there was an escape of political prisoners from the public prison of Santiago.20 

On February 18th a bus from the enterprise “Ramos Cholele” collided against a truck nearby 

Taltal, killing 22 people. 

On March 8th José Toribio Merino resigned as Commander in Chief of the Chilean navy.21 

On March 11th Patricio Aylwin became the President of the Republic. 

The 2nd of April the National Congress restarted its activities in its new headquarters in 

Valparaíso. 

On July 16th a huge snowstorm happened in the Metropolitan Region of Santiago and Los Lagos. 

The 4th of September of 1990 there were honorary funerals of the State for Salvador Allende.22 

On November 19th 1990 the first McDonald’s was opened in Chile. I was born that same day. 

 

 

 

Listing these events in an unaffected voice exposes the official narrative of the transición, and 

aligns with a practice of memory that Ariella Azoulay proposes in her book Potential History: 

the need to re-read the imperial archives and narratives of hegemonic forces to uncover subaltern 

voices in order to unlearn oppressive frameworks. The listing of events feels like a hereditary 

trait of Galemiri, whose plays blend the world of the representation with the actual reality of 

Santiago during the 90s. Galemiri presented these events through the cynical imaginary of the 

privileged class; Calderón explored the Administrative Mother's perspective of the political 

reality using the figure of Bachelet to talk about the political reality without acknowledging the 

effect that fictional testimony had in the play itself; Araya, by contrast, also produces a fictional 

testimony but presented in a way that not only remains inside the emotional borders of the play 

but also makes a critical read of the process of fiction. In this play, a list of real people and 

 
20 The “Operation Success” involved the escape of 49 prisoners from the Patriotic Front Manuel Rodriguez (FPMR,) 

the Communist Party and the Communist Youth. For eighteen months they dug a 200 feet tunnel and escaped 

prison, in the largest escape in Chilean history and a major political blow to the dictatorship. 

 
21 José Toribio Merino was the commander in chief of the navy, a member of Pinochet's Military Junta, and 

Vicepresident of the Republic during the dictatorship. He was in charge of the country's economy and participated in 

the creation of the AFPs. He died in total impunity in 1996. 

 
22 On the 20th anniversary of Allende’s victory on the 1970’s elections, the recently elected government performed a 

public funeral for him. Completely in line with the transición spirit, Hortensia Bussi, Allende's widow, said in her 

speech that “this act has the meaning of reparation and historical justice, but also of reunion and reconciliation.” 

This was a vital event for Aylwin’s presidency, as these public events helped secure the inaction of the transición, 

who just did empty performative gestures instead of taking the military and pro-dictatorship authorities to justice. 
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events places the audience at the heart of the national memory that the oligarchy is constantly 

trying to reedit and rewrite. In 2024 I had the chance to interview Macarena Araya and ask her 

what she thought was the key difference between hers and, for example, Galemiri's references to 

the real political situation of Chile in their theatre plays, to which she replied that Galemiri used 

the code of the farce to talk about politics during the 90s, while today "it seems like there's 

nothing to laugh about." 

 

And so, in all seriousness, Araya bombards her audiences with historical context: the technical 

end of the dictatorship, Toribio Merino resigning, Aylwin assuming presidency, Allende being 

buried, the congress reopening its doors and claiming democracy had been restored, etc. In that 

simple paragraph, the author exposes some of the key gestures of the performative national 

promise of a democratic future that the post-dictatorship never fulfilled. The author uses our 

national memory to show a system that gives no effective answers and makes people more 

distrustful and resentful of politics, so public measures need to become increasingly punitive to 

keep things under control, resulting is an unhappy public life. Araya reconstructs the genealogy 

of this unhappy public life by establishing hopelessness as the only possibility that doesn't 

depend on myths, faith, or magical thinking. 

This necessity to recognize our past is noted by Catalan historian Ricard Vinyes in his El Estado 

y la memoria, where he sees it as a core element of post-dictatorship States: the continuation of 

memories depends on the recognition of the violence and its genealogy. It's a genealogy that, as 

we saw earlier, runs the risk of becoming a memory knot, a traumatic and unaddressed historical 

experience that has condensed into a persistent tension in the social body, creating painful points 

of memory that resist forgetting and demand acknowledgment. Vinyes sees those tensions as 
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practices enacted by the State through the activation or suppression of memory. And yet, 

traumatic memories are not only activated through events of memorialization (which was a core 

issue of representation explored in Villa+Discurso), but also via performances that recount 

recent events and show the continuation of the regime through the replication of its laws, 

policies, and institutional structures. That is exactly what happens in this play. 

 

 

 

NEOLIBERAL CRUELTY 

Now that the core elements of the play have been outlined, I would like to focus on the 

relationship between the main character and her mother. The first description we get from her 

mother is when the WOMAN says: 

 

My mother lives here. 

She’s in the room next door. 

She’s a small woman. 

A bit over 4.9” 

She has white hair. 

Sometimes she dyes her hair black. 

She wears school shoes size 4. 

And has a hump on her back. 

I cried when I saw The Hunchback of Notre Dame. 

Did I tell you I wanted to write theatre plays? 

Mother Courage and Her Children. 

Bertolt Brecht. 

 

 

While the WOMAN's mention of Mother Courage suggests a relation between that character and 

her own mother, Araya's key political critique seems to lie precisely in their difference—a 

difference not related to a movement, but to an outcome. Both Mother Courage and the 

WOMAN's mother carry on despite the tragedies around them, but they don't do it in the same 
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way nor for the same reasons. The notion of cruel optimism can be used to establish a link 

between both characters. 

 

The concept of cruel optimism, developed by Lauren Berlant in both an article and a book under 

the same title, describes "a relation of attachment to compromised conditions of possibility 

whose realization is discovered either to be impossible, sheer fantasy, or too possible, and toxic. 

What's cruel about these attachments, and not merely inconvenient or tragic, is that the subjects 

who have x in their lives might not well endure the loss of their object/scene of desire, (...) 

because the continuity of its form provides something of the continuity of the subject's sense of 

what it means to keep on living on and to look forward to being in the world." (Berlant 24) In 

this case, it's not the fantasy what holds the attachment, but the outcome. The outcome of both 

characters marks their political difference: in the face of tragedy, war, famine, and death, Mother 

Courage keeps going because she still believes one of her children is alive and a brighter future 

is possible; meanwhile, the WOMAN's mother has no real hope in the future and moves forward 

out of fear and moral duty, like carrying the responsibility of maintaining the harsh conditions of 

her existence. Mother Courage is attached to the fantasy of a different world where the war is 

over and normal life comes back, while the WOMAN's mother is attached to the fantasy of the 

structure's permanence, to the absolute continuity of the stable oppressive system that she might 

be able to endure indefinitely, no matter how painful it is. The WOMAN's mother is the 

embodiment of that fear the Concertación party has used throughout the post-dictatorship: the 

fear of losing democracy once again, the looming terror of falling back into a repressive 

dictatorship. It's either this horrible reality, or Pinochet's regime all over. When hopelessness 
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extends indefinitely, this cruel optimism must be reframed as what it actually is: pure cruelty—

which is what the political project of the transición is made of. 

 

In Araya's play optimism has been removed from cruel optimism, so the mother no longer 

believes in future improvements and instead engages with pure cruelty via self-sacrifice. This 

hopelessness can assume the form of resistance, a self-sacrifice in favor of the collective (which 

was the spirit of the estallido), but it can also assume the form of endurance, a self-sacrifice that 

the Austere Mother frames as a virtuous form of martyrdom that allows society to keep going. In 

the latter, pure cruelty relies on the impossibility of conceptualizing an alternative imaginary, so 

it is internalized and reproduced because it is the only option: even if nothing ever improves, 

order is still better than chaos, pain is better than nonexistence, etc. 

 

The mother's austerity performs an embodied neoliberal austerity. Neoliberal austerity is 

different from regular political "austerity," as the latter is a series of limited fiscal actions aimed 

at reducing government deficits, that is, a collection of temporal policies and measures taken 

during an economic crisis. Neoliberal austerity, on the other hand, emerges from the radical 

reframing of the present as a state of permanent crisis, a cyclical series of harrowing collapses 

that can only be resolved by a permanent change in the relationship between State and subjects, a 

change that relies on individual sacrifice. Neoliberal austerity seeks, in structural terms, to shrink 

the State, privatize public goods, deregulate markets, and conceptualize citizens as individuals 

who are economically responsible for themselves; at the same time, in terms of construction of 

subjectivity, neoliberal austerity enforces self-sacrifice as a moral imperative in order to 

normalize inequality as the only option. So, while cruel optimism works through "practices of 
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self-interruption, self-suspension, and self-abeyance," (Berlant, 27) when placed in relation to the 

austere mother's neoliberal austerity, we should not only understand cruel optimism as plain 

cruelty, but we must add the notion of "self-sacrifice" to it. 

 

Self-sacrifice operated in Chile differently than in other parts of the world where dictators of 

secular States didn't need a moral justification for human rights violations and the imposition of 

an economic system. The Chilean case is a particular situation where the neoliberal austerity's 

moral imperative found in the catholic church the perfect metaphysical justification and 

ideological support. The overpowering presence of the Catholic church's framework during the 

early years of post-dictatorship was already critically observed during my analysis of El Cielo 

Falso, when the early years of the transición still defended neoliberal austerity and cruel 

optimism in the form of an Administrative Mother. Self-sacrifice moved from being the 

mandatory neoliberal logic imposed by the dictatorship to an institutional mandate of religious 

framework that blended faith with neoliberal economy and was replicated through the media by 

the Chilean right-wing oligarchy. 

 

By the time Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve was staged, the pure cruelty that led to a self-

sacrifice with religious undertones had revealed itself as pure mystification. As a result, self-

sacrifice was no longer tied to a religious faith and instead became a secular mode of maintaining 

society through the dissemination of neoliberalism as the only way of life. It's a specific mode of 

reproduction that doesn't emphasize fidelity to an original form, nor the preservation of 

institutionally determined form and a content. Instead, the Austere Mother reproduces the 

religious and political framework of the transición in a similar way to how bodies reproduce 
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themselves: via transmissions and replications that change over time. The Administrative Mother 

reproduces in order to control; the Tortured Mother is forced to reproduce and her children can 

remember her experience; the Austere Mother reproduces the moral mandate of self-sacrifice 

that keeps system set in place. But that moral mandate replicates and experiences mutations over 

time, widening the gap between the original religious conception of self-sacrifice and the 

different forms that no longer uphold the need for the existing hierarchies. These reproductions 

of self-sacrifice subvert and challenge the original ideological framework, producing new kinds 

of iterations of self-sacrificial activities that no longer support the structure and its constant 

productive activity. New forms of self-sacrifice are enacted, such as artistic performances, or 

political performances of suicide—like the one enacted by Eduardo Miño or by the character of 

WOMAN. In this play, we see how self-sacrifice iterates to its most extreme outcome, where the 

destruction of the self is seen as a viable option against a structural violence that cannot be 

stopped by democratic means. 

