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Siloísmo and the Self in Allende’s Chile: 

Youth, “Total Revolution,” and the Roots of 

the Humanist Movement

Patrick Barr-Melej

Silo�s �sermon on the mount,� as some later called it, took place high up in 
the Andes mountains near Mendoza, Argentina, at midday on May 4, 1969. 
Days earlier, Mendoza�s municipal of�cials, in accordance with the national 
government�s restriction of civil liberties, had denied a public meeting space 
within the city�s limits to Silo (the pseudonym used by the Mendocino Mario 
Luis Rodríguez Cobos) and his young followers. Rebuffed by Mendoza�s elders 
and seeking a space in which to assemble inconspicuously, the Siloístas formed 
an impromptu convoy and traveled a meandering road into the towering moun-
tains, with inquisitive police never far behind, until they eventually gathered 
on a rise named Punta de Vacas. There, surrounded by rocks, dust, and shrubs, 
Silo and his followers engendered a youth movement whose repercussions 
would soon be felt strongly across the border in Chile, where profound politi-
cal, social, cultural, and economic change lay on the horizon. That day at Punta 
de Vacas, with police observing from a short distance away, dozens of young 
people, mostly Chileans and Argentines, listened as Silo shared his thoughts 
on such things as pleasure, desire, suffering, and the violence of �philistine 
morality.� What they witnessed was the seminal oration � the critical moment 
of articulation � that de�ned and inspired a species of counterculture and laid 
the foundation for what subsequently became the Humanist movement in Chile 
and elsewhere.

I owe a debt of gratitude to James Cane-Carrasco, whose observations and suggestions have 
enriched my work since graduate school, and to Arnold J. Bauer, Tulio Halperin Donghi, 
Claudio Robles, and Margaret Power for helping me add �esh to this article�s skeleton. In 
addition, Christopher Curtis, Michael Bailey, David Hollander, Sara Gregg, Laura Mielke, 
and Leonard Sadosky encouraged me and provided valuable comments. My thanks also go 
to Oscar Ortiz, Sergio Grez, Eduardo DevØs, Anadelia Romo, JuliÆn Burgos, audiences in 
Chile, the United States, Japan, and Britain, and HAHR�s editors and anonymous reviewers.
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The right-wing stranglehold on Argentina�s public sphere during the late 
1960s and very early 1970s forced Siloístas to meet in out-of-the-way places 
like Punta de Vacas, when they were able to meet at all. Meanwhile, Silo�s fol-
lowers in Santiago and environs nurtured their nascent movement and formed 
a group called Poder Joven, or �Young Power.� Poder Joven brought together 
self-described revolutionaries in their midteens and twenties and from all of 
Chile�s urban classes � a budding generation in a turbulent, yet pluralistic and 
democratic, polity. Rooted in their collective aspiration to achieve a higher state 
of being through self-transformation, and inspired by such �gures as Herbert 
Marcuse and G. I. Gurdjieff, Chilean Siloístas tested the of�cial boundaries 
and meanings of such concepts as liberation, revolution, and socialism in their 
response to Silo�s call for �The Healing of Suffering� � the title of his Punta de 
Vacas address.1 Siloístas, simply put, rejected existing authorities and nearly all 
aspects of contemporary society. They did so under dif�cult conditions and at 
some risk, as they were confronted by the policing powers of both media and 
the state during the �Chilean road to socialism� (1970 � 73), the political proj-
ect of freely elected Marxist president Salvador Allende and his Socialist- and 
Communist-led coalition, Popular Unity. Despite their avowed commitment 
to socialism, Siloístas found no allies in Popular Unity, nor did they seek any. 
The Marxist government, which identi�ed itself as the embodiment, if not the 
pinnacle, of Chilean democracy, effectively branded the unarmed and apolitical 
Siloístas as enemies of the state, culture, and morality. 

The formation of Poder Joven and the ensuing reactions of anti-Siloístas, 
especially those of the orthodox Left, underscore the seriousness of a genera-
tional clash that emerged alongside, and in relation to, class struggle during 
the Allende years. These events also accentuate the possibilities and limita-
tions faced by heterodox revolutionary movements under the Popular Unity 
government. Moreover, at the same time that Chile�s two most powerful and 
antagonistic sociopolitical blocs � the Allendista Left and the resourceful 
Right � battled for hegemony, they nevertheless demonstrated similar cultural 
sensibilities in their dealings with Siloísmo. Remarkably, however, historians of 
Chile have not paused to examine Siloísmo and what Poder Joven was, what it 
stood for, what it did, and what it meant in the context of tremendous social dis-

1. The moniker �Silo� (pronounced �See-low�) stems from Rodríguez Cobos�s tall, 
narrow physique. While family and childhood friends coined and used the nickname, some 
Siloístas later perceived another connotation: Silo as a granary of ideas. Mario Gómez 
López, �¡Exclusivo!� Ramona (Santiago) 1, no. 1 (29 Oct. 1971): 49; author�s interview with 
JuliÆn Burgos, Santiago, Mar. 2004.
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cord, acute political strife, and the radicalization of a great many young people.2 
Speaking to this omission, in this article I will examine Siloísmo and pinpoint 
Poder Joven�s unique and contested position in the social, cultural, and political 
con�icts taking place in Chile during the early 1970s. I would like to address 
�ve interrelated questions: What were the essential ideas and practices of the 
Siloístas? How did those ideas and practices relate to social, cultural, political, 
generational, transcendental, and existential matters? Why did many Chileans 
see Siloísmo as a threat to society? In what ways did Popular Unity and Poder 
Joven advance different and irreconcilable de�nitions of liberation, revolution, 
and socialism? And what was the relationship between class struggle and gen-
erational struggle during the Allende years? 

While leaders of the Chilean Left decried Poder Joven�s alleged fascism, 
the Right warned of Siloísmo�s supposedly socialist revolutionary objectives. 
Most everyone branded Siloístas as cultural outcasts, social deviants, drug 
addicts, perverts, pedophiles, and kidnappers, and Silo�s associates were investi-
gated, persecuted, and jailed during the Allende years. Forces representing the 
most vivid shades of Chile�s political spectrum feared the spread of Poder Joven. 
Popular Unity�s principals grew concerned by, among other things, Siloísmo�s 
discourse of generational struggle and its call for absolute liberation � of the 
mind, body, and spirit � which clashed with key precepts of the nation�s Marx-
ist leadership and those of other important social interests. While Siloístas held 
that individual liberation would lead to collective liberation, Marxists believed 
the opposite. More politically conservative Chileans, meanwhile, also criticized 
Siloísmo in the strongest of terms during the Popular Unity government, and 
the subsequent military regime took Poder Joven quite seriously � likely due 
to the negative press about the Siloístas during the Allende years. Although 
it never counted with more than one hundred core members and another one 
or two hundred fellow travelers, Poder Joven apparently seemed much larger 
than it really was, a fact that we can attribute to media reports, police inves-
tigations, and the assiduous propaganda efforts of Siloístas themselves, whose 

2. Readings on Popular Unity and the Allende years include Arturo Valenzuela, The 
Breakdown of Democratic Regimes: Chile (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1978); Luis 
CorvalÆn, El gobierno de Salvador Allende (Santiago: LOM Ediciones, 2003); Paul Sigmund, 
The Overthrow of Allende and the Politics of Chile (Pittsburgh: Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, 1978); 
TomÆs MouliÆn, Conversación interrumpida con Allende (Santiago: LOM Ediciones, 1998); 
Salvador Allende, Salvador Allende: Su pensamiento político (Santiago: Quimantœ, 1972); and 
Stefan de Vylder, Allende�s Chile: The Political Economy of the Rise and Fall of Popular Unity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1976).
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graf�ti and symbol (a triangle inside a circle) were as ubiquitous as they were  
recognizable.3

Although they faced considerable adversity, highlighted by the arrest and 
imprisonment of prominent members during the Allende years and under the 
military regime that followed, Poder Joven spread beyond Chile and the South-
ern Cone. Young Chileans took Silo�s teachings abroad during the Popular Unity 
era, and some escaped the violence of Chile�s 1973 coup by virtue of their per-
egrination.4 A dozen years after Allende�s overthrow, exiled Siloístas returned to 
Chile � many for the �rst time since the coup � to participate in the country�s 
gradual transition to democracy. In the mid-1980s, they founded the Humanist 
Party to champion progressive political and social change, human rights, and 
environmentalism, and Humanists assumed roles in government after the dic-
tatorship. Internationally, meanwhile, Siloísmo took on other names, including 
�The Community� and �The Movement.� By the 1990s, Siloístas had become 
organized into Humanist political movements and parties in more than one 
hundred countries.

