Why is Civil Society Important?: The Arpilleristas in Pinochet’s Chile

A companion unit for the Facing History and Ourselves study guide

Stitching Truth: Women’s Protest Art in Pinochet’s Chile




Abridged Timeline of Chile’s Recent History
1970 

November 3
Salvador Allende, as leader of the Unidad Popular (Popular Unity party), defeats a former president, Jorge Alessandri, to assume the presidency. Allende implements controversial social and economic reforms in his “Chilean Way to Socialism” program.

1973

September 11
Pinochet leads the Chilean army in a violent coup that ends Allende’s government and brings the country under a harsh military dictatorship. (Allende makes a farewell speech shortly before the capture of the palace and is believed to have committed suicide.)  

1973–1990
Some 130,000 Chileans are brutally detained by officials working for Pinochet; many are tortured and an estimated 3,000 are killed or “disappeared.” 
1974
A group of women in search of disappeared family members organize the first of the arpillera workshops. Making arpilleras that chronicle the human rights violations of Pinochet’s regime becomes not only a means for Chilean women to support their families but also a powerful form of protest and resistance.  

1988 

October 5
Under provisions in Chile’s constitution of 1980, a referendum is held to decide the country’s leadership. Chileans vote for a return to democracy and elections are held in 1989.

 1990

March 11 
Pinochet steps down and Patricio Alwyn is democratically elected president. (Pinochet becomes the commander-in-chief of the army.)   

2006

March 11
Michelle Bachelet, whose father died three decades earlier at the hands of DINA, is sworn in as Chile’s first female president. As the defense minister in 2003, Bachelet helped formulate a declaration that Chile’s military would “never again” depose a democratically elected government.  