 

Just like neoliberal austerity pushes the moral imperative to sacrifice the self in favor of the 

economic structure, Macarena Araya claims that younger writers of today have a moral duty to 

remember the sinister events of human rights violations. The author also said during our 

interview that "when you don't have the obvious, that's when the other thing, the silenced thing, 

keeps developing. You might think it's not there, but it keeps growing underneath, like roots of a 

giant tree." That "silenced thing" that "keeps growing" was the social discontent that reached its 

peak through the estallido, when the play was written and performed. In 2020, Dame un minuto, 

esto va a ser breve was shown as a pre-recorded performance at an online version of the Muestra 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, while police brutality and violent repression against social 
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uprising kept escalating. The President at that time, Sebastián Piñera, used military and tactical 

police forces against an unarmed population. Resulting in over four hundred people losing their 

eyes or their vision due to rubber bullets shot at their faces and gas bombs being thrown at their 

skulls—gas bombs that had been imported from Israel and "tested out" in Gaza, according to the 

Chilean police. 

 

And precisely because the play is interested in exploring the struggle between the WOMAN and 

the Austere Mother, the author, despite being immersed in an intense political context, was not 

interested in reflecting the refoundational spirit of the estallido, and instead decided to reflect on 

the narratives that, "like roots of a giant tree," had grown underneath the revolution. In those 

roots we see not only cruel optimism as a State policy, but also the impossibility to find an 

alternative imaginary to the neoliberal project. The result is that the transición only offers 

pauperism as an alternative imaginary. 

 

 

 

PAUPERISM, ROLE, AND IDENTITY 

Near the end of the first volume of Capital, Karl Marx analyzes what he calls pauperism which, 

as a social stratum, consists of three categories: those able to work, the orphans and children, and 

those who are so demoralized and ragged that are unable to work. This last category consists 

mainly of "people who succumb to their incapacity for adaptation, an incapacity which results 

from the division of labor." (Marx 797) It's interesting how Marx takes "adaptation" as the 

precondition for not succumbing. Sure enough, capitalism demands a permanent adaptation to 
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new machines and technology that not necessarily can be accessed by the workers on their own, 

so the incapacity to adapt happens when the subject is simply unable to keep going. Pauperism 

seems to be the hopelessness inside the austere mother, minus her active side. In the play, 

pauperism is embodied by the WOMAN's father who neatly fits the mold described by Marx as a 

demoralized and ragged person who succumbs due to an "incapacity for adaptation." 

 

The play's parents are thus: the mother, who after the trauma of losing her husband will embody 

the neoliberal austerity and entrepreneurial imagination promoted by the State during the 

transición; and the father, who represents a radical political passivity that seeks to subtract the 

self from the system. The father's pauperism assumes the form of a radical defense of 

subjectivity, which stems from his rejection to play any role in the social reproduction. His 

attitude is in complete opposition to that of the mother, who adapts herself and assumes a role in 

the reproduction of the social structure—in contrast, the Austere Mother, as a role in society, 

mothers the social conditions that secure the structure's reproduction. In the play, each family 

member embodies a different relation to their assigned role: the mother assumes her role in the 

structure's reproduction, the father rejects the notion of a role altogether, and the daughter 

reproduces a role in order to subvert it. Another way to look at the same diagram: the mother 

stands for the entrepreneurial imaginary of the transición, the father for a radically non-

productive alternative imaginary of pauperism, and the daughter stands for a use of the 

entrepreneurial imaginary in order to bring forth a non-productive imaginary of life before 

neoliberal austerity. 
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While the WOMAN sometimes assumes other roles throughout the play—let' say, when she 

quotes her mother—she never quotes or speaks on behalf of her father. In fact, at some moment 

she even claims that "he didn't speak" but "not because he was mute, but because he was a man 

from the South." The father is a silent figure whose radical rejection of any role has made her 

own daughter unable to assume his role in her own story. The father is always being narrated 

through other character's impressions: both mother and daughter agree that he was "very into 

drinking" but also "a fine man." The WOMAN narrates her mute father as a sensible soul, unable 

to take the toll of the world, a kind of sacrificial saint who, in his radical pauperism, refuses to 

participate, just like in the case of Eduardo Miño, whose sensible soul, overflowing with 

humanity, was unable to continue the reproduction of a cruel optimism that forces subjects to 

sacrifice their kindness, dignity, and hopes for the continuation of the system. 

 

Marx's notion of pauperism describes the father's impossibility to assume a productive role in 

society due to a radical incapacity for adaptation. And while the father's character doesn't do 

much for the plot or the argument or the content of the play's political critique, it is precisely 

through his radical non-productivity that he embodies a hostile stance against every structure, 

even that of the play itself. As a subplot in the story, the father pines away in consumption and is 

unable to produce a new alternative imaginary. He's the pauperism of someone who's "very into 

drinking" but also "a fine man." Once the father falls drunk into the Mapocho river and drowns, 

the mother starts looking for a job, and becomes a live-in maid for a left-wing returned exiled 

family. Forced to take care of her daughter on her own, the mother starts working as a maid. 
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Today, aid work has been assumed by people who are not only in a disparity of age (like it was 

in early modern times,) or class and gender (as it was during the 19th-20th centuries,) but it has 

become an issue of nationality. In the play, the mother—and our protagonist, the half-Yagán 

daughter—move to the house of a left-wing family who has returned from exile, and starts 

working as a maid. The left-wing symbolizes the artistic and educated progressive circles of the 

bourgeoisie, a family that doesn't fully align with the Catholic ideology of neoliberal austerity, 

but came from Europe carrying university degrees and enough money to buy property. In US 

terms, it's a classical liberal family, whose political rhetoric supports the leftist discourse while 

their "political realism" praxis supports the transición project. Araya uses this family of returned 

exiles to critique that educated self-identified "left" aligned with the neoliberal post-dictatorship 

project of the Concertación, that is, with the political discourse from Villa+Discurso. The 

mother figure in Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve embodies the actual figure that Guillermo 

Calderón proposed, through a sleight of hand, in Villa+Discurso: Calderón disguised the 

Administrative Mother as the Tortured Mother, and presented the exploiter as the exploited—the 

President Bachelet, who showed unwavering support for the tortures and assassinations of 

Mapuche people, was portrayed as a suffering victim. In a stark contrast, Araya shows the 

"leftist" discourse of the Concertación as the Administrative Mother, embodied in this family. 

 

The "leftist" family is composed of two grad school sociology professors, and a boy of twelve 

(simply named "R") who serves as the main character's love interest. The WOMAN mentions 

that R loved to play a cassette tape and sing the Soviet hymn, in what might be interpreted as a 

critique of how leftist aesthetics and rhetoric without actual policies are akin to empty childish 

performances. The WOMAN narrates how on a September 18th, the Chilean holiday for 
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Independence Day, her mother was forced to work because the family had guests over for dinner. 

They family and their guests had dinner in the garden while the WOMAN and her mother ate in 

the kitchen, out of sight, listening to their laughs and catching glimpses of them enjoying the 

evening. From that position as submerged subjects, the WOMAN narrates her disbelief regarding 

her mother's perspective on the situation. 

 

 

I don’t know how she didn’t resent that. 

She didn’t care. 

They are good people, she said. 

But I didn’t see them that way. 

Even if they were left-wing exiles. 

I didn’t see them that way. There was a little stain growing in my heart. 

An anger directed against those in the backyard. 

They were dancing cueca. 

My mommy smiled watching them dance, from the kitchen. 

And I stared at my mommy with anger because she was smiling. 

My mommy told me you must learn to smile. 

They’re good people. 

And I thought: no, mommy, they are not. 

 

 

 

Between 1981 and 1987, sex educator and feminist researcher Shere Hite conducted a series of 

studies around daughter-mother relations where daughters had seen their mothers in positions of 

oppression. Hite found that the vast majority felt "a very deep love and tie, but also a great 

disappointment or anger about their mothers' subservience." (Hite 15) Hite's solution was to 

provide information and context: when cognizance was given to the economic and social factors 

that made their mothers accept those humiliating situations, their daughter's resentment either 

faded or greatly subsided. In here, Araya shows a different operation, for it is the awareness of 

her mother's passivity what foregrounds the WOMAN's first glimpse of political awakening, an 



139 

 

awakening that is not directed against the mother, but against the structure. After all, it's the 

structure what is being mothered through her relationship of servitude. 

 

When the WOMAN and her mother sit at the kitchen and can partially watch the party happening 

in the backyard, the WOMAN sees not only the role that had been assigned to her mother, but 

the genealogy of that role: who assigned it and how. At twelve years old, she becomes class-

conscious, aware of her place in society. Rephrasing Kolakowski's idea that I used in the first 

chapter, I claim the WOMAN turns into an alienation that has become aware of itself. The 

twelve-year-old recognizes her mother's role creates not only a servant, but a set of masters who 

wear the label of "leftists" while supporting the neoliberal project. She becomes aware of the 

masters that embody the Administrative Mother—who claims to be just like you but also 

promote, support, and manage the conditions of your exploitation. With her awareness of the 

assigned roles also comes the awareness of "a little spot" of anger against her masters. This little 

spot of resentment will keep growing throughout the play. When the little spot appears, the 

societally assigned roles become visible. 

 

Regarding the assignation of roles, I would like to take a step back and look at the characters and 

their relations of identity in the play from a more theoretical point of view. The first volume of 

Marx's Capital ends with the classical line that capitalism has "for their fundamental condition 

(...) the expropriation of the worker." (Marx 940) And while capitalism and neoliberalism are not 

the same (capitalism is a set of social practices, while neoliberalism is an economic philosophy 

and political program,) Marx's idea that a given set of social practices has as a fundamental 

condition the expropriation of the worker becomes grimmer under a neoliberal regime that, in its 
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expansionist ideology, not only relies on extracting surplus value, but also transforms the 

subject's individuality. Allow me to clarify. We saw this transformation of the subject's 

individuality in the neoliberal notion of roles and their relation to entrepreneurial imaginary, 

where every aspect of a subject's life—personal identity, social relations, personal aspirations, 

and so on—was forced to work as part of the market, so citizens became entrepreneurial subjects 

and forced to assume a responsibility of optimizing their own human capital. Marx's observation 

about the expropriation of the worker also fits the neoliberal goal of appropriating the complete 

self of the worker. 

 

While capitalism extracts surplus value from labor, neoliberalism extracts (via reconfiguration) 

the very identity from the worker: since the subject cannot stand outside the market, that market 

permeates every aspect of their personal identity. We saw this with the main character's name: 

THE WOMAN WHO SELLS PERFUMES, where her role in the market replaced her identity. 

Throughout the play, we become aware of the tragic contradiction in her name: THE WOMAN 

is aware of the role imposed upon her, which feeds our tragic awareness that she had to become 

like her mother in order to save her: she had to become complicit in the expropriation of both her 

surplus value and identity. Neoliberal policies of self-optimization, self-discipline, and personal 

accountability internalize a marketized self-conception where their identity is under permanent 

evaluation, so the threat of poverty keeps workers in check. By expropriating identity, neoliberal 

subjectivity pushes the internalization of a self-governance designed to comply with the system. 