Punta de Vacas and the Making of a Counterculture

The 1960s and early 1970s were a time of extraordinary ambition around 
the world. Utopias were pursued, including those imagined by revolutionar-
ies pledged to end exploitation. Things once considered either implausible or 
outright impossible � such as space exploration � became real. In this setting, 
scores of young people in places like Berkeley, Mexico City, Paris, and even in 
Santiago generated countercultural currents characterized by sexual liberation, 
reconceptualized gender and gendered relations, a particular material culture, 
drug use, demands for political and cultural democratization, and opposition 
to all war.5 These young people made known their alienation by expressing, 

3. As a former Poder Joven member explained, the circle represents totality, without 
a beginning and without an end, while the points of the triangle represent the cultural, the 
psychological, and the social elements of Siloísta thought. It bears some resemblance to the 
anarchist symbol; author�s interview with Luis Felipe García, Santiago, June 2005. 

4. Interview with Pía Figueroa Edwards, Santiago, Mar. 2004. 
5. The term �counterculture� is attributed to Theodore Roszak�s book The Making 

of a Counter Culture: Re�ections on the Technocratic Society and Its Youthful Oppositions 
(Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1969). There are very few studies on Latin American 
countercultures. Consult Christopher Dunn, TropicÆlia and the Emergence of a Brazilian 
Counterculture (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2001); and Eric Zolov, Refried 
Elvis: The Rise of the Mexican Counterculture (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1999).
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through various forms of collectivism and straightforward de�ance, their coun-
terhegemonic sensibilities based on desires for liberation. In Chile, where the 
�rst sign of widespread youth activism in the 1960s was a student movement 
to reform the nation�s largest universities, the purveyors and practitioners of 
counterculture were seen regularly on the streets of the capital and elsewhere by 
the end of the decade.6 In this context, Poder Joven essentially developed as an 
esoteric fragment of the Chilean counterculture, sharing a peculiar milieu with 
other youth-based trends, including the more recognizable form that Chileans 
called hippismo.7

In Santiago�s metropolitan region, many middle- and upper-class Chilean 
hippies � young men and women in their teens and twenties � frequented cafØs 
and stores in the upscale municipality of Providencia, while those of lesser eco-
nomic means typically congregated in the downtown�s Parque Forestal and at 
other venues in the capital�s central and western sectors. Regardless of class or 
place, Chile�s hippies listened to the music of such homegrown beat and hippie 
bands as Aguaturbia, Los Picapiedras, and Los Blops. Providencia hippies and 
Parque Forestal hippies read many of the same pop-culture magazines, sported 
similar hairstyles, and were very aware of foreign counterculture(s) that brought 
to Chile various clothing styles, music, and vocabularies, as well as an overall 
onda, or vibe, that many young Chileans found compelling. Broadly speaking, 
hippies created � by means of clothing, hairstyles, hangouts, marijuana use, 
language, music, and sexuality � an identi�able culture delineated as much or 
more by consumption patterns as anything. Chilean hippies sought to emu-
late U.S. hippies in many respects, especially after a well-publicized Woodstock 
documentary appeared in Santiago movie houses in September 1970.8 

Although rightist, centrist, and leftist critics greeted hippismo with many 

6. On the university reform movement, see Carlos Huneeus, La reforma universitaria: 
Veinte aæos despuØs (Santiago: Corporación de Promoción Universitaria, 1988); CristiÆn Cox, 
La reforma en la Universidad Católica de Chile (Santiago: Ediciones Sur, 1987); Felipe Agüero, 
La reforma de la Universidad de Chile (Santiago: Ediciones Sur, 1987); and Jaime Bernales 
Leiva, La reforma universitaria de 1967 y el lema universidad para todos (Santiago, 1995).

7. Chileans spell it using the Anglophonic hippie rather than the Hispanized 
orthography jipi, used in Mexico and elsewhere.

8. The apparent �restlessness� of young Chileans was the subject of sociological 
inquiry and analysis. Consult Eugenio Velasco Letelier and Juan Gómez Millas, Algunas 
re�exiones sobre la juventud actual (Santiago: Ed. AndrØs Bello, 1971); and Armand Mattelart 
and Michele Mattelart, Juventud chilena: Rebeldía y conformismo (Santiago: Ed. Universitaria, 
1970). Conversations with James Cane-Carrasco provided me with considerable insight into 
radical politics, social change, and esoteric movements during the 1960s and 1970s.
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of the same accusations, condemnations, and un�attering epithets � some 
perhaps well deserved � that were hurled at Poder Joven, hippies and Siloístas 
were dissimilar in important ways. Indeed, it will become evident that Siloísmo 
eschewed some of hippismo�s most recognized markers (real or perceived), 
including recreational drug use, but retained other aspects of countercultural 
thought and practice.

The Chilean counterculture of the late 1960s and early 1970s (Siloísmo 
included) is best described as a conglomeration of currents that in many respects 
�outed the conventions of society, culture, and politics that were de�ned and 
defended in varying ways by the institutions and voices representing most 
everyone else. It lacked of�cial political space � by default or desire � but nev-
ertheless made such issues as drug use and sexual freedom more conspicuous 
in a country with a notably conservative cultural history and a polarizing and 
fracturing body politic. To be sure, the diffuse and consumerist counterculture 
that was hippismo generated a much larger following than did Poder Joven, 
but a casual perusal of leading newspapers and magazines published during the 
Popular Unity years would lead one to think otherwise. Despite its cultural and 
political importance during the Allende years, hippismo is outside this article�s 
scope. Signi�cant here is that while most Chileans in, say, 1971 might not have 
been able to distinguish between hippismo and Siloísmo, Poder Joven offered 
the young Chilean a more ideologically de�ned and esoteric alternative to hip-
pismo. Siloísmo, in short, espoused a speci�c doctrine that drew the attention 
of the state and powerful constituencies in civil society, notwithstanding Poder 
Joven�s small size. Silo�s brief speech at Punta de Vacas expressed the bare essen-
tials of that doctrine.

In a 1971 interview with the Chilean leftist youth magazine Ramona, Silo 
accused �los cerdos� (�the pigs,� or people in positions of authority, especially 
police and government of�cials) of labeling his Punta de Vacas address a �ser-
mon on the mount� in order to give it an unwarranted and unwanted messi-
anic overtone.9 �The important thing was to talk to the young people,� Silo 

9. The product of a middle-class Mendoza family, Rodríguez Cobos (b. 1938) attended 
a Marist high school, where he �rst became aware of social problems. He brie�y attended 
law school at the University of Cuyo before buying a motorcycle and embarking on a  
four-month trek across Argentina in the late 1950s. He later traveled to Colombia and 
Chile. �The thing I most remember about Chile was the suffering of its people. Free people, 
people with mental agility,� he noted in a published interview. Silo returned to Argentina, 
where he studied political science and became interested in sociology; he later journeyed 
again to Chile in early 1969. Moreover, for a living he sold such things as olive paste (for 
sandwiches) and brake �uid. Gómez López, �¡Exclusivo!� 46. The somewhat reclusive Silo 
still resides in Mendoza. 
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told Ramona in Mendoza. �Then the pigs got scared. It�s logical. Because the 
cordobazo happened twenty days later. We could smell it coming, you know.�10 
Referring to the student and worker uprising that shook Córdoba, Argentina, 
in late May 1969, Silo described a larger upheaval in the making, led by a new 
and innovative generation of young people victimized by prevailing institutions 
and destructive ideas that de�ned their inner and outer worlds.11 In essence, Silo 
drew on the cordobazo to underscore the growing militancy of youths who, he 
said, desired a transformation in their lives that went beyond the economic and 
the political. Indeed, in the Ramona interview Silo prognosticated a �new revo-
lution against everything that is.� Young people, he explained, �don�t participate 
in anything, and they are the only ones capable of making a real revolution.�12 
Put broadly, Siloísmo asserted that in order to achieve the transformative pos-
sibilities and promise of such a revolution, one had to begin by elaborating a 
liberating psychology, one derived from an organic process of self-discovery 
and understanding � a new epistemology � that would produce a more humane 
cosmology. Inner change, if realized, would then be expressed in the outer world 
as paci�sm, freedom, and a particular form of socialism made real and fostered 
by the younger generation. 

Some 15 � 20 minutes long, �The Healing of Suffering� began with a sim-
ple declaration: �If you have come to hear a man because you think he will 
communicate wisdom, you are on the wrong path, because real wisdom is not 
conveyed by way of books or speeches; real wisdom is in the depth of your con-
sciousness, just as real love is in the depth of your heart.�13 Silo then spelled 
out his understanding of suffering, noting that besides the physical dimension 
of suffering (from hunger or a wound), there exists a �strictly mental suffer-
ing,� which �is always rooted in the violence that exists in your own conscious-
ness.� He explained that one suffers �because you fear losing what you have, 
or because you lack, or because you fear in general. These, then, are the great 

10. Ibid., 49.
11. On the cordobazo, consult James Brennan, The Labor Wars in Córdoba, 1955 � 1976: 

Ideology, Work, and Labor Politics in an Argentine Industrial City (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
Univ. Press, 1998); and Juan Carlos Cena, El cordobazo: Una rebelión popular (Buenos Aires: 
La Rosa Blindada, 2000).