This internalization grounded in hopelessness and fear of change is the Austere Mother. What is 

expropriated here is the possibility of self-asserting a role, of determining the self. Without a self 

to assert, the Austere Mother is forced to assume an imposed identity, that of the reproducer of 
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the structure. But while her identity guarantees the continuation of the established order as long 

as she mothers the entrepreneurial imaginary, it's her core feature (her adaptability) what 

becomes a problem, as it inevitably adapts herself to accept the pure cruelty of the system and 

reproduces it up to the point where others (her daughter, in this case) decide to not participate 

anymore. From there, instead of following Hite's case of a daughter feeling strong resentment 

against her mother's passivity due to ignoring the material conditions of her oppression, Araya 

shows a daughter experiencing the same conditions of oppression and directing her anger 

towards the structure that's being mothered. 

 

 

 

REPRODUCING SELF-SACRIFICE 

Close to the end of the play, we get to access the reason why the WOMAN started selling 

perfumes and why she decided to kill herself. It started when her mother wanted to buy a little 

place for herself, so both mother and daughter went to ask for a loan: 

 

 

We went to many banks. 

And no. 

Not for you. 

She was not angry. 

My mommy said: 

Well, some things are not meant to be. 

And I was like: 

God fucking damned it, mom. 

But we didn’t fight. 

We got drunk. 

We drank wine and cried. 
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While the phrase "some things are not meant to be" refers to an actual state of affairs under 

neoliberalism, the acceptance of that hopeless is the cruel optimism of the transición, where the 

key is to accept a role: a pauper mother mothers pauperism. Note how the WOMAN never 

ceases to show love for her mother. She never takes a distanced position, even as frustration 

overwhelms her ("god fucking damned it, mom"). When describing her mother, she always uses 

the tender word "mommy" instead of "mother" or "mom." Their mother-daughter complicity gets 

solidified in the act of getting drunk, highlighting the lack of an outside to the entrepreneurial 

imaginary: the options are to either to accept the role and endure, or to negate reality and 

succumb. By getting drunk, they temporarily assume defeat and no longer behave like mother 

and daughter, but as equals between themselves and to the father: they all use drinking to remove 

themselves from their roles. 

 

In a desperate attempt, the WOMAN goes back to her mom's former employees, the "leftist" 

family, and asks them to please be her mother's guarantor so she can buy a house. They decline, 

and the way she describes her anger against them matches the feeling that fueled the 2019 

estallido that was happening in the background of this play: "I felt like burning everything to the 

ground." It is in that moment the WOMAN decides to work and save money so her mom can buy 

a little place. She finds a job selling perfumes at the Costanera Center and saves all her money 

for five years. In terms of the replication of self-sacrifice, it's possible to say that the WOMAN 

takes up the role of the seller and embodies the Austere Mother, sacrificing herself. The 

WOMAN has assumed the Austere Mother as a mutation—just like a genetical replication 

travels through the system and mutates, the notion of self-sacrifice is replicated in the WOMAN 
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but it has mutated to a point of radical subversion. The Austere Mother in the WOMAN is now 

different from its original Austere Mother in at least three core properties. 

 

First: the self-sacrificial role being played is temporal, even if the label remains. The daughter 

doesn't assume the label of the one who mothers the neoliberal economy of the transición as a 

permanent identity marker. Her role as a seller is an activity she performs, no different from the 

role of the actress performing the play. It's a temporal embodiment that seeks to subvert the 

structure by denouncing it, much like the character voices out meta-commentaries about the 

play's formal issues ("there are no actions" and "it's just words.") Instead of replacing her identity 

with an assigned role, her support for the structure is temporal. No longer being able to tolerate 

the gap between performance and identity, the WOMAN makes the decision to end her life: 

 

Last month, I was Employee of the Month: the best perfume salesperson in the store. 

The top seller. 

Not a single customer complained. 

No thefts. 

They held a small ceremony in the locker room. My boss announced it in front of everyone. 

Applause in the locker room. 

A bonus of fifteen dollars. 

“Keep it up,” my supervisor told me. 

“Keep it up, and you could be a supervisor at another mall. 

We’re thinking of sending you to La Florida. 

But don’t tell anyone. 

You know how people are. 

People are very rude,” my supervisor said. “Not like you, you’re different.” 

But what did she know about me? 

What did she know about my dad’s little stain? 

What did she know about R and our plan to conquer Siberia? 

What did she know about the anger I felt because my mom didn’t dance cueca? 

That’s when I made my decision. 

I had spent five years selling perfumes. 

I had enough money for my mommy. 

That’s it. 

I said to myself: 

Enough. 
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Through the empty performance ("applause in the locker room,") the permanent alienation from 

other workers ("you're different,") the meagre bonus ("fifteen dollars,") and her boss having no 

idea who she is outside of her role as a seller ("what did she know about me?") the WOMAN's 

role/identity gap has widened enough to reach a certainty of what lies underneath: her "dad's 

little stain" is now her own stain. The resentment. The anger she felt when she and her mother 

had to watch the "leftist" family having fun and dancing cueca, while sitting at the kitchen. After 

five years, the role of THE WOMAN WHO SELLS PERFUMES fulfilled its purpose and it no 

longer serves as an identity marker. Interestingly enough, just like in Villa+Discurso, the 

playwright never changes the character's name, and not once is she addressed by her real name. 

Her identity marker remains as "THE WOMAN WHO SELLS PERFUMES" and, by doing so, 

Araya foregrounds the impossibility of the entrepreneurial imaginary to go beyond the roles 

assigned by the subject's role on the market. Even at the moment of her death the WOMAN is 

still conceptualized as the seller, as the employee who dies at her workplace. Her role has taken 

over her identity, so her self-sacrifice is temporal because it's not about resisting a role and 

reclaiming her own (as was her father's case,) but it's a radical letting go of any identity, even if 

the name and the marker remain. 

 

The second mutation in the Austere Mother's reproduction of self-sacrifice has to do with the 

goal in relation to the structure: the sociopolitical structure is not conceptualized as something 

necessary, but as something to be disrupted. The Austere Mother fears the lack of a structure, a 

terror grounded where if this falls, things might go back to the way they were before—a fear 

nested in the permanent threat of the military and a return of a dictatorship. The WOMAN, in 
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contrast to her mother, has no interest in holding the structure together and she sees no value in 

sustaining the pure cruelty of the post-dictatorship's system. Her plan to end her life is the very 

proof of her lack of fear regarding what lies outside the social reality and its structure. Even if 

there's nothing, that nothing is better than this. The act of jumping into the unknown is seen by 

the WOMAN as an act of absolute bravery, and explains that she was inspired after reading the 

case of a girl who committed suicide by consuming cyanide in math class at her university 

(during the play, the WOMAN says that "she's the bravest person in the world. I want to be like 

her.") Once cruel optimism has been unveiled as pure cruelty, self-sacrifice is revealed as a tool 

for the continuation of the post-dictatorship's hegemony through the dogmas of the Catholic 

church. And so, her act becomes a complete rejection, a performance that seeks to disrupt the 

environment through its own ending, just like Eduardo Miño and the WOMAN's suicide at the 

Costanera Center. The WOMAN even describes her intentions regarding her self-sacrifice: 

 

 

I want my death to be a political act. 

A performance. 

I want it to happen on a stage. 

I want my death to be a theatre play. 

An installation. 

Me, the Chilean Marina Abramovic. 

A sanitary emergency in the center of neoliberalism. 

 

 

Here, I’ll take here a more theoretical point of view. This second iteration activates different 

ways subverting the structure through self-sacrifice: the WOMAN names it a political act, a 

performance, a theatre play, an installation and, finally, the concrete act of being dead inside a 

shopping mall, becoming a sanitary emergency—a crisis. And that is exactly what public 

performances of self-sacrifice seek to foreground: the crisis that lies at the heart of the model. 
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Hegelian scholar Pedro Cerezo Galán notes how the Greek word krisis signals a turning point, a 

moment of decision: "krisis as a philosophical judgement only appears when a culture has 

entered a state of crisis, that is, when they have reached a historical experience of insufficiency" 

(Cerezo Galán, 56). The body of the performer in the act of self-sacrifice is necessary only in 

order for it to be destructed, to become a sacrificial lamb and fulfill a goal. The goal of the 

performance is bigger and more important than the sacrificed self. 

 

The goal, in short, is to produce a crisis. The blue tent that will cover her body from the sight of 

the Costanera Center's shoppers also produces a krisis in the shopping mall. It's a krisis that 

leads to a symbol, an image, an activity of memory against the act of forgetting the denounced 

experience of oppression. The subservience of the Austere Mother's attachment to herself and to 

the structure has mutated here into a radical assertion for the erasure of both. Self and structure 

are expressed through self-destruction as a concrete alternative imaginary. While the Austere 

Mother merely replicates the structure via religious and political narratives of self-sacrifice 

enforced by the neoliberal program of the transición, the WOMAN subverts that role through a 

reproductive alternative imaginary of self-sacrifice that illuminates the structure's cruelty. 

 

The third mutation in the Austere Mother's reproductive pattern of self-sacrifice involves a 

fundamental transformation in the orientation and distribution of hopelessness. While the 

Austere Mother's self-sacrifice is grounded in a pervasive hopelessness, the WOMAN's mutation 

of this pattern is more selective. The WOMAN replicates her mother's fundamental hopelessness 

when imagining her own future, but she doesn't extend this hopelessness to all reality. Instead, 

hopelessness saturates her own future while allowing for the possibility of hope in her mother's 
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future. The WOMAN sacrifices herself not to subvert or challenge the hopelessness of the 

broader social order—a gesture that would align with her father's rejection of the system—but 

because she is able to create a small pocket of hope within an otherwise hopeless landscape. 

Even though her mother will remain exploited and continue to live in pauperism, she will at least 

have a place to live—a concrete, material improvement in her existence. 

 

The WOMAN's hope is similar to the hope a mother would have about her child: it depends 

entirely on the continuation of the other's life in somewhat improved circumstances. So, while 

the mother has accepted pure cruelty without any expectation of improvement, the WOMAN 

transforms this pure cruelty into a specific kind of cruel optimism: an optimism-by-proxy, a 

vicarious form of hope that allows the WOMAN to sustain herself just long enough to secure the 

financial means necessary for her mother's modest improvement. She articulates this emotional 

configuration right after the passage where the WOMAN is congratulated at work: 

 

I said to myself: 

Enough. 

No more. 

You won’t have five years and living in the snow again. 

You won’t conquer Siberia. 

The Yaganes won’t appear again. 

This anger will keep growing. 

Like a little stain. 

You already became that little stain. 

 

 

Here, the WOMAN fully embraces a hopeless future for herself. She acknowledges the 

impossibility of retrieving what has been lost ("the Yaganes won't appear again" and "you won't 

have five years again.") These losses are permanent, because she herself as already become "that 

little stain"—the embodiment of that resentment that has been growing within her since 
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childhood. While the mother's self-sacrifice is oriented toward maintaining the status quo 

indefinitely, the WOMAN's sacrifice, by contrast, has the definite goal to improve her mother's 

life. Their relationship to time is fundamentally different: the WOMAN's time is finite and 

bounded; her mother's is indefinite and endless. 

 

This selective application of hopelessness represents a profound mutation in the reproductive 

logic of self-sacrifice, and introduces a purposefulness that is absent in the Austere Mother. This 

third mutation is perhaps the most subversive of them all, as it fractures the totalizing nature of 

neoliberal hopelessness. By creating a small zone where improvement is possible, the WOMAN 

challenges the core of hopelessness. Her self-destruction becomes paradoxically creative, as it 

produces something (her mother's home) that wouldn't otherwise exist, even if it terminates her 

own existence. The WOMAN's suicide can thus be read as both an acceptance and a refusal of 

the hopelessness that defines the Austere Mother's existence. She accepts this hopelessness for 

herself but refuses its totality by creating a space—however small—where hope still exists, 

somehow. 

 

The alternative imaginary in Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve that results from these three 

mutations of the Austere Mother's self-sacrifice leads to a reframing in the notion of selfhood: 

from individual to communal. The WOMAN assumes a role and then subverts it in order to 

perform her self-sacrifice as a radical alternative imaginary, one that matches the perspective of 

art curators Daniel Lesmes and Iñaki Estella on the nature of performances: "any kind of practice 

that holds on to the present (...) inevitably questions the productive system. (...) Because the 

present is always present and life is radically unproductive" (Lesmes and Iñaki 64). 
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The WOMAN's self-sacrifice and the production of performances in contemporary art museums 

can both be reframed as non-productive because these events, by being fleeting and impossible 

to grasp except via archives, disrupt neoliberal productivity by prioritizing ephemerality (like 

Marian Abramovic's durational works,) embodiment (like Guillermo Gómez-Peña's border 

crossings,) and collectivity (like Augusto Boal's Theatre of the Oppressed) over market 

exchange. In other words, performances operate within and against neoliberalism as an 

imaginary alternative that promotes resistance instead of co-optation. Performances like these 

are, in fact, "productions" because something is being produced, but what is being produced is an 

affect, a krisis, a stir in critical consciousness, an event seeking commons rather than profit. The 

present and unrepeatable character of performances places them in radical opposition to 

neoliberal productivity, even if the market seeks to commodify them back into production via 

merchandising, pictures, video archive, etc. 

 

Maurizio Lazzarato coined the term Immaterial Labor in his 1996 essay with the same title, 

where he shows that work of producing intangible goods (like information, knowledge, culture, 

social relationships, or affective experiences) is not the same as industrial labor because 

intangible goods are focused on symbolic, creative, or relational outputs. This concept was later 

on expanded by Michael Harendt and Antonio Negri in their 2000's book, Empire, where they 

argue that immaterial labor produces what they call "the commons," that is, shared resources 

(like ideas, networks, and care,) that neoliberalism tries but fails to privatize. Performances are 

"productions" because they are produced by immaterial labor, and their product is a series of 

values and logics that neoliberalism cannot capture and profit from in direct form, only through 



150 

 

commodification of the archive. This seems to be what Lesmes and Iñaki have in mind when 

they mention the radically unproductive nature of life. 

 

This "radical unproductivity" of performance becomes a counterforce to the neoliberal rationality 

that has colonized all forms of human activity. The WOMAN's performance of self-sacrifice 

represents the ultimate "unproductive" act: it creates nothing that can be commodified, 

consumed, or exchanged—it merely produces a krisis that interrupts the smooth flow of the 

market. Her action exposes how the supposed natural order of things—where mothers sacrifice 

for their children, workers sacrifice for their bosses, citizens for the economy, etc.—is a social 

construction and, as such, subject to be performed differently. Self-destructive performances 

leave immaterial traces that cannot be fully incorporated into the productive economy because 

they operate in a different register of value. The blue tent covering the WOMAN's body after her 

suicide, the memory of her act, the disruption in the act of shopping—all these remain as 

unproductive elements, as other possible forms of value outside of capital accumulation. 

 

By staging her self-destruction as performance, the WOMAN shows that only through radical 

unproductivity—through refusing to participate in the terms set by neoliberalism—can we begin 

to imagine alternatives to cruel optimism and pure cruelty. The WOMAN's final act of 

unproductivity creates new radical forms of value that lie not only outside but against the 

marketplace. Her death, while tragic, serves as a reminder that our "deepest everyday life," as 

Araya names it, contains possibilities that neoliberalism cannot capture or control. 
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And yet, there are rules: in order to generate a judgement and a subsequent krisis, performers of 

self-sacrifice must foreground the repressive context in a way that makes their performance not 

only legible but correctly interpreted. In order to do that, they often provide a text (a letter) to an 

audience (the passersby, their mother) in which the motives for their actions are explained. That 

letter is read during the final moments of the play. It begins with a moving scene where the 

WOMAN narrates how she bought cyanide at a hardware store, and how it's a white powder that 

looks like snow—like the snow from the south of Chile, where the Yaganes are from; or like the 

snow in Antuco, covering the bodies of the young soldiers. In that moment, the Yagán family 

(who has been on and off the stage during the play, performing little activities) makes their final 

appearance on stage and stands still while she writes her goodbye letter to her mother. Here are 

some highlights of said letter: 

 

Dear mommy: I’m sorry, this has nothing to do with you. You were a good mother. You did well. 

(…) I want you to be happy, I want you to stop working. (…) Mommy, I can’t anymore. I’m 

tired. This life’s not for me. I think I’m from another time, I think my daddy and I are from 

another time. This country, as it is, is not for me. (…) Life’s absurd and sometimes we need to 

learn to close the doors. 

 

 

The first thing that jumps to the reader is the form, as the letter is written in prose, not in verse. 

Interestingly, the change in the visual structure of the text doesn't entail a change in the narrating 

voice (the writing style is clearly still the WOMAN's.) With the change in form, the presentation 

of the text changes: it's a piece of information that's not written like the stage directions nor the 

monologue, but like a personal message. It's the archival object of the play, the letter that, like 

Eduardo Miño's letter, outlines the rationale for the self-sacrifice that's about to happen. The 

WOMAN's alternative imaginary stands in a permanent negative relationship with her world 

("This life's not for me," "my daddy and I are from another time," "this country, as it is, is not for 
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me.") But if the country, "as it is," is not for her, is she envisioning the proposal for a new 

constitution, a new order of things, or is she looking for some other alternative imaginary? 

 

The WOMAN turns to her everyday life in what seems to be a possible answer. She finishes the 

letter and looks out of the window. It's the break of dawn. She has one last breakfast with her 

mother: 

 

We have breakfast in silence. 

Tee with three spoons of sugar. 

Bread and butter. 

I stand up, kiss her and say: 

Bye mommy. 

And she says: 

Bye daughter. 

It’s parsimonious. 

It’s everyday. 

It’s small. 

The saddest things happen in the deepest everyday life. 

 

 

Araya consistently places our everyday experience as what holds the key to understand our 

political order and dominant narratives. Through her words, the WOMAN highlights that the 

only hope left is the possibility of what could be present: a country that is no longer "as it is," but 

as it could be. And that's the play's political core: a critique of the transición promise that was 

never materialized—the promise of a democratic government with a sense of justice and 

reparation to the victims. The only thing left is hope, but a difficult kind of hope, one that has no 

concrete possible form in the future and, instead, can only be traced back. In the play, hope is not 

forward-facing, and instead represents a collection of memories that produce an alternative 

imaginary. This is why, after consuming cyanide, the author makes the WOMAN narrate her 

process of dying through a series of visions and memories: 
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My dad is canoeing. 

There’s R and a white bear. 

Look, my mommy is watching soap operas in her new house. Look, the Yaganes are back. 

They’ve come for me. 

Look at their painted faces. 

It’s a beautiful ritual. 

Look at the snow in my hands. 

Look, the main character of this story is going to die. 

 

 

It's here, at the end of the play, where Araya presents a revolutionary subject that recoils into 

identity markers that are, unsurprisingly, social and communal: family, love, nature, tribe. The 

alternative imaginary that animates her hope is one made out of memory and community: the 

emotional return to past events and relations. It is only through memory and collective testimony 

that we get to access an actual alternative imaginary, one that is not grounded in a productive 

political activity to make "this country" better and, instead, seeks to mourn and yearn for what 

has been lost. The images and memories of loved ones, the decimated communities, the hopes 

that have been relegated to a minor space are now open to the public in a final instant of self-

sacrifice. The WOMAN has embodied the Austere Mother in order to push her into her final 

logical conclusion: the elimination of reproduction itself. Araya's alternative imaginary of 

memory bypasses the barren hopelessness of the Austere Mother and presents a different relation 

with the transición, one where we no longer struggle to keep going, and instead decide to go 

back. It's an alternative imaginary no longer anchored in the future as a constant (re)production 

of capital, but as the radical unproductivity of our present and our memories. It's an alternative 

imaginary where the only production is a that of imagination, memory, and performance—

immaterial labor that cannot be profited from. 
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This radical unproductivity is only effective here, once the play ends. The father's radical 

rejection from before was a pure and undeveloped movement. Instead of that mere outright 

rejection, the WOMAN embodied the Austere Mother, replaced her identity, and subverted the 

reproduction of cruelty underneath neoliberalism. It's not the radical hope and refoundational 

spirit of the estallido, but a different kind of hope, one that lies in the full awareness that there is 

nothing better ahead and, instead, we only have the replication of our memories, of our history. 

It's the memory of a submerged perspective—of embodied practices, of rituals, storytelling, and 

collective labor. It's the active memory that preserves our stories against the permanent attempts 

to erase them. 

 

By following the Austere Mother in Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve we can see how 

patterns of self-sacrifice are transmitted and replicated across generations, exposing both the 

persistence and subversion of oppressive social structures. The three mutations in the replication 

of the Austere Mother's self-sacrifice (temporality of role, disruptive relationship to structure, 

and selective application of hopelessness) show how cultural patterns function not as mere 

reproductions but as evolving processes that can both preserve what they seek to transform, and 

transform what they seek to preserve. The WOMAN's final performance of self-sacrifice exposes 

the fundamental cruelty of the neoliberal transición that could no longer sustain itself through 

promises of eventual improvement. 

 

Araya's play offers not a forward-looking political program but a backward-looking strategy of 

memory. By turning to collective memory and its relation to the everyday, the WOMAN creates 

a form of resistance that neoliberalism cannot commodify or co-opt: her death produces a krisis 
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that, like Eduardo Miño's self-immolation, transforms individual suffering into collective 

memory, and sublates the performer into the social repertoire, into the collection of embodied 

experiences that shape and define our commemorative memory. The play ends by finding hope 

in the preservation and transmission of memory itself. By documenting what has been lost, 

Araya creates a record of what is valuable outside of the framework imposed by neoliberalism 

during the post-dictatorship. 