12. Gómez López, �¡Exclusivo!� 49. 
13. The presence of Chileans at Punta de Vacas in May 1969 stemmed largely from 

Silo�s visit to Chile the previous January and his interaction with young people there. 
During his stay, as one Siloísta publication explains, local of�cials in Aconcagua Province 
(near the capital) forced Silo from a �place of meditation.� He found refuge on the country�s 
central coast, where he continued to develop the philosophy that he shared at Punta de 
Vacas. H. Van Doren, Silo y la liberación (Santiago: Transmutación, 1971), 31.
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enemies of humankind: fear of sickness, fear of poverty, fear of death, fear of 
loneliness. All of these sufferings are in your mind.� Silo connected suffer-
ing and its source � a violence within the mind � to the destructive power of 
human desire. �The more violent a person is,� he warned, �the more crude, the 
more base are that person�s desires.� Such �inner violence,� nourished by desire, 
naturally leads to violence in the �outside� world, as humans driven by desire 
(for goods, social status, political power) in�ict violence on others. Physical vio-
lence is an obvious extension of desire�s command, Silo argued, as is �economic 
violence,� which �is the violence through which you exploit others.� Economic 
violence occurs �when you steal from another person, when you are no longer a 
brother or sister to others, and when you become a bird of prey who feeds upon 
other people.�14 Poder Joven�s conception of economic violence, developed by 
Silo at Punta de Vacas, later framed the movement�s peculiar socialism, which 
focused on the psychological bases for economic and social justice rather than a 
materialist interpretation of social being.

Silo�s attention to suffering and desire took him beyond a critique of eco-
nomic conditions to denounce racism and religious intolerance, as well as to 
condemn what he called �philistine morality,� which he saw as symptoms of 
brutish desire: �You wish to impose your way of life upon another person; you 
wish to impose your vocation on another person. But who has told you that you 
are an example to be followed? Who has told you that you can impose your 
way of life because it pleases you? What makes your way of life a model, and 
what makes it a pattern that you have the right to impose on others? This, then, 
is another form of violence.� He went on to warn his audience, �There is no 
politics that can solve this mad urge for violence. There is no political party or 
movement on the planet that can end the violence.� Silo then suggested that 
young people should be wary of any group or institution that promises to rec-
tify grievous worldly conditions through traditional means: political reform 
or revolution, the restructuring of economies, the creation of welfare states, 
and so forth. Without a transformative process within the self, which nulli-
�es desire and brings about true joy and love that will �elevate your spirit� and 
�elevate your body,� authentic change in all areas of human experience � true 
and expansive liberation � cannot unfold.15 Such self-transformation would be 
the result of meditation guided by the teachings and coaching of those whose 
minds are free. 

14. Silo [Mario Luis Rodríguez Cobos], Recopilación de opiniones, comentarios y 
conferencias, 1969 � 1995 (Santiago: Virtual Ediciones), 10 � 13. 

15. Silo, Recopilación, 12 � 14.
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The ideas that Silo expressed at Punta de Vacas and that Siloístas subse-
quently elaborated expose a complicated intellectual synthesis in�uenced appre-
ciably by Herbert Marcuse, Wilhelm Reich, Erich Fromm, and G. I. Gurdjieff, 
among others, as well as by libertarian-anarchist thought. While an exhaustive 
examination of Siloísmo�s many intellectual components is beyond this article�s 
scope, it is useful to pause and consider at least some of the sources from which 
Silo and Poder Joven very clearly drew inspiration. 

Marcuse�s intellectual presence was obvious from Siloísmo�s inception. 
His writing was regularly quoted and paraphrased (without citation, usually) 
in Poder Joven�s most notable literature, and his books were on the must-read 
lists supplied to prospective members.16 After he took up residence in New York 
in the late 1930s, Marcuse directly grappled with Freud, psychoanalysis, and 
(more to the point) the interrelatedness of self and society, as he (along with 
fellow members of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research) 
pondered the psychological barriers to real social change, combining Marxist 
deductions with Freudian insight.17 Silo�s �Healing of Suffering� addressed the 
self-society relationship by positing that social change would take place only in 
relation to a psychological transformation within the individual. Indeed, the 
Punta de Vacas speech suggested that new pleasures of and for the mind and 
body � a more authentic state of joy and love � would arise from psychological 
metamorphosis. This echoed, to some extent, Marcuse�s 1938 defense of hedo-
nistic philosophies and their focus on happiness, although he (as well as Poder 
Joven) rejected hyperindividualism in view of a concern with social totality and 
the generality of social theory.18 

Other elements in Marcusean thought, and especially Marcuse�s views on 
liberation and economy, apparently swayed Poder Joven in signi�cant ways. In 
Eros and Civilization (1955), Marcuse faults the bourgeois ideology of love, which 
represses freedom and pleasure through such social norms as monogamy and as 
a result limits the psychological potential for freedom.19 One-Dimensional Man 

16. Interview with Figueroa Edwards. Figueroa�s �rst encounter with Siloísmo came 
at her friend�s quinceaæera. There, a young man told Figueroa Edwards of Poder Joven and 
later supplied her with a list of some 30 readings, which included books by Marcuse and 
Gurdjieff. 

17. For a comprehensive treatment of the Frankfurt School, see Martin Jay, The 
Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research, 
1923 � 1950 (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1973). 

18. See Herbert Marcuse, �On Hedonism,� in Negations: Essays in Critical Theory, trans. 
Jeremy J. Shapiro (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968).

19. Consult Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1955). On Marcuse, see, for instance, Douglas Kellner, Herbert 
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(1964), moreover, addresses the tremendous power of economic structures, which 
he sees as preventing the expression of freedom, choice, and self-determination.  
Liberty is illusory, Marcuse argues, for those embedded in the existing capi-
talist system (directed by the U.S. and Western Europe) or in the communist 
reality of the USSR; in either context, existence is conditioned completely by 
various psychological and institutional mechanisms of standardization and 
restraint. In other words, Marcuse contends that existing capitalist and commu-
nist systems � their political expressions included � fail humanity by negating 
true equality and liberation. This notion anticipated Poder Joven�s rejection of 
all contemporary political projects.20 That said, Marcuse in the 1960s looked to 
marginal groups (students in particular) for leadership in creating and deploy-
ing new and truly liberating revolutionary formulae that would destroy what 
he saw as the �oppressive totalization that was contemporary society,� as one 
scholar put it.21 Silo and the Siloístas, for all intents and purposes, developed 
one such innovative revolutionary formula. 

In Siloísmo, additionally, one can discern re�ections of ideas expressed 
decades earlier by Reich and Fromm, whose translated works also circulated 
among Poder Joven�s members.22 Reich�s writings discuss sexual instincts, 
sexual repression, and destructive tendencies, arguing that sexual liberation 
was central to the realization of a liberated self and the mitigation of outward 
aggression and violence.23 He believed that nearly all repression was grounded 

Marcuse and the Crisis of Marxism (London: Macmillan, 1984); and Barry Katz, Herbert 
Marcuse and the Art of Liberation (London: Verso, 1982). For Marcusean thought in 
Latin American contexts, consult Francisco López CÆmara, La cultura del 68: Reich y 
Marcuse (Cuernavaca, Mexico: Univ. Nacional Autónoma de MØxico, 1989); Rosendo 
Bolívar Meza, Tendencias actuales de la izquierda en MØxico: El hombre unidimensional y la 
teoría crítica de Herbert Marcuse (Iztapalapa: Univ. Autónoma Metropolitana, 1988); and 
AmØrico Martín, Marcuse y Venezuela (Caracas: Cuadernos Rocinante, 1969). 

20. See Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964). Spanish 
translations of Marcuse�s Eros and Civilization and One-Dimensional Man were readily 
available during the late 1960s and early 1970s.

21. Martin Jay, Marxism and Totality: The Adventures of a Concept from LukÆcs to 
Habermas (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1984), 220 � 21. 

22. Interviews with Figueroa Edwards and Burgos, Santiago, Mar. 2004.
23. The sexual philosophies of Marcuse and Reich are taken up in Paul Robinson, The 

Sexual Radicals: Wilhelm Reich, Geza Roheim, and Herbert Marcuse (London: Maurice Temple 
Smith Ltd., 1970). Also see Wilhelm Reich, The Discovery of the Orgone: The Function of the 
Orgasm (New York: Orgone Institute Press, n.d.), and Reich, People in Trouble (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1976). Studies of Reich include Myron Sharaf, Fury on Earth: 
A Biography of Wilhelm Reich (New York: St. Martin�s, 1983); and Jean-Michel Palmier, 
Wilhelm Reich: Ensayo sobre el nacimiento del freudo-marxismo (Barcelona: Anagrama, 1970).
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in sexual repression, and Reich thus advocated psychological liberation based 
almost exclusively on sexual freedom and the transformative capacity of the 
orgasm. Marcuse�s Eros and Civilization, it should be noted, criticizes Reich for 
offering a strikingly reductive interpretation of what constitutes liberation. 
Marcuse makes it clear that sexual liberation could not be an end in and of itself 
but rather should be a component of a much more ampli�ed liberating psychol-
ogy.24 It will become evident that Poder Joven took Marcuse�s position on the 
matter but accepted Reich�s basic argument about the transformative potential 
of sexuality, as well as his general approach to the interrelatedness of the self, 
destructive tendencies, and liberation. 