 

As we close this chapter and turn towards the final figure (the Archivist Mother,) we get to 

explore how this strategy of memory-preservation might be enacted without the need for self-

destruction. And yet, a difficult political question emerges: is the work of archiving our losses 

enough foundation for building something new, or is it simply a document of what has been 

destroyed and appropriated? 
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CODA: THE ARCHIVIST MOTHER 

 

THE POLITICS OF STATE THEATRE 

It's 2011 and I received a commission by the National Theatre to write an adaptation of Nikolai 

Gogol's The General Inspector. After two months of meetings with the translator, with the cast, 

writing many drafts, and of trying to find an angle to produce an interesting and necessary 

adaptation, I finally show up at the office of the National Theatre's director with what I consider 

my best work to date: Taská—a Spanish way of writing the Russian word тоска, which means a 

state of deep melancholy, yearning, or longing. It's an experimental text without a fixed set of 

characters, written like a long poem that doesn't follow the story of Gogol's play and is, instead, a 

reflection on the issue of neoliberal management. The play asks who is today's "general 

inspector" and how can we identify power structures oppressing us in our daily lives. The 

underlying theme is the post-dictatorship's deadlock that has become evident in the political 

contingency—after twenty years of Concertación governments, in 2010 we had our first right-

wing president: the Pinochetista and multimillionaire Sebastian Piñera. Taská critiqued both the 

rhetorical devices that placed Piñera into power, as well as a strong critique of Bachelet, the 

Concertación, and the institutional corruption that had eroding our feeble so-called democracy.  

 

The director of the National Theatre—whose annual funding is assigned directly by the 

government—starts reading the play in front of me as soon as I hand it to him. He doesn't finish 

it. Ten pages in, he leaves it aside. "What is this?" he asks, with a puzzled look. "My general 

inspector," I reply. Five minutes later, I'm out on the street, the play has been rejected, and the 

commission has been cancelled. The National Theatre will stage The General Inspector a few 
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months later using a direct translation of the original text. And that could have been the end of 

the story, if not for the fact that soon after these events, there will be an open call to participate at 

the Muestra Nacional de Dramaturgia. I decide to give it a go and send my Taská to the 

Muestra. A few months later, I got a call telling me that my play has won the Muestra and it 

would be performed at the National Theatre. On the opening night, the director of the theatre 

gave a speech about the importance of the winning texts and praises my play for its bravery in 

our political context. Taská is performed in front of a packed National Theatre. 

 

I’m not telling this story out of pettiness, but for two reasons: first, to show the political 

complexities we authors face when dealing with political topics; and second, to show those 

complexities are usually imposed via institutional frameworks: a text that's completely 

unacceptable to be performed at the National Theatre because it criticizes the government, has no 

problems being performed in that same stage months later and criticizing the government using 

governmental funds. It's not about the play itself, but about where the money comes from and 

who gets to speak out under what circumstances. 

 

Taská eventually toured the country and was performed at GAM, the most important 

contemporary theatre in Chile. The director of Taská was Jesús Urqueta, back then an up-and-

coming young director who not long ago had directed a play that moved me deeply: La Oficina, 

a documentary-theatre hybrid exposing how Patricio Aylwin had established a secret service 

during the early post-dictatorship to surveil and destabilize leftist groups. Urqueta's approach to 

Taská was radical: while the version performed at the Muestra lasted for about an hour and used 

all of the original text, the version performed at the GAM contained just a few monologues—
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about 15% of the original text—and was almost two hours long. This transformation allows me 

to analyze the production from an unusual critical distance, as though examining another artist's 

work rather than something related to my own creation. 

 

 

 

CURATING ABSENCE 

Urqueta transformed the original text that had no specific characters into the story of a nuclear 

family—father, mother, and daughter—who gathers to commemorate the birthday of a detained-

disappeared son. Though physically absent in the play, the son maintains a spectral presence 

through carefully arranged objects around the theatrical space which, by the end of the play, had 

created a domestic museum composed of photographs, letters, books, clothing, and other 

personal effects. The mother of the play, by carefully handling these objects, embodied what is 

my final maternal figure: the Archivist Mother, a mother who's not defined by her relationship to 

power (Administrative Mother), bodily trauma (Tortured Mother), or self-sacrifice (Austere 

Mother), but by her relationship to acts, objects, and performances of memory. The Archivist 

Mother is the one who preserves, organizes, and activates memory via rituals that bring forth 

traces of what is absent. 

 

In his characteristic style, Jesús Urqueta blurs the performative limits of memory by 

incorporating elements of archive and documentary in his performances—in this case, 

documents and actual mementos belonging to a performer's brother. This simple act reframes the 

presence of those objects on stage: they are no longer mere props for the fiction (or props that 
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comment on fiction itself, like the animals in El Cielo Falso,) instead, the objects created a 

museum of genuine artifacts of loss: objects that functioned simultaneously as theatrical signs 

and authentic relics. 

 

Urqueta's Taská was predominantly silent, privileging physical movements and manipulation of 

objects over dialogue. The few spoken passages—monologues retained from my original text—

addressed themes of fraternal loss and the role of memory role in our contemporary political 

landscape. What emerged as a performance was not a story but a series of rituals of 

remembrance activated via gestures (of the body) and display (of the archive.) 

 

In this version of Taská, the Archivist Mother keeps the traces of the lost son not by simply 

maintaining a memory conserved through the organization of inorganic objects or as mere 

opposition to act of erasure, but through embodied practices of care (setting up the table, 

preparing a birthday cake, arranging letters, and so on) performed in relation to an absence. 

These loving gestures with no body to receive them are charged with political significance, as 

they become citations of presence activated by the Archivist Mother. By doing so, Urqueta's 

Taská reveals how resistance against politically-motivated forgetting has become central to the 

leftist identity in post-dictatorship Chile. 

 

Much like in Galemiri, the family figure in Jesús Urqueta's Taská stands for a miniaturized 

model of Chilean political dynamics: the father embodies forward-looking neoliberal 

pragmatism, eager to leave behind an abject and uncomfortable history; the mother maintains the 

archive of the disappeared and exposes it; the daughter preserves a repertoire of embodied 
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memories by telling stories and playing music that evokes her brother's presence. These three 

positions—pragmatic erasure, archival preservation, and embodied performance—correspond to 

competing approaches towards national memory in Chile's post-dictatorship. 

 

Unlike the Administrative Mother who mediates power without possessing it, the Tortured 

Mother whose bodily reproduction bears witness to state violence, or the Austere Mother who 

reproduces self-sacrifice to keep the system going, the Archivist Mother exercises a subtle form 

of agency: she doesn't need to testify directly because the archive speaks on her behalf—each 

photograph, letter, and personal effect narrates a fragment, a story. The Archivist Mother creates 

systems for the preservation of memory, becoming not just a witness but a curator whose 

decisions shape how absence is perceived and interpreted.  

 

As social media and digital technologies transform the documentation and dissemination of 

personal and collective histories, the Archivist Mother emerges as a communal figure who 

selects, arranges, and contextualizes traces of both official and counter-narratives. During the 

2019's estallido, we witnessed the digital incarnation of the Archivist Mother when users 

collected and compiled videos captured on smartphone cameras documenting police and military 

violence, creating big downloadable files that preserved evidence of State repression. Their role 

as record-keepers solidified their significant political function: determining which memories 

become canon and which remain marginal. Their curation was their voice. 

 

In Urqueta's Taská, the few actions and dialogues that populate the play happen in between long 

periods of silence. It's the silence of a library. The silence of a family dinner where one is 
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missing. The silence of those dinners during the 80s in the periphery of Santiago where you 

could hear the police sirens and the teargas and your father saying Those are just hippies causing 

trouble again, and you swear you heard a gunshot but then people started yelling and now your 

mom has to open the living room windows because there's teargas coming in through the kitchen 

and your eyes hurt and you're crying and now you and your parents and your sister are locked in 

your room and you all hug and close your eyes, covered in plushies, listening how the cops beat 

a group of protestors. One shot. Another shot. This is your childhood. It's 1988 and the 

dictatorship will be over soon but nobody knows it at the time. They promise you things will 

change but it's not true and also nobody knows that yet. It's now the morning and there's no 

electricity and you, your sister, and your parents observe the living room covered with that thin 

coat of white powder that the teargas assumes once settled. There's silence then and there's 

silence now, on stage. It's the same silence. A silence that strings presence. The respectful silence 

that accompanies the act of looking at the archive, at the objects that tell the story of what 

happened. 

 

In The Archive and the Repertoire, Diana Taylor distinguishes between the "archive" 

(documentary materials like texts, photographs, recordings, maps) and the "repertoire" 

(embodied practices like dance, ritual, storytelling.) While Taylor proposes a clear distinction 

between the two, she doesn't place them as oppositional categories but rather as different 

epistemological systems that often work in tension with each other. The archive tends to 

privilege written/recorded knowledge and has historically been associated with colonial and 

academic power structures, while the repertoire represents embodied, often indigenous or 

marginalized ways of knowing that have been devalued by dominant cultures. Both preserve and 
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transmit cultural memory, but through different means and with different political implications. 

In her book, Taylor uses Performance studies and Latin American cultural practices to reveal the 

limitations of archive-centric approaches to understanding culture and history. So, because these 

categories are not oppositional, it's possible to find situations where both operate simultaneously, 

such as people who have lost their sons to dictatorships in the South Cone (like the Argentinian 

Madres de Plaza de Mayo, or the Chilean arpilleristas,) where mothers perform public displays 

of the images of their loved ones that have been killed by the State, and do a repertoire, a series 

of rituals, that allow them to represent the presence of the archive. These kind of performances 

are exactly what the Archivist Mother produces and embodies. 

 

But what matters here is not simply that the Archivist Mother serves as a mixture or a bridge 

between archive and repertoire. The key is her capacity to mediate between different temporal 

registers, which produces different political outcomes. She doesn't just preserve the past—she 

makes it present through ritual performance, while simultaneously projecting it toward future 

generations. This temporal ritualistic mediation of the archive creates a kind of embodied archive 

that collapses past, present, and future through performative actions. By doing so, she renders 

visible the political and cultural inheritance of issues of memory and trauma during the post-

dictatorship. That cultural inheritance is the reconfiguration of the social fabric, and is the core 

difference between individual testimony and communal testimonio: the transformation of private 

grief into public memory. 

 

Much like the WOMAN in Araya's play, the Archivist Mother, through her archival practices 

and her focus on biographical formative events, is able to resist the neoliberal demand of a 
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constant "moving forward." By doing so, she insists on the production of circular, recursive 

temporalities that force us to look unto the past as a key to understand and embody what's to 

come. It's a kind of embodied epistemology, where her knowledge is not academic or 

institutionally derived, but a corporeal and relational experience of loss and grief. 

 

 

 

GUARDING THE ARCHIVE 

By no longer relating to a body that can receive her love, the Archivist Mother's relationship to 

her disappeared loved ones is forced to materialize it in/through the archive. Her love finds 

expression through the preservation of traces. The archive becomes sacralized, requiring constant 

reproduction to ensure its survival. We can see the Archivist Mother in the act of copying 

photographs, pinning images to her clothing, carrying posters like religious icons—creating 

safeguards against a second disappearance, a permanent forgetting. Through the transformation 

from affects to artifacts, the Archivist Mother becomes a material mediator that intervenes spaces 

with objects and performances. 

 

In its simplest shape, the Archivist Mother subordinates her own identity to become a guardian 

of the archive. She stands for hours at demonstrations and attends countless memorials, 

participating in activities that replace personal needs with archival duty. Her moral imperative to 

preserve memory overrides her own interests. This persistence on self-sacrifice can be described, 

at this point in the study, as a fundamental property of motherhood during the post-dictatorship: 

regardless of political orientation or relationship to power, maternal figures are defined by their 
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service to others—from administration to forced motherhood to cruel austerity to archival 

preservation, there is an underlying expectation that the mother must sacrifice her individuality 

in order to preserve something else. And so, the Archivist Mother is not focused on her 

individuality but in building collections and practices that will be inherited by future generations, 

an activity that renders her work as something simultaneously self-effacing and self-extending. 

From there, the first map emerges: that which the Administrative Mother and the Austere Mother 

hope will outlast them is the political structure set in place, while the Tortured Mother and the 

Archivist Mother hope to be outlasted by the testimony of their experiences and the objects that 

point to that experience, respectively. 

 

And yet, it would be misleading to romanticize the Archivist Mother as inherently revolutionary. 

The power to preserve the archive is inseparable from the power to exclude from it. By 

establishing hierarchies of significance in what needs to be maintained, different existing power 

structures can and will be reinforced. It's an ambivalence that has emerged throughout this study, 

as State institutions seek to preserve certain aspects of the archive: State-sponsored museums of 

memory, official commemorations, and institutional historical narratives want to represent 

specific elements of the archive while hiding others under the appearance of a comprehensive 

remembrance. As we have seen, in reality, institutions constantly rewrite what and how things 

should be remembered—the Memory Museum reframes the democratic defeat of the dictatorship 

as the unequivocal reinstatement of democracy and justice in Chile; Patricio Aylwin's speech at 

Salvador Allende's public funeral in 1990 pushed his political agenda of convivencia by claiming 

"this is a ceremony of reparation, reencounter, and peace." The Archivist Mother's methods, 



165 

 

initially developed as resistance tactics, will always remain at risk of being appropriated by the 

very forces they were designed to counter. 

 

The Archivist Mother's work requires platforms for presentation and dissemination that create a 

dependence on State funding, grants, and official recognition. As demonstrated by Taská's 

journey from a commission by the National Theatre to a performance at the Muestra, this 

dependency comes at the expense of assuming conformity to institutional logics rather than 

following the need for preservation and transmission. The very institutions that provide resources 

for memory work simultaneously to constrain its radical potential, creating a fundamental 

tension at the heart of the archive. 

 

From here, the Archivist Mother confronts several specific modes of co-optation that we have 

witnessed throughout this study, which is especially acute in neoliberal contexts: memory 

becomes commodified and placed in service of political discourses that rarely need to actively 

censor uncomfortable truths—they simply ensure these truths don't meet the criteria for 

institutional inclusion and further dissemination. This explains why certain forms of 

remembrance—museum exhibitions, commemorative ceremonies, theatrical performances, or 

even academic studies like this one—receive institutional support, while other forms that also 

demand structural change but assume forms that are harder to institutionalize face systematic 

exclusion from official discourse. Also, as we saw in Villa+Discurso, the transformation from 

embodied experiences into official museum spaces strips away their disruptive political edge. By 

constructing museums that solidify particular narratives about past events, the State effectively 

neutralizes dissident politics through institutional containment, a process of museumification that 
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transforms living memory practices into static displays to be consumed without challenging 

existing power structures. 

 

A similar form of co-optation occurs when the Archivist Mother's collective memory work gets 

reframed as personal grief requiring therapeutic intervention. This transformation—which is 

more transparent in the possible medical approaches to the Tortured Mother—files away the 

political dimensions of a traumatic experience, and converts a call for social transformation into 

a narrative of individual emotional healing. This therapeutic reframing enables the 

commodification of archival materials into marketplace objects, where traumatic histories 

become packaged for consumption as inspirational stories that encourage audiences to appreciate 

present conditions and find the bright side of pain and exploitation, rather than examining 

structural causes that demand change—as we saw in Calderón's Bachelet repeated claims that 

she has forgiven her torturers and let go her trauma in favor of a convivencia. 

 

Jesús Urqueta's version of Taská constructs a performance where the physical dimension of the 

Archivist Mother's work manifests in space through her careful arrangement of photographs 

around the performative space, the ritualistic setting of the table, and her tender interactions with 

objects on stage. This embodied dimension reveals how politics emerge not only through 

discourse but through spatial relations, as she transforms domestic spaces into sites of 

remembrance. Her spatial choreography highlights a ritualistic refusal to let the disappeared 

vanish, which becomes evident in her determination to keep her lost loved one present through 

the materiality of everyday practice. 
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These domestic rituals—what Dame un minuto, esto va a ser breve identified as the most vital 

aspect of communal experience—become acts of intimate resistance against sovereign power. 

Unlike public demonstrations or institutional commemorations, these practices are designed for 

the confines of home, creating a kind of alternative sovereignty: the Archivist Mother's domestic 

museum operates according to her own curatorial logic rather than State-sanctioned narratives 

about who deserves remembrance and how. In this private realm, she, not the State, determines 

the terms, extension, and meaning of memory. What emerges through this process is the 

reclamation of something that had been stripped away from motherhood under neoliberalism and 

now returns with renewed force: the familiar, the safe space, the coherent social unit, the sacred. 

Through the Archivist Mother's touch and care, ordinary objects assume a kind of sacred 

materiality that transforms them into relics that can hold presence, despite the absence of a body. 

Her physical work of memory operates as a form of reproductive labor that sustains not 

biological life but the memorial life of the community, and generates continuity across the 

rupture of disappearance. The result is a renewed relationship with the sacred, something that 

allows us to to reframe all other mother figures in terms of this newfound experience by the 

Archivist Mother. 

 

 

 

REFRAMING MOTHERHOOD 

The four mother figures outlined in this study—Administrative, Tortured, Austere, and 

Archivist—collectively map out the political subjectivity of the post-dictatorship in a tentative 

historical way: from the early years when power operated through administrative frameworks 
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that concealed their loyalty to the oligarchy, through the painful emergence of testimonies by a 

second generation who inherited the trauma of the regime and resisted the erasure of their 

parent's memory, to the austere acceptance of continued inequality due to the fear of losing the 

little we have, and finally to how memory has become both a weapon and a commodity. Each 

mother figure represents not just a theatrical character type but a mode of criticizing the 

compromises of the transición. 

 

The first mother figure, the Administrative Mother, represents the governing spirit of the early 

1990s, and their initial co-optation of any maternal authority in favor of securing the role of 

maternal administration. As developed in Galemiri's play, the notion of the sacred was colonized 

by bureaucracy, emptied of its transcendental dimension of intersubjectivity, and reduced to a 

mere repetition of dogmas and prefabricated myths. Without that sacred ground to understand the 

Other, and relying only on immediate satisfaction and consumption, the Administrative Mother 

embodies a pragmatism that uses an empty version of the sacred (the importance of the family 

order, forced forgiveness to those who have wronged us, the primacy of sacred text and laws 

over relational logics, the impossibility of questioning the structure set in place, etc) as an 

argumentative tool for supporting the status quo and the powers that hold her in place, which 

results in a selective and sanitized institutional memory. This institutional memory is defined not 

by what it preserves out in the open, but by what is concealed and maintained—a secret archive, 

a hidden vault of names, places, and situations. We see this in the tens of thousands of human 

right abuse cases that were not part of the Rettig Report and made their appearance in the Valech 

Report, we see it in the pact of silence made between the Concertación government and the 

military to hide the names of the torturers, we see it in Calderón's Bachelet secrecy regarding her 
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past experience as a tortured person. The Administrative Mother's secret archive is not there to 

serve the memory of the ones who suffered abuse by the State: on the contrary, it's there to 

maintain and serve the system, to keep it in place and guaranteeing her role as a key part of the 

status quo, while rendering the victims invisible. 

 

It's possible to reframe our understanding of the Administrative Mother, shifting her role from a 

mere administrator to an Archivist Mother whose curatorial powers have been institutionally 

captured. She still performs archival functions, she still maintains records, preserves institutional 

memory, and curates official narratives, but her archive serves power rather than resistance. 

Since all archives are political, the issue is not whether to archive or not, but whose interests 

does the archive serves. The Administrative Mother figure, with her co-opted archive, is key for 

understanding the post-dictatorship, as it shows how the Archivist Mother's precarious 

independence in selecting and keeping the archive is not guaranteed at all, and can easily be 

taken over by institutional force. 

 

While the Administrative Mother in Galemiri's El Cielo Falso operates in a world where the 

sacred has been commodified and emptied out, the Archivist Mother offers a counter-movement 

of re-sacralization along three key dimensions. 

 

First, she reclaims the performance of rituals by shifting their focus from bureaucracy to 

memory. This transformation is evident in the contrasting goals and scope of their respective 

projects: while the Administrative Mother performs public rituals that support administrative 

logics—through assertions of power, acts of management, or promises designed to maintain the 
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status quo—the Archivist Mother performs private rituals of memory that resist 

commodification. These memorial rituals remain inherently non-productive within the reigning 

neoliberal metaphor of the world as marketplace, seeking instead to restore the sacred as 

interconnectedness and intersubjectivity. This re-sacralization of rituals produces performances 

of memory that move from private spaces into public or privatized domains. 

 

Second, by bringing her experience into the public sphere, the Archivist Mother asserts a sacred 

authority that is experientially grounded rather than institutionally dependent, making it 

ontologically stable. Unlike the Administrative Mother's authority, which derives from proximity 

to power and comfortable positioning within social structures, the Archivist Mother's authority 

emerges from proximity to loss and love—from her direct experience of relations severed by 

State power and institutional frameworks. This experience of systemic limits allows her to 

recognize the human-made nature of social structures. Her sacredness derives not from an 

ideological discourse designed to maintain order, but from a direct experience that reveals how 

things change and disappear, yet can always be recalled through rituals and re-emerge in new 

forms. She is in contact with the ultimate authority of time itself, which becomes sacred at the 

edge of our limited temporal framework of temporary societies and political systems that rise and 

dissolve. 