Fromm, like Reich, contemplated the self and destructive tendencies, and 
his views were integrated into Siloísmo�s synthesis as expressed at Punta de Vacas 
and elsewhere. Silo�s conception of violence, for example, resembles Fromm�s 
notion of destruction. As Fromm argues in The Fear of Freedom (1942), �The 
more the drive towards life is thwarted, the stronger the drive towards destruc-
tion; the more life is realized, less is the strength of destructiveness. Destructive-
ness is the outcome of unlived life.�25 The Punta de Vacas address implored a gen-
eration to realize a �drive towards life,� thereby depriving society of an impulse 
toward violence, an obvious form of destructiveness. Important, too, is that 
Fromm appreciated socialism not for its economic basis but rather for a certain 
spirit inherent in it � a �humanism� � that broke down the barriers between 
individual and society and valued the human condition.26 

Supplementing the ideas of Marcuse, Reich, and Fromm in Poder Joven�s 
philosophical library, and external to prevailing variants of Marxism, were 
Gurdjieff�s esoteric and proto � New Age teachings.27 Crafted mostly during 
the 1920s and 1930s, Gurdjieff�s body of work relates to the identi�cation and 

24. Marcuse, Eros and Civilization, 218. 
25. Erich Fromm, The Fear of Freedom (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1942), 158; 

italics in original. The original German title of Fear of Freedom was Escape from Freedom; it 
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Its Genius for Good and Evil (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1964); and The Revolution 
of Hope: Toward a Humanized Technology (New York: Bantam, 1968). On Fromm, consult 
Daniel Burston, The Legacy of Erich Fromm (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1991); 
and Florentina Moreno, Hombre y sociedad en el pensamiento de Erich Fromm (Mexico City: 
Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1981). 

26. See Erich Fromm et al., Humanismo socialista, trans. Eduardo Goligorsky (Buenos 
Aires: Paidós, 1966).

27. Silo and Siloístas also found much relevance in Buddhist ideas about  
self-transformation, as well as Mohandas Gandhi�s views on violence and nonviolence. 
Author�s interview with Figueroa Edwards, Santiago, Mar. 2004.
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facilitation of true consciousness; his conceptions of authenticity and humanity 
in�uenced Silo�s and Siloístas� views on psychology and society.28 With special 
interest in astrology, phenomenology, and pre-Christian history, the Arme-
nian-born writer contemplated a more �real� state of being that would allow 
humans to experience the ideal union of body and mind � physical sensation, 
sentiment, and reason � as well as truly comprehend their individual places in 
the cosmos. Gurdjieff, in effect, believed that most humans sleepwalk through 
life, clinging to an illusion of individualism and to a false consciousness created 
largely by forces � people, institutions, ideas � outside the self. The act of wak-
ing, in turn, comes only through the exhaustive examination of the self and the 
development of a full awareness of what may be called the body-mind, or a total 
understanding of �I am.� Simply put, what Gurdjief�ans call �The Way� rests 
on the transformation of the self, with the result being a genuinely lived life.29 
The Siloístas of Poder Joven imagined positive and progressive social and mate-
rial outcomes of such a self-transformative process, as the Punta de Vacas speech 
shows. In sum, the one concept that transects the ideas of Marcuse, Gurdjieff, 
Fromm, and Reich � and that became Poder Joven�s ideological keystone � is 
the realization of the lived life, which determined the Siloísta subject�s relation 
to and interaction with all inhabitants, environments, and material conditions 
of the outside world.

Argentine and Chilean anarchists� antistructuralist approaches to libera-
tion also in�uenced Siloísmo noticeably. Facilitated by immigration from Italy 
and Spain, a strong anarchist tradition emerged in Argentina toward the end of 
the nineteenth century, and libertarian ideas spread to Chile by way of printed 
sources and Chileans� contact with Argentine workers and intellectuals.30 Anar-

28. Although Spanish translations of Gurdjieff�s more important writings were not 
readily available until the late 1970s, Chileans read his work in other languages during the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. Interview with Oscar Ortiz, Santiago, July 2003. An interesting 
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Tiryakian, �Toward a Sociology of Esoteric Culture,� American Journal of Sociology 78, no. 3 
(Nov. 1972).

29. Gurdjieff�s most remembered works are Beelzebub�s Tales to His Grandson: An 
Objectively Impartial Criticism of the Life of Man (New York: Dutton, 1978); and Life Is Real 
Only Then, When �I Am� (New York: Dutton, 1982). On Gurdjieff, see Jacob Needleman 
and George Baker, eds., Gurdjieff: Essays and Re�ections on the Man and His Teaching (New 
York: Continuum, 1996); and Sophia Wellbeloved, Gurdjieff: The Key Concepts (London: 
Routledge, 2002). 

30. Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers and Labor Unions in Chile, 1902 � 1927 (Madison: 
Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1983), 91.
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chism found signi�cant support within the Chilean labor movement between 
the turn of the century and the time of the Bolshevik Revolution, after which 
Marxism grew to overshadow it in Chile�s working-class circles.31 Generally 
speaking, anarchism � in rejecting politics, capitalism, and hierarchies of all 
kinds, and in taking a stance with regard to gender equity, women�s sexual 
oppression, and women�s mobilization for revolutionary goals � anticipated 
much of what Siloístas had to say about their particular form of revolution.32 
Important here, then, is that libertarian revolutionary thought has a long his-
tory in the Southern Cone, and (as we shall see) Silo and his followers very 
clearly wove anarchist threads into their philosophical fabric.

During the �rst year of the Allende government, a small circle of Chilean 
Siloístas elaborated what they called the School of Liberation based on a series 
of books by one �H. Van Doren� � a person who never existed. The Allende-era 
press often identi�ed Bruno von Ehremberg, a leading voice of Poder Joven, as 
the real H. Van Doren. But it was Silo, with the assistance of a handful of Siloís-
tas in Santiago (Von Ehremberg among them), who wrote under the pseudonym 
and produced Poder Joven�s most important publications, including Manual del 
Poder Joven, Silo y la liberación, and Exordio del Poder Joven, all �rst published in 
Santiago in 1971 by a new and Siloísta-funded publisher aptly named Trans-
mutation.33 For the Siloístas, Chile during the Allende years was a somewhat 
permissive, yet inhospitable, place. A democratic society with strong revolu-
tionary impulses, it was still shot through with a conservative cultural heritage. 
Regardless of Chile�s pluralistic tradition and the revolutionary political envi-
ronment of the early 1970s, Silo�s followers soon found out just how troubling 
their understandings of such things as liberation, revolution, and socialism were 
to Popular Unity � which, in the leftist press and elsewhere, routinely called for 
mobilizing the country�s youth in the building of socialism. Indeed, that Poder 
Joven preached liberation in the broadest sense, as well as generational struggle, 
in effect challenged Popular Unity�s �Chilean road to socialism.� Siloístas, in 

31. Ibid., 201.
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short, opposed Popular Unity�s materialist project for the nation and, although 
they were self-proclaimed socialists, denied the relevance of Marxism�s most 
basic component: class struggle. The Siloísta movement also rejected party poli-
tics, labor unionism, and any other structures of the ruling generation � until 
the 1980s, at least. 

(Un)Consciousness and Society

Guided by Silo�s teachings set forth at Punta de Vacas and in early Siloísta lit-
erature but not commanded or micromanaged by the charismatic Mendocino, 
Poder Joven�s members used Silo�s general philosophical system to interpret 
their social, cultural, economic, and political present, thereby applying Siloísta 
thought and practice in a particular national context.34 What developed in Chile, 
then, was an idiosyncratic Siloísta literature that differed in practical ways, by 
virtue of space, time, and circumstance, from other variants that arose in and 
outside Latin America during the 1970s and 1980s. Thus, Poder Joven�s litera-
ture centered not only on Silo�s teachings but also on the individuals, groups, 
ideas, and things around which a Chilean national debate swirled. Manual del 
Poder Joven was the seminal publication of that Chilean Siloísmo, and it focused 
on the possibilities and promise of revolutionizing the self at a time when some 
Chileans were building Popular Unity�s road to socialism while others were 
attempting to destroy it.

Manual del Poder Joven is just that: a manual or guidebook for what H. Van 
Doren called �total revolution.�35 Critical of all forms of coercion (including 
U.S. imperialism), private property, and bourgeois morality and enthused by 
the revolutionary potential of young Latin Americans, the book begins by con-
demning the Left�s party apparatus (Popular Unity) for choosing to reform 
but preserve bourgeois democracy rather than to undertake a bona �de revolu-
tion. On this speci�c point, Van Doren explains that Siloístas agreed with the 
Movement of the Revolutionary Left (MIR), an organization of young Marxists 
inspired by the Cuban Revolution who sought to replace Allende�s constitu-
tional and pluralistic �road to socialism� with a radical and immediate social 
transformation. However, the paci�st Siloístas detested the MIR�s increasing 
calls for revolutionary violence during the Allende years, as well as its idea of 

34. Interviews with Figueroa Edwards, Burgos, and María Eliana Astaburuaga. 
Santiago, Mar. 2004. 

35. H. Van Doren, Manual del Poder Joven (Santiago: Transmutación, 1971), 5. Five 
editions of the book were published between May and September 1971.