 

What emerges here is the key element of the re-sacralization process: the Archivist Mother's 

capacity to fundamentally transform the conception of temporality. While the Administrative 

Mother operates within bureaucratic time and is bounded by deadlines, efficiency demands, and 

temporary relief, the Archivist Mother reclaims reproductive temporality by operating within a 
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different time scale—sacred time. This sacred temporality exceeds all constraints of production 

and efficacy, instead embracing the cyclical, eternal, and recursive structures that belong to the 

sacred. In his book The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms Volume 2: Mythical Thought, Ernst 

Cassirer identifies that "long before the human consciousness forms its first concepts concerning 

the basic objective differentiations of number, time, and space, it seems to acquire the sublest 

sensitivity to the peculiar periodicity and rhythm of human life" (Cassirer 108) because of a 

special mythical-religious 'sense of phases' which includes “birth and death, pregnancy and 

motherhood, puberty and marriage " (109). This sacred or mythical feeling of time creates a 

bridge between the subjective human experience and the objective intuition of nature in which a 

"primary mythical 'sense of phases' can apprehend time only in the image of life" (110). 

 

From here, it's clear that the Archivist Mother's rituals and memory work follow temporal 

patterns of death and renewal, loss and recovery, absence and presence—the same rhythms that 

structure the social reproduction. The tension between these maternal figures is thus 

fundamentally temporal: not merely the difference between "looking at the past" versus "looking 

at the future," but between cyclical and linear conceptions of time itself, between sacred 

temporality that honors the recursive nature of social reproduction and bureaucratic temporality 

that reduces it to measurable outputs. 

 

The Archivist Mother sets to recovers the sacred elements that were rendered invisible or directly 

co-opted by the State, in contrast, the image of the Administrative Mother emerges as a failed or 

corrupted Archivist Mother—someone whose curatorial powers have been captured by 

neoliberal logic and who lacks an alternative imaginary that would allow her to go beyond root 
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metaphors and recursive thinking. Unable to imagine a way out without disappearing entirely, 

the Administrative Mother supports the system in place in order to preserve her own existence. 

This resistance to radical structural change reveals itself as resistance against the sacred itself, as 

the dissolution of structures that hold the Self in place would entail the disappearance of the 

world of forms, as well as the systems that rule over it. The Administrative Mother's is unable to 

sustain and keep the sacred dimension and the sacred time of social reproduction, because she 

has been fully subjected to neoliberal rationalization. In order to move away from her own 

limitations and become the Archivist Mother, the Administrative Mother must let go of herself in 

a final act of abandonment, a final performance of self-sacrifice in the name of the sacred. 

 

The second mother figure, the Tortured Mother, represents the emergence of traumatic testimony 

and narrations of postmemory that became increasingly stronger and gained institutional support 

during the early 2000s. Through her experience and trauma, the Tortured Mother's body contains 

the traces of violence which resists representation. As we saw in Villa+Discurso, the Tortured 

Mother's experience gives birth to postmemory knots where their offspring is set to act as 

curators of their mothers' experiences, in order to make her experience enter the public 

imaginary, and be part of the official political conversation. Another way to look at the 

phenomenon of intergenerational transference at this point in the study is that the Tortured 

Mother generates Archivist Mothers, as her trauma becomes the sacred material that must be 

preserved in order for her suffering to have meaning and purpose, and not be just part of a radical 

unreasonable cruelty. These new Archivist Mothers, her daughters and sons, labor a testimonial 

work that tells the story and bears witness to system violence. 

 



173 

 

The Tortured Mother's offspring point toward their mother's body as the definitive archive—

whether she chooses to or not, she preserves living evidence of state violence in her. In the case 

of Villa+Discurso, the daughters attempt to become voluntary Archivists Mothers of her 

mother's experience, but they face the difficult ethical question of representing not only a trauma 

that isn't theirs, but also something that, by being part of the abject horrors of State violence, 

cannot be represented without falsifying the original Archive—their mother's body and 

testimony. In this case, these new Archivist Mothers are stuck in a permanent tension, where 

their desire to maintain and keep an archive of their mother's suffering inadvertently reproduces 

their mother's exploitation and trauma. There is a real risk of making the Tortured Mother's pain 

become a political resource, something that can be co-opted and taken advantage of. After all, 

the Tortured Mother is defined by what was done to her body, so her testimony belongs to the 

world of direct experience, of confrontation with the material world of forms. In Calderón's play, 

the three Alejandras set on representing the disappearance and the perpetuation of their mother's 

trauma through an open field, a park that stands as a memorial where they can perform rituals of 

memorialization. And yet, this "open field" solution at the end of Villa might also be an attempt 

to avoid the violence of events through non-representation. Since there is a violence that cannot 

be translated into symbols, the solution seems to be a simple displacement of the core issue of 

representation, as the empty space still functions as a symbol, still requires interpretation. The 

solution of the park at the end of the play suggests not that the space is a space of memory, but a 

space for memory. In other words, the key is not that the park or the open field can somehow 

represent the events that happened, but that it has no symbol to be represented, no narrative to be 

taken over, and thus cannot be co-opted by institutional logics or narratives. The result is a space 

that the new Archivist Mothers use perform the transformation of an absence (the eventual 
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disappearance of their mother' body) into a constant presence, a mother figure that carries a 

particular memory that is maintained through rituals in a given space. The park in Villa, as a 

space for memory, seeks to become a space in which acts of transgenerational memory can be 

performed. It's about performing acts with the goal of healing, because healing requires 

transformation, integration, and seeks to become a form of forgetting—of moving beyond the 

trauma's grip. It's also not a simple archival preservation, because direct preservation requires to 

keep alive the trauma's presence for political and memorial purposes. In order to avoid these 

misaligned therapeutic and political imperatives, the park is conceptualized as a location that 

holds space for memorialization, discourse, and testimony.As the Tortured Mother embodies an 

unresolved trauma, her sons and daughters take the role of Archivist Mothers and embody a way 

of living with their intergenerational trauma, accepting it without disposing it, addressing the 

memory knot and giving it a space for remembrance, so they can deal with it via performances of 

memory. 

 

Temporality presents a particularly complex challenge for the Tortured Mother because her body 

carries the physical traces of violence that disrupt regular temporal experience. The scars, 

injuries, and somatic responses don't follow the linear progression from past to present—they 

intrude into daily life through flashbacks, physical pain, and involuntary bodily reactions that 

collapse temporal boundaries, as narrated by Alejandra in Villa+Discurso when her mother turns 

her face away from her kiss. Violence and trauma remain contemporaneous rather than past. The 

Tortured Mother's testimony emerges from this embodied disruption: her words carry the weight 

of a body that cannot forget, that continues to bear witness through its physical responses to a 

violence that officially "ended" decades ago. 
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Archivist Mothers must work with this bodily temporality when creating rituals of memory. 

Their challenge is quite concrete: how to create practices that can accommodate a mother whose 

body still reacts to the sounds or images that trigger her trauma. The cyclical temporality of 

sacred ritual—repetitions, seasonal returns, and embodied practices—offers a different temporal 

framework than the linear narrative of "moving past" trauma. Yet the question remains whether 

these ritual cycles can provide a sustainable way of living with a body that carries unhealed 

wounds, or whether the sacred temporality simply creates another form of temporal displacement 

that leaves the fundamental disruption unaddressed. 

 

One possible answer lies in the fact that the Archivist Mother's disposition with time is not a 

solution but a process: the Archivist Mother represents what the Tortured Mother could become: 

not healing in the sense of forgetting and moving on, but healing as sublation—as a dialectical 

movement that keeps the unresolved tensions and reframes them as part of the sacred 

intersubjectivity that emerges in performances of remembrance. The self as a becoming, as part 

of the same cycle that changes seasons. It's not about a change that is bound to happen, it's about 

an ongoing process in which the Tortured Mother is able to keep her testimony not to remain 

frozen in her traumatic experience, but to assume her newfound role as the keeper of the material 

knowledge written in her body. It's a knowledge that speaks on how power operates through 

violence, how the abject operates in our society, and how deep is the darkness and its policies of 

forgetting that are currently set in place in the neoliberal system of the post-dictatorship. 
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Allow me to take a slight detour before I return to the topic at hand: in his Mutterrecht, published 

in 1861, Johann Jakob Bachofen makes the first academic study that proposes that a historical 

change from a matriarchal social structure into a patriarchal one took place at some point. Even 

if virtually all discussions regarding his theory were aimed at discrediting it, Bachofen's work 

still holds its ground as a solid research with daring philosophical implications focused on the 

ancients' account on Lycia and the origins of mother right in Crete. Throughout his work, 

Bachomen lays out clear evidence that the Olympian gods were preceded by a religion of 

motherlike figures, a series of strange primordial goddesses that operated as supreme deities. The 

author unravels a long-forgotten timeline where men defeated and subdued women, establishing 

a patriarchal system characterized by female monogamy, paternal authority, and a dominant role 

of men within a highly hierarchically organized society. In The Forgotten Language, Erich 

Fromm quotes Bachomen's research on matriarchal culture, which is "characterized by an 

emphasis on ties of blood, ties of soil, and a passive acceptance of all natural phenomena. 

Patriarchal society, in contrast, is characterized by respect of man-made law, by a predominance 

of rational thought, and by man's efforts to change natural phenomena." (Fromm 207) 

 

In my previous chapter I proposed the Austere Mother as the cooptation of the sacred by man-

made laws. In her, the sacredness of the intersubjective, that is, its dimension as a collective 

imaginary has been taken over by an individualist lack of an alternative imaginary; the social 

reproduction as a sacred duty related to cycles and the development of organic life has turned 

into a gendered duty that promotes obedience to a patriarchal system; the most sacred and 

ultimate act, that of self-sacrifice, has changed from a sacrifice in favor of the collective to a 

necessary economic procedure that keeps neoliberal austerity and pure cruelty at place. As such, 
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the Austere Mother stands as a representation of hopelessness and the internalization of a 

neoliberal self-sacrifice, two properties that reached a point of complete saturation of Chile's 

post-dictatorship political life during the 2010s. It is from there that I Bachomen's work can be 

used as a general map that brings a new layer into consideration: that of competing modes of 

matriarchal and patriarchal organizations of society, that is, of those two modes as figures or 

archetypes of the social—as root metaphors that shape our world. 

 

The Austere Mother is the triumph of neoliberalism over the post-dictatorship subject, a triumph 

that's aligned and at service of a patriarchal mode of society that was violently enforced during 

the dictatorship and reached a tipping point in the late 2010s, when public performances such as 

Un violador en tu camino by LASTESIS reached mainstream virality worldwide. In contrast, the 

WOMAN in Araya's play embodies the sacred return, the cyclical temporality, and the 

preservation of memory that guides the Archivist Mother's work. Dame un minuto, esto va a ser 

breve stages the confrontation between these two maternal positions: the Austere Mother as the 

patriarchal order that's focused on moving forward and abandon everything that doesn't serve the 

individual that needs the system in place, and the WOMAN as the matriarchal order that's 

focused on returning and preserving the past, as well as a way of taken care of others that goes 

beyond the importance of the individual and is grounded on the collective. 

 

On the surface, this contraposition seems like a carbon copy of the tension between the 

Administrative and the Archivist mothers, and that's because the Austere Mother is, in general 

terms, an oppressed and dispossessed version of the Administrative Mother—both support the 

same neoliberal system through different means: one through institutional management and 
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promises of relief, the other through self-sacrifice driven by fear. And yet, there are key 

differences between them. The clearest one is their two different approaches to sacrifice: the 

Administrative Mother sacrifices others, while the Austere Mother sacrifices herself. 

 

Also in terms of sacrifice, the Austere Mother and the Archivist Mother represent two distinct 

modes: self-sacrifice versus sacred sacrifice. The Austere Mother follows a self-sacrifice that 

serves neoliberal reproduction and seeks to maintain the status quo; the Archivist Mother, on the 

other hand, sacrifices her time, her energy, and her own needs in order to serve performances 

that seek to preserve traumas and memories. The Archivist Mother endures with purpose: she 

wants to remain so the archive remains, so memory and past events don't get co-opted or made 

disappear. Hers is an endurance that is not anchored in herself, but in her duty. And yet, in Dame 

un minuto, esto va a ser breve, the WOMAN has not yet fully become the Archivist Mother—

because, as I mentioned before, the Archivist Mother is a becoming, a process towards a constant 

goal, and never a finalized form. By ending herself and letting the archive go, the WOMAN 

engages in an imaginary attempt to bring the archive and her memories back, a poetic but 

politically counterproductive gesture. So what else is missing in the WOMAN that can be found 

in the Archivist Mother? 

 

The answer is the performance of rituals of memory and the insistence on preserving both the 

archive and herself as the guardian of the archive. The Archivist Mother's position reaffirms the 

sacrality of life not from the perspective of the individual as the smallest unity deserving sacred 

respect, but from a conception of the collective as something historically, ontologically, and 

logically prior to the individual—a collective that benefits from keeping its memory alive. The 
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focus on archival value connects directly to transmissibility and ritualization, establishing the 

collective as the core sacred category and smallest possible unit. Here the Archivist Mother 

emerges not merely as a fourth maternal type appearing during the post-dictatorship, but as a 

possibility, a becoming, a potential transformation available to the other mother figures. 

 

The core difference between the Archivist Mother and the others lies in her refusal to move 

forward through forgetting. Instead, she advances through acts of remembrance, preserving what 

happened and carrying it into the future by reaching back and assuming all contradictions into a 

sacred structure of cyclical time. Her temporal orientation sublates the radical individualism of 

the Administrative Mother, the traumatic loop of the Tortured Mother, and the absolute self-

abandonment of the Austere Mother. 

 

 

 

THE LIMINAL ARCHIVE 

In this section I will use Victor Turner's main concepts from Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors, to 

propose the Archivist Mother as a liminal figure between absence and presence, past and future, 

individual and collective, a figure that produces anti-structural fractures via performances of 

memory. Turner's ideas on social dramas and metaphors will also provide a framework for 

understanding the crucial work of the Archivist Mother and how it's different from all the 

previous mother figures analyzed until now. 
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Turner places four key concepts in dialectical conversation: Structure is the organized, 

hierarchical social arrangements that govern our everyday life and secures our established roles, 

institutions, and power relations. The structure is what keeps our social order in place via rules, 

rankings, and prescribed behaviors. Liminality is a threshold condition that happens in 

performances, rituals, and moments of social transformation. During a liminal phase, participants 

exist in between their normal social categories, in a state where ordinary structural rules have 

been temporarily suspended—revolutions, protests, and massive crowd movements are 

paradigmatic liminal phases. Anti-structure is a phase that emerges from liminality, and it's a 

temporary negation of normal social hierarchies and roles. It's called anti-structure because in it 

our social organization has been temporarily suspended and, as a result, it provides necessary 

release from the structure's constraints via ritual reversals, or sacred transgressions—for 

example, during performances of repressed social memories, rituals that exchange or invert 

social roles, etc. The fourth and final concept is communitas: the sense of an unmediated 

community that emerges during anti-structural and liminal experiences. The key here is that 

while structured social relations are based on hierarchy and difference, the communitas creates 

temporary bonds of equality and shared humanity that transcend normal social divisions. Once 

the performance ends, those bonds dissolve and participants return to a structure that governs 

their everyday life. 

 

These concepts are part of a four-phase cycle that Turner calls "social drama," where the 

structure sees a breach or violation of norms or rules that govern social relations, then a crisis 

that widens the breach and becomes a matter of public concern, then a redressive action where 

the structure uses some mechanism (ritual, legal procedure, brute force, mediation, etc.) to limit 
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the crisis, and finally a reintegration in which the group reunites and the structure either absorbs 

the contradictions or is modified by the division that caused a breach in the first place. 

 

There are two key insights that directly correlate with this study. First, the idea that liminal 

phases happen when a root metaphor reaches a crisis point of radical contradiction with our 

material experience. This collision produces a liminal phase where competing metaphors face 

each other and seek to rule as the structure's main ideological substratum. Early on, I proposed 

"life is a marketplace" as the ruling metaphor promoting a radical individualism that not only 

erodes the social fabric but has paved the way for neoliberalism during the Chilean post-

dictatorship. Once that metaphor is no longer applicable—because life is not being experienced 

like a fair and rational marketplace—it produces a tension that calls for the reconfiguration of the 

metaphor, for example: "life in the post-dictatorship is a rigged marketplace." This tension 

depends on symbols, images, and narratives that secure this new metaphor in place. It is 

precisely the Archivist Mother's work what maintains the memory feeding our collective 

awareness on the shortcomings of the reining root metaphor. Hers is a movement backwards into 

traumatic events and experiences of loss, in order to hold those memories at the forefront of our 

social drama. 

 

The second key insight is that liminal phases are sustained via symbols and symbolic behaviors 

that promote a rational form of intersubjectivity with clear pragmatic purposes for both the 

structure and the communitas. Since liminal stages are symbolically dependent, they are 

grounded on metaphors—on things standing in place of other things. We can see the key 

importance of symbols when the redressive action happens and the structure pushes against the 
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communitas, which often claims victims: the police attacks the protestors and either kills or 

seriously injures somebody. Those victims are then lifted by the communitas, becoming anti-

structural symbols that embody the violence holding the structure in place. As a result, the 

victims' names and faces are turn into markers of memory that the communitas uses to remember 

the issues that fueled the breach in the first place. The Archivist Mother's work is key here, as 

she is the one that maintains those symbols via performances that display the memory of our lost 

ones. 

 

The communitas is an unmediated sense of community that emerges at the heart of the sacred, 

from an intersubjective experience. Turner sees it as what maintains our sense of hope—after all, 

the lack of communitas "creates both an unviable liminality and the feeling of despair" (Turner 

54). From here, it's consistent to claim that every social structure needs a horizon of possibility in 

which a communitas can be assembled, so hopelessness doesn't take over. Communitas are 

created through shared remembrance, and generate alternative ways of organizing social reality 

that exist alongside but outside dominant structures. Through acts of memory, the Archivist 

Mother is able to generate a liminal space where the normal rules of neoliberal temporality 

(efficiency, productivity, forward movement) are suspended in favor of cyclical return and 

recursive remembrance. By aligning herself with the unproductive and anti-structural dimensions 

of sacred temporality, the Archivist Mother effectively escapes the root metaphor of "life is a 

marketplace" and presents an alternative imaginary: a communitas grounded on remembrance 

and sacred intersubjectivity. Her liminal position allows her to carry symbols and practices that 

challenge structural authority while remaining essential to the community's continued existence. 

In the Archivist Mother figure we find Turner's core insight about liminality: it appears to 
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threaten structure while actually enabling its renewal through providing access to foundational 

symbols and experiences that structure normally suppresses. The Archivist Mother's world-

creating rather than world-maintaining work emerges from this liminal capacity to hold space for 

what the dominant structure cannot accommodate while remaining indispensable to collective 

continuity. 

 

As Turner's analysis suggests, liminal positions are often temporary, and require an eventual 

reintegration into the structure or risk permanent marginalization. This further secures the notion 

that the Archivist Mother (just like all mother figures in this study) is not a fixed object or a 

finished archetype, but a process, a mode of becoming. The Archivist Mother is a movement 

back towards memory and forwards towards a communitas. It's not a simple act of remembering, 

a mere "turn back," but a spin, a movement backwards so the push forward becomes stronger. 

Through her spins and cycles, the Archivist Mother can be reintegrated and breach the structure 

again. 

 

The relation between the Archivist Mother and liminality in the sacred is also noted by Ernst 

Cassirer, who claims that sacred and mythical thinking posit a relation that "causes the members 

of this relation to flow together and merge" because "each spatial part not only stands for the 

whole but is the whole," as the sacred and its mythical consciousness "orients itself towards 

being and becoming" and "it turns more and more to the contemplation of the eternal cycle of 

events," a contemplation that "is directed not towards the mere content of change but towards its 

pure form." (Cassirer 111) The result is the emergence of a new conception of the divine, where 

cycles are taken not only as a temporal order but "as a universal order of destiny" (112). It is 
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precisely in that order that "men's duty and virtue consists simply in knowing and observing the 

'path' which the macrocosm imposes upon the microcosm." (115) It is this reflection between 

scales and sizes as part of a constant cycle of becoming that fuels the sacred work of the 

Archivist Mother, who doesn't move forward by forgetting, but through acts of remembrance, by 

preserving what happened and carrying it into the future in order to build a sense of community, 

a liminality that preserves the value of our human experience. By reaching back and assuming all 

contradictions into a sacred structure of cyclical time, she sublates the radical individualism of 

the Administrative Mother, the traumatic loop of the Tortured Mother, and the absolute self-

abandonment of the Austere Mother. The self-sacrifice of the Archivist Mother aims towards the 

cycles that compose the sacred, and aligns itself with the unproductive, the anti-structural, and 

the liminal. In her push for this recursive re-creation of communitas, the Archivist Mother 

sustains her anti-structural position without being co-opted back into administrative logic or 

becoming politically irrelevant through excessive marginality. 

 

The Archivist Mother, as a figure linked to the sacred, as a becoming, suggests a distinct goal 

and plan: the conception that both maternal work and acts of memory can be world-creating 

instead of just world-maintaining. From here, the political question regarding memory cannot be 

simply framed in terms of "is the Archivist Mother progressive or conservative?" and instead 

demands a contextual and contingent perspective: "under what conditions does archival work 

serve liberation rather than domination?" The answer seems to be that archival work serves 

liberation when it's geared towards the communitas, towards the sense of hope that's needed to 

endure the structure. It's not the administration of the structure, or the naked experience of their 

victims, or the absolute abandonment of the self in order to perpetuate the status quo: it’s the 



185 

 

permanent struggle over memory—a struggle in which there's no final victory, only constant 

vigilance in a cycle that is bound to be repeated, and where the Archivist Mother must remain 

present and help us remember. Only in that way we can retain some of the necessary hope that 

guides us forward and makes us imagine an alternative future where the cruel metaphors that are 

enforced and rule over use will become useless, a future where life will no longer be a 

marketplace and the post-dictatorship will no longer be a mother that suffers, a future where 

mothers will finally be reunited with their loved ones. 
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