Siloísmo and the Self in Allende’s Chile	 761

revolution (one of and for the working class), which, in 1971, led Silo to call  
Miristas �pendejos,� in a reaf�rmation of Siloísmo�s rejection of violence as a tool 
for change.36 To Siloístas, only the healing of suffering, the transformation of 
the self, and the end of psychological violence, as Silo termed it at Punta de 
Vacas, would truly address grievous social and economic problems.

The transformation of the self leads to meaningful and just worldly out-
comes, Van Doren argues, and such outcomes would be the result of a peaceful 
yet revolutionary and generational struggle led by young people who shed the 
compulsion of desire. This philosophy, the book contends, tackles the �formula-
tions of the past generations� and the �entire view of the world that has existed 
until now,� noting that social change piloted by Marxist revolutionary move-
ments had only re-created �the same mental structures of the old world.� In 
countries where the New Man carried out revolutions, the resulting regimes 
were led by �closed elites without deep roots in the masses,� Van Doren main-
tains, with an obvious jab at Marxist-Leninist and Guevarist models of revolu-
tion and revolutionaries. In short, revolutionary fronts such as Fidel Castro�s or 
the MIR were driven by, and necessarily led to, a manifest elitism, despite their 
discourses of popular liberation. Cuban revolutionaries and the MIR shared 
both a Leninist reverence for the party as the revolutionary vanguard and a 
Guevarist commitment to armed struggle. In the end, however, such revolution-
ary change, Van Doren suggests, is cosmetic and materialistic, whereas Poder 
Joven offers a more holistic revolutionary model that bridges the psychological 
and material worlds and captures the �creative capacity of youth.�37 Youthful 
individuals, the book implies, are Siloísmo�s revolutionary subject, and not a 
class or a party or even el pueblo.

Central to Manual del Poder Joven�s description of self-transformation�s 
social potential is the concept of socialismo libertario, or libertarian socialism � a 
term with anarchist roots. When applied, libertarian socialism would create 
a socialist society where �production is the material correlation of solidarity� 
and that is �not authoritarian, not bureaucratic, not partisan.� This form of 
socialism � which not only exhibited the in�uences of Marcuse, Fromm, and 
anarchism but also resembles nineteenth-century French utopianism � differs 
from existing socialisms in that it promotes solidarity without coercion of any 
kind. Van Doren explains, �To desire freedom is not to desire a socialist world 
in which the authoritarianism of the previous era is replaced by another.�38 Here 

36. Gómez López, �¡Exclusivo!� 49.
37. Van Doren, Manual del Poder Joven, 29.
38. Ibid., 31 � 33.
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Van Doren conveys Poder Joven�s expansive concept of authoritarianism, which 
goes beyond political systems or states to include generational authority and 
parental authority. The new generation understands this authoritarianism and 
also recognizes the possibility of ending it. As Van Doren puts it, the emergent 
generation lives a historical moment in which forging momentous change is 
realistic; yet, it confronts nihilism fostered by the those of the previous genera-
tion � the �individualists, the conformists, and the rest of the cynics [who] deny 
all possible value in life and justify everything from opportunism to treason� 
and �negate the historical moment� in which young people �desire changes in 
social structures and changes in their own mental structures.�39 

Obviously, youth empowerment and generational con�ict were common 
themes and discourses during the period under consideration here. But while 
hippies in upscale Providencia shared a broader countercultural milieu with the 
Siloístas, as we have seen, a great deal separated the two groups, according to 
Manual del Poder Joven. Rejecting drug use that impedes reality and critical of 
sexual promiscuity within the hippie community, Van Doren asserts that hip-
pismo does not radically reject bourgeois society but rather helps debilitate true 
forms of opposition (by, perhaps, luring young people who might otherwise 
become Siloístas). The social and cultural ills that are hippista marijuana use 
and free love, for example, create a Gurdjief�an false consciousness � a bogus 
liberation � that is a tragic substitute for a genuine transformation of the self 
and the inherent social promise of such a transformation. The hippie subject is 
asleep and dreaming, living something not real. Thus, sexual liberation � on 
its own and without greater self-transformative depth � funnels the energy of 
a repressed psychology toward one act: a physical moment that alters the mind 
by easing only sexual repression, temporarily and falsely. As Van Doren points 
out, the liberated exploration of sexuality, if not appreciated as one part of the 
body-mind�s total liberation, becomes empty and, by extension, is the source of 
�all the pornography� associated with it.40 As we shall see, this interpretation 
did not signal Poder Joven�s rejection of sexual freedom, which Manual del Poder 
Joven and other Siloísta literature endorses for men and women equally.

As noted above, Siloístas likened false consciousness to sleep and dreaming. 
The notion of sleep, which is palpable in Gurdjieff and is an undercurrent in 
Manual del Poder Joven, also frames Silo y la liberación, a collection of Silo�s state-
ments from late 1969 and 1970 (with added commentary from Van Doren) that 

39. Ibid., 45, 49.
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further elucidates Siloísmo�s School of Liberation. It begins with Van Doren�s 
explanation of an obvious conundrum: some people � like Silo � wake from 
their sleepwalking and realize they were sleeping without being taught how to 
wake. Far from admitting that Siloísmo displayed any hint of hierarchy, Van 
Doren simply observes, �Some men possess an understanding of superior states 
[of being],� although such spontaneous enlightenment is, admittedly, �hard to 
explain.�41 The book then retells one of Silo�s parables to underscore Poder 
Joven�s concerns about �sleep� and its perniciousness:

There once was a powerful man who owned a large number of sheep. In 
order to prevent their escape, he erected a fence. Yet, some sheep broke 
through the prison walls and managed to escape. To keep that from 
happening, the powerful man brought in dogs to keep watch night and 
day. 

Despite this, some sheep were able to �ee, and others were killed by 
their guardians, who ruined the sheep�s meat and �eece with ferocious 
teeth. Enthused by this, the guardians returned to the pen and continued 
the slaughter.

The powerful man saw that fencing was too fragile and dogs were 
dangerous guardians. 

He then called for a magician, who put all of the sheep to sleep, 
making them dream they were free. When they awoke, they continued to 
believe they were free, remained there voluntarily, and no longer left their 
place. 

As a result, the powerful man took down the fence and removed the 
dogs, and he took whatever sheep he needed for food and hides.42

Silo then explains, �The sheep is the spirit of the human being. The powerful 
man wants control. The fence, the dogs, the magician assist the oppressor. To 
fence in a spirit is to separate it from the world. To surround it by overseers is 
to keep it docile by force or by violence, driving fear into it. Finally, putting it 
to sleep is to degrade the spirit through persuasion and beautiful falsehoods.�43 
In short, the sheep parable is to be applied to existing power relations in any 
society � the hegemonic process, we might say � that negate liberation and the 
lived life. Critical here, moreover, is that Silo y la liberación and Poder Joven�s 

41. Van Doren, Silo y la liberación, 14. 
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conceptions of sleep and awakening expose a problem in Siloísta thought: if 
a person (like Silo) awakens spontaneously and then wakes others from their 
sleep, then the revolutionary subject seems to be the exceptional person who 
wakes up the others. Is, then, Poder Joven�s revolutionary subject the young 
individual who realizes the lived life, as Manual del Poder Joven suggests, or is it 
the special individual who awakens spontaneously and shows others the way to 
complete consciousness?

Without doubt, Chile�s governing Marxists would have interpreted Silo�s 
sheep parable as a slur against their road to socialism � and correctly so, espe-
cially in the wake of Siloísmo�s thinly veiled critique of Popular Unity in Manual 
del Poder Joven. Indeed, there is much in Siloísta thought (and in Marcuse�s, for 
that matter) that Popular Unity partisans found to be antirevolutionary, anti-
social, immoral, and simply a form of subversive psychobabble. Likewise, if one 
accepts the moral of Silo�s sheep parable, adopts Poder Joven�s concepts of lib-
eration, total revolution, and libertarian socialism, and endorses Siloísmo�s dis-
course of generational struggle, Popular Unity becomes a coercive deception. It 
becomes a ruling elite (of an authoritarian generation) characterized by hierar-
chical structures (parties and unions), a materialist philosophy, and incomplete, 
if not insidious, conceptions of liberation, revolution, and socialism. This line of 
reasoning, moreover, concludes that Chile�s road to socialism was not predicated 
on the liberation of the self but rather was dependent on false consciousness; 
Allende was, in essence, yet another magician who relied on the collective sleep 
of others, especially that of the younger generation, and convinced many peo-
ple they were being liberated by a genuine revolution. By not engaging in the 
ever-critical transformation of the self, empowered Marxists could not achieve 
their personal healing of suffering and therefore would fail to eradicate desire, 
according to Siloísta logic. The net result would be the impossibility of ending 
economic violence (the goal of Poder Joven�s libertarian socialism) or any other 
form of violence described by Silo at Punta de Vacas.

Contesting the Revolution

Poder Joven�s run-ins with the state during Chile�s road to socialism were few 
but signi�cant. They also were extremely well publicized, particularly in period-
icals supportive of Popular Unity, as well as in conservative newspapers, includ-
ing Santiago�s largest daily, El Mercurio, published by the Edwards clan. After 
leading relatively unfettered lives during Popular Unity�s �rst year in power, 
Siloístas increasingly found themselves under intense public scrutiny, as socio-
politically dissimilar sectors of Chilean society identi�ed reasons to persecute 
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and eradicate the movement. Indeed, the forcefulness of the anti-Silo barrage 
caught Poder Joven members by surprise, especially following the arrests of six 
Siloístas (including Bruno von Ehremberg) in the spring of 1971. The Siloístas 
in question were accused of luring young women to orgies of sex and marijuana. 
This episode not only lends signi�cant insight into the pervasive negative inter-
pretation of Siloísmo during the Allende years but also serves as a point of access 
into some often-overlooked cultural con�icts of the era.

On September 30, in the more af�uent neighborhoods of the capital, the 
police�s Vice Brigade apprehended six Siloístas later identi�ed by the press as 
Poder Joven�s �directors.� Taken into custody were three men (the 33-year-old 
Von Ehremberg and brothers Carlos Eugenio Palma Ariztía and AndrØs Palma 
Ariztía, 25 and 22 years old, respectively) and three women (18-year-old Pía 
Figueroa Edwards, 19-year-old María Eliana Astaburuaga, and 20-year-old 
María Constanza Raquel Díaz de ValdØs). Five soon appeared in Santiago�s 
Sixth Criminal Court, with Díaz de ValdØs escaping further inquiry. At least 14 
parents of young women had �led police reports and sought criminal prosecu-
tion for kidnapping; Poder Joven, they claimed, had encouraged their children 
to leave their Santiago homes, and in some cases to abandon formal education, 
so as to �follow the pseudospiritual movement directed by an Argentine with 
the pseudonym �Silo,� � as El Mercurio put it.44 One of the fathers involved, Gon-
zalo Figueroa Yaæez, reported that his older daughter, the arrested Pía Figueroa 
Edwards, had successfully encouraged his 16-year-old, Dominga, to leave home 
and join Poder Joven.45 Another parent, Víctor Arce, father of 19-year-old nurs-
ing student and Siloísta María AngØlica Arce, echoed the sentiments of other 
parents quoted in the press. He explained to reporters in early October, �It�s 
horrible. There are hundreds of homes destroyed by the situation.� Víctor Arce 
made clear that María Angelica �is a human who lives but does not reason. . . . I 
don�t know where she is. All I can say is that she�s not the daughter I knew. She�s 
an automaton, and if she returned she�d do so physically but her soul would not 
be the same.�46

 The Chilean Supreme Court, after receiving petitions from lawyers 
representing the concerned parents, advised a lower court to name a special 
investigator � a ministro en visita � to examine Poder Joven, a �movement of 
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perverts� that �in�ltrated the country�s student youth,� the communist daily El 
Siglo told its readers.47 By October 5, however, the parents had decided to with-
draw all of�cial complaints and not pursue criminal or civil charges.48 Almost 
immediately, the jailed Siloístas were, according to El Siglo, �liberated� because 
the parents in question preferred to �avoid scandal.�49 Indeed, El Mercurio, El 
Siglo, and other publications suggested the parents did not wish their children�s  
experiences to be made matters of public record. At the time, the disappeared 
young women returned, one by one, to their homes and, more importantly, 
denied they had been kidnapped. The state�s investigation continued, however, 
under the direction of a special investigator, and reports of Poder Joven cells out-
side Santiago, including ones in the coastal resort city of Viæa del Mar and the 
southern city of Concepción, surfaced in the press.50 Meanwhile, some young 
Chileans � many of them teenage girls, the media reported � demanded that 
Von Ehremberg and the Siloístas be left alone. The newspaper Clarín, a voice 
of Popular Unity, noted that some of the �kidnapped� girls, including Dominga 
Figueroa Edwards and Magdalena Vergara Vicuæa, defended the �priests� of 
Poder Joven, which Clarín described as an organization �bolstered by elements 
of the extreme Right . . . in order to provoke social unrest while Popular Unity 
undertakes measures to strengthen the Chilean family by way of socialist gov-
ernment.�51 What�s more, Clarín went so far as to identify Von Ehremberg as a 
nazi and as a dictator within the supposedly fascist Siloísta movement.52

As the investigation (which would turn out to be rather brief) unfolded, 
parents not involved in the of�cial complaints at the Sixth Criminal Court also 
took their stories to the press, and pro-Allende periodicals delved deeper into 
what El Siglo called, on its editorial page, a �sinister organization of foreign 
origin that began in the middle and upper social sectors but now has been trans-
ferred to others.�53 The father of Carmencita Espinoza Acosta, 15, a student at 
Santiago�s Liceo Ignacio Carrera, accused the �degenerate disciples of Silo� of 
the September 30 �kidnapping� of his daughter, who for some time had been 
coming home from school with �strange magazines� and had become �reclu-
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sive and uncommunicative with her parents.�54 The very same day her father�s 
words appeared in print, Carmencita returned home and spoke to the press. She 
said that while she had been interested in Poder Joven, she found its members 
�odd� and chose to discontinue her association with them. In fact, Carmencita 
explained, her disappearance had nothing to do with Poder Joven; she had run 
away from home after a dispute with her parents, �nding refuge for a week at a 
relative�s house.55 The parents of Susana �Chanita� Gómez Olivares, 15, from 
Santiago�s working-class barrio of Conchalí, reported their daughter�s disap-
pearance as news of Poder Joven�s legal entanglements spread. Chanita�s dis-
traught mother declared, �If my Chanita doesn�t return during the course of 
this week, I promise that I will kill myself.�56 

Statements like that of Chanita�s mother were emotional and compelling, 
but Siloístas explained years later that Poder Joven did not kidnap anyone, just as 
they had argued at the time.57 In the end, the charges brought against the Siloís-
tas went nowhere, largely due to the gradual appearance of the �kidnapped� 
young women and their parents� desire to keep their children�s deeds private. 
Interesting and telling here is that parents who publicly denounced Siloísmo, 
both in the press and in the halls of the Sixth Criminal Court in October 1971, 
were overwhelmingly fathers of young daughters. In fact, no parent � either 
mother or father � of any young man associated with Poder Joven lodged an 
of�cial complaint during this episode. Siloísmo, it seems, endangered young 
women much more than young men, and its endorsement of sexual liberation 
for women and men as a component of complete liberation, as seen in Manual 
del Poder Joven and elsewhere, apparently posed a particular danger to young 
women, whose sexuality was to be restrained and overseen before marriage.58 

Fathers involved in the events of September and October basically described 
their daughters as innocent little girls who had been corrupted, either directly or 
indirectly, by two perverted and lascivious men, Von Ehremberg and Silo, even 
though Silo was not in Chile at the time and, in fact, rarely visited the country. 

54. Clarín, 7 Oct. 1971. 
55. Clarín, 8 Oct. 1971. 
56. Clarín, 14 Oct. 1971. There are no reports of what later happened to �Chanita� or 

her terri�ed mother.
57. Interviews with Figueroa Edwards and Astaburuaga, Santiago, Mar. 2004. 
58. The historiography of familial relations, sexuality, and gender in Chile includes 

Thomas Miller Klubock, Contested Communities: Class, Gender, and Politics in Chile�s El 
Teniente Copper Mine, 1904 � 1948 (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 1998); and Heidi Tinsman, 
Partners in Con�ict: The Politics of Gender, Sexuality, and Labor in the Chilean Agrarian Reform, 
1950 � 1973 (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 2002).



768 	 HAHR / November / Barr-Melej

Yet, neither Carmencita Espinoza Acosta, Dominga Figueroa Edwards, Magda-
lena Vergara Vicuæa, nor any of the other young girls interviewed by the media, 
spoke of Siloísta coercion, although this obviously does not mean it never hap-
pened. What�s more, the fathers� wish to avoid scandal by dropping their of�cial 
complaints served to limit any possible scandal in their own families (based on 
their daughters� accounts of sexual activity?), as well as any scandalous rumors 
that may circulate about their families, since it is hard to imagine any larger 
social or political scandals that might have unfolded had the of�cial complaints 
led to extensive legal proceedings. Broadly speaking, then, the circumstances in 
question and the history surrounding them were not only politicized but also 
strongly gendered and framed by patriarchy.59

Popular Unity�s media response to Poder Joven�s ideas concerning sex and 
sexuality also merits attention, given that it illustrates how conspicuous elements 
of the governing coalition (its diversity notwithstanding) approached the issues 
of women�s liberation and feminism.60 What sincerely bothered Popular Unity 
leaders, it seems, was Poder Joven�s position that sexual liberation � and total 
revolution, for that matter � was not gendered, just as libertarian socialism was 
not tied exclusively to the working class and its revolutionary vanguard. Quite 
simply, Siloístas envisioned a sexual liberation for all � men and women � who 
pursued self-transformation and the healing of suffering.61 Indeed, the Siloísta 

59. Useful literature on honor includes Ann Twinam, Public Lives, Private Secrets: 
Gender, Honor, Sexuality, and Illegitimacy in Colonial Spanish America (Stanford: Stanford 
Univ. Press, 2001); Lyman Johnson and Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, eds., The Faces of Honor: Sex, 
Shame, and Violence in Colonial Latin America (Albuquerque: Univ. of New Mexico Press, 
1998); and Sarah Chambers, From Subjects to Citizens: Honor, Gender, and Politics in Arequipa, 
Peru, 1780 � 1854 (University Park: The Pennsylvania State Univ. Press, 1999). 

60. The Allende government began crafting a new sexual-education curriculum 
for secondary schools. This followed the interest in sexual education shown by Christian 
Democrat Eduardo Frei�s administration (1964 � 70). See, for example, HernÆn Romero, 
Sexo y educación sexual (Santiago: Calderón y Cía., 1970); �Para una panorama de educación 
sexual,� Revista de Educación (Santiago) 27 (1970); 31 � 57; and Ministerio de Educación, 
Centro de Perfeccionamiento, Experimentación e Investigaciones Pedagógicas, �Vida 
familiar y educación sexual: Colección de documentos elaborados para formación de 
profesores en los seminarios de Enero y Marzo de 1970� (Santiago, 1970). 

61. Responding to rumors about his sexuality, Silo underscored the movement�s 
acceptance of any sexual preference in his 1971 interview with Ramona. Silo, who soon 
married, explained: �I am not a homosexual nor do I like those games. But homosexuals, 
drug addicts, Marxists, or Catholics? Let them come! Let them come to us! They exist and 
we are not going to thrash them. We accept the whole world, everyone.� Gómez López, 
�¡Exclusivo!� 49.
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notion of self-transformation makes no allusion to any gendered (or class- 
conditioned) psychology, and the totalizing humanism of Siloísmo � which 
questions all socially, culturally, and politically constructed categories and 
divisions among humans � necessarily explodes the traditional gender roles 
endorsed by some leading Chileans, Marxist and otherwise. 

Margaret Power, in her important book on right-wing women in Chile, 
points out that Popular Unity was slow to address the concerns of women � even 
working-class ones � and in fact trailed both moderate Christian Democrats 
and conservatives in this regard. Such was the case despite the fact some left-
ists, and younger ones in particular, were more attuned to the international 
women�s movement.62 Indeed, one infers from the leftist press that Popular 
Unity�s leadership believed women�s liberation and feminist concerns impeded 
the urgency of class struggle; that is to say, the preoccupation of the bourgeois 
(and imported) feminist movement with gender as a critical determining factor 
of social being sidetracked class struggle and detracted from understanding and 
addressing the material bases of social being. But while Power correctly argues 
that no political force in Chile during the Allende years called for women�s lib-
eration as it was de�ned by feminists in the U.S. or Europe, we must consider 
those outside party politics � and especially young people who rejected conven-
tional politics itself � who faced repression for essentially doing it.63 

Poder Joven�s very real encounters with the intentionally intimidating 
authority of a generation and its national state, as Siloístas understood it, did not 
end when the parents� of�cial complaints were dropped. On October 11, less 
than two weeks after being arrested by the Vice Brigade, Von Ehremberg was 
brie�y detained once more, this time by the Narcotics Brigade, the police unit 
charged with carrying out the state�s highly publicized crusade against mari-
juana.64 According to Clarín, police took the opportunity to snap mug shots of 

62. The leftist Ramona � a popular magazine among young Chileans of the early 
1970s � is a revealing example of a Marxist publication that dealt with such issues as birth 
control, sex, and family in more �liberated� ways than did Popular Unity�s leadership. The 
Cosmopolitan-like magazine Paula, an Edwards publication, likewise dealt with important 
women�s issues but, like Ramona, fell well short of endorsing feminism. See Margaret Power, 
Right-Wing Women in Chile: Feminine Power and the Struggle against Allende, 1964 � 1973 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State Univ. Press, 2002).

63. Ibid., 8 � 9.
64. Marijuana was not added to the Chilean government�s list of banned substances 

until June 1969; Ministerio de Salud Pœblica, Archivo Nacional de la Administración, 
Decretos vol. 10, no. 459, July 1969. The cultivation, use, or distribution of marijuana 
became illegal under article 319 of the penal code; Código Penal (Santiago: Ed. Jurídica, 
1970). 



770 	 HAHR / November / Barr-Melej

Von Ehremberg when he and the other freed Siloístas returned to the station to 
gather their personal belongings. A police spokesman said the narcotics squad 
took the photos �just in case something happens in the future.�65 Months later, in 
March 1972, the Sixth Criminal Court and a new special investigator reopened 
the case against Poder Joven. While the move did not lead to any arrests or 
formal charges, it did produce yet another negative treatment of Siloísmo in 
the press.66 After March 1972, it was 18 months before Siloístas experienced 
another signi�cant and direct confrontation with the state. However, Siloísmo�s 
enemies found in the media a rather effective and ef�cient way of de�ning and 
attacking what El Mercurio called �an immoral sect.�67

Amid the events surrounding the arrests of Von Ehremberg and associates, 
Poder Joven found itself in a cross�re. From the Left, as Clarín demonstrated, 
there emerged a discourse that condemned Siloísmo for having an elite social 
pedigree, for attempting to corrupt the working class, and for taking part in 
a right-wing (seemingly de�ned here as upper-class) conspiracy against Popu-
lar Unity.68 Meanwhile, El Mercurio and other conservative interests suggested 
Poder Joven was a manifestation of Marxism�s immoral, collectivist, and overly 
liberating tendencies. Ironically, both the Right and the Left (which typically 
disagreed sharply on most everything) opposed Poder Joven because it suppos-
edly endangered the nuclear family: conservatives saw the family as the anchor 
of traditional culture, while leftists considered it a fundamental unit of the Chil-
ean road to socialism.

When assessing Poder Joven, the communist newspaper El Siglo argued:

Behind Silo are sinister intentions. It�s not only about exporting [from 
Argentina] hippie rites of imitating demented criminals like Charles 
Manson. Silo wants to destroy our young people, to separate them from 
any valid concern, to distance them from their promise to the people [el 
pueblo]. The movement was born in the wealthy neighborhoods [el barrio 
alto], and its ideologue is a fascist with psychiatric deformities. What�s 
dangerous is that Silo�s sermon has spread. It has penetrated the high 

65. Clarín, 12 Oct. 1971. 
66. La Tercera (Santiago), 9 Mar. 1972. 
67. El Mercurio, 4 Oct. 1971.
68. Other elements of Popular Unity, including the Radical Party and the Movement 

of Uni�ed Popular Action (MAPU), were also harshly critical of Poder Joven. See, for 
example, the Radicals� La Huella (Santiago) 1, no. 2 (Nov. 1971): 30 � 31, and MAPU�s De 
Frente (Santiago) 1, no. 14 (Nov. 1972): 8 � 9.
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schools in the working-class neighborhoods [los barrios populares, such as 
Conchalí].69 

This passage conveys the concerns of Chilean Marxists regarding Poder Joven�s 
reach into sancti�ed spaces � schools and working-class neighborhoods � as 
well as Popular Unity�s discursive con�ation of hippismo (in this case, embodied 
by a depraved and dangerous hippie) and Siloísmo. The term hippie, obviously 
used as an insult in El Siglo, suggested sexual promiscuity, drug use, a certain 
condition of vagrancy, and even the possibility of senseless violence. The leftist 
press con�ated Siloísmo and hippismo, despite the condemnation of hippies in 
Manual del Poder Joven, which eschews drug use (deemed a contributor to false 
consciousness, among other things) and sexual liberation simply for the sake of 
sexual liberation. El Siglo concluded that, despite the best efforts of police and 
astute parents to eradicate Siloísmo, �it would be best if young people organized 
to disarm [Poder Joven�s] fallacies.�70 

Leftist magazines published by Popular Unity�s editorial appendage, Qui-
mantœ, also launched rhetorical barrages on Poder Joven. In October 1971, the 
magazine Ahora called it a reactionary movement, citing its rejection (in Manual 
del Poder Joven, speci�cally) of Marxist political parties, orthodox revolutionary 
politics, and Popular Unity�s brand of socialism. The anonymous Ahora writer 
added, �These aging youths [Silo and Von Ehremberg were in their 30s] con-
sider themselves the chosen ones to direct the destiny of the world because �Silo 
is happiness.� �71 Equally critical is an article that appeared in Onda just two 
weeks before the arrests of Von Ehremberg and company. It accused Silo of 
being an agent of a New York � based occult network � once more underscoring 
Poder Joven�s imperialist credentials � and added that in the United States �the 
invention of new cults is a business that seems rather lucrative.� Poder Joven, 
the article contends, views all �forms of organization to be rotten in and of 
themselves.�72

Aside from general condemnations of Poder Joven, the leftist media zeroed 
in on Von Ehremberg with particular zeal, given that his very name supposedly 
betrayed certain important facts. As Onda reported, before becoming known 
(albeit incorrectly) as Van Doren and as the spiritual leader of Chilean Siloísmo, 

69. El Siglo, 13 Oct. 1971.
70. Ibid. 
71. �Poder Joven ¿y eso, quØ es?� Ahora (Santiago) 1, no. 15 (July 1971): 6 � 7. 
72. �Silo: Poder Joven ¿contra quiØn?� Onda (Santiago) 1, no. 1 (Sept. 1971): 54 � 55.
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Von Ehremberg � a political-science graduate from the University of Chile who 
lived on a small hacienda in the Andean foothills outside Santiago � had been a 
member of the Chilean Nazi Party.73 The article does not point to any ideologi-
cal shift from fascism to Siloísmo on Von Ehremberg�s part, which re�ects the 
Left�s view that Poder Joven and �fascists� of the barrio alto were of like mind 
to begin with. Novedades, a widely read magazine that was outside Popular Uni-
ty�s media circle, corroborated the Onda report, at least through hearsay. Von 
Ehremberg�s wife, Ana María Parot, recalled in an interview that her husband�s 
college friends told her that he �was a strange man and had fascist inclinations.� 
But he changed, she added.74 It should be noted, too, that Von Ehremberg�s 
marital status (and that fact he had a four-year-old daughter in 1971) did noth-
ing to mitigate either left- or right-wing criticism of his apparently antifamily 
pursuits; similarly, neither did Silo�s marriage in 1971.

Reports such as these, as well El Siglo�s call for young people to organize 
a defense against Poder Joven, spurred the activity of the Communist Youth�s 
Ramona Parra Brigade, a group of mostly university students who pledged to 
�corral� Siloísmo and �ght �decadent hippismo� in Santiago�s working-class 
neighborhoods. 75 Beginning as early as 1970, Siloístas recall, Poder Joven mem-
bers were harassed, threatened, and chased from public streets by the Ramona 
Parra Brigade.76 In the wake of the 1971 arrests of Von Ehremberg, Figueroa 
Edwards, Astaburuaga, the Palma Ariztía brothers, and Díaz de ValdØs, one 
unidenti�ed brigadista, angered by Poder Joven�s discourse of generational 
struggle, told the leftist periodical Ahora:

We are like all the young people. That�s exactly why we oppose those who 
want to separate us from our essential duties. We want to be responsible 
to the process [the road to socialism] that our country is living through, 
responsible to the people and their struggles. Silo�s agents try to conquer 
unpoliticized sectors [i.e., young people] in order to corrupt disoriented 

73. Ibid., 55. 
74. � �Yo soy la mujer del jefe de Silo,� � Novedades (Santiago) 2, no. 49 (Oct. 1971): 14. 

Von Ehremberg, who currently resides in England, did not respond to the author�s request 
for an interview. 

75. María Luisa Seæoret, �Contra el hippismo decadente: Brigada Ramona Parra,� 
Plan (Santiago) 4, no. 54 (Nov. 1970): n.p.; �Todos contra Silo,� Ahora 1, no. 28 (26 Oct. 26 
1971): 20. Ramona Parra was a 19-year-old revolutionary shot dead by police, along with �ve 
others, during a labor demonstration in Santiago in January 1946. The brigade�s principles 
appear in the short manifesto La revolución chilena no la para nadie (Santiago, 1971). The 
magazine Ramona took its name from Ramona Parra.

76. Interviews with Burgos and Astaburuaga.
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77. �Todos contra Silo,� 20.
78. Ibid., 21.
79. Ibid., 20.
80. Some in Popular Unity roundly criticized Marcuse, whose ideas enthused many 

young people, and identi�ed Lenin as a more authentic Marxist and leader of the people�s 
struggle. One pro-Allende book titled simply Lenín o Marcuse includes the essay �Marcuse y 
el Poder Joven,� which criticizes Poder Joven�s Marcuse-laced conceptions of liberation and 
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and Carlos Maldonado, eds., Lenín o Marcuse (Santiago: Impresora Horizonte, 1970), 5 � 7. 
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hippie movement� (Siloísmo included, presumably), which was a �symptom of the decadence 
of consumerist societies�; Enrique FernÆndez, �Tiempo del ocio,� Punto Final (Santiago) 129 
(27 Apr. 1971).

youths who have problems at home and for whom life is a labyrinth from 
which they momentarily cannot escape. Silo is a carrier of fascist political 
contraband. . . . We believe that age based on calendars does not matter. 
It�s pure fascism for youths to confront their seniors [los viejos].77

Ernesto Ottone, a leader of the Communist Youth and future adviser to Presi-
dent Ricardo Lagos, added: �The fundamental thing at this moment is to build 
socialism. Silo is opposed to this. We want to show that building socialism is the 
most youth-inspired of all tasks.�78 Class struggle and generational struggle sim-
ply could not coexist, young Marxists and brigadistas argued; authentic young 
revolutionaries, they added, would recall how Ho Chi Minh led the Vietnamese 
Revolution with ��ag held high� until his death at age 79.79 These statements, 
though articulated by only one sector of the Chilean Left, nevertheless cap-
tured Popular Unity�s prevailing opinion concerning Poder Joven�s discourse of 
generational struggle (in�uenced by Marcuse and others) and Siloísmo�s de�ni-
tions of liberation, revolution, and socialism: they made no historical sense and 
had little, if anything, to do with the practicality and material reality of social 
being.80 In practical terms, the Siloístas (and hippies, for that matter) threat-
ened the recruitment efforts of groups like the Communist Youth among work-
ing-class youngsters, and any perceptive Marxist leader would have been aware 
of the possibility that young, straightlaced leftists might very well be tempted 
to dabble in Siloísmo, hippismo, or both. After all, one need not reject class 
struggle to read �The Healing of Suffering� or become interested in the seri-
ous exploration of sexuality. Leading �gures like Otonne could speak for their 
organizations but could not ensure uniformity of thought and practice among 
the rank and �le.
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Not only did governing leftists scorn Siloísmo�s denial of class struggle; 
they also suggested that combating Poder Joven was, in fact, itself an act of class 
struggle. As noted earlier, the Marxist press was well aware of Poder Joven�s 
apparent origin in the barrio alto and expressed concern about its spread to 
popular neighborhoods. El Siglo reported in mid-October 1971 that residents 
of the San Joaquín settlement in the capital�s working-class municipality of 
San Miguel were troubled by the presence of certain �melenudos� (long-haired 
young men). The newspaper described the expulsion of �Siloístas and potheads� 
from San Joaquín at the hands of �workers, students, and residents� who resisted 
an �effort by the sinister sect of Silo to in�ltrate the popular sectors.�81 Those 
outsiders were Poder Joven agents � many with blond hair and Argentine 
accents � who cruised the streets of San Joaquín in new cars and had established 
�good relations with some of the young people,� explained the periodical Ahora. 
High on marijuana and with extra to go around, Ahora described, these Siloístas 
asked working-class youths to �abandon everything� and join Silo (presumably 
to pursue sexual escapades), thereby threatening the Chilean family.82 

While denunciations of Poder Joven circulated in the leftist press, conser-
vative interests also addressed the movement�s apparent threat to culture and 
society. Telling examples of the conservative standpoint appeared regularly in 
El Mercurio in October 1971, as one would expect. The capital�s leading daily, 
for example, interviewed a prominent and outspoken anti-Allende priest, Father 
Raœl Hasbœn, who declared Poder Joven to be a movement �without destiny,� 
because it lacked core morals. He thus urged youths to �love your father and your 
mother.�83 In the same issue, El Mercurio basically identi�ed Poder Joven as a cult 
when describing the group�s alleged initiation rituals: �They undergo all types 
of torture, including electric shock, forced physical exertion, and brainwash-
ing, and to end the day�s training they confess in front of the entire group their 
thoughts and weaknesses. In addition, they experience inhumane punishment, 
sadism, and masochism. Corruption is the result. They burn money and destroy 
their watches in order to af�rm their absolute independence.�84 El Mercurio went 
on to conclude that Poder Joven�s �principles �y in the face of all moral, religious, 
and social norms.�85 The newspaper, however, did not stop there.

81. El Siglo, 14 Oct. 1971. A year earlier, El Siglo observed that hippismo and marijuana 
use in Chile had to do with �the incapacity of the capitalist system to stop the increase in 
the consumption of drugs among youths.� El Siglo, 16 Oct. 1970.

82. �Todos contra Silo,� 20. 
83. El Mercurio, 4 Oct. 1971.
84. Ibid. 
85. Ibid.
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To paint an even more troublesome portrait � and clearly to be more polit-
ically speci�c � the anti-Marxist publication placed its opinions of hippismo 
and the radical (and armed) MIR into the discursive mix. Just as the Left reck-
lessly con�ated hippismo and Siloísmo, the Right did so by identifying Silo as an 
Argentine hippie and, more cleverly and subtly, by pasting stories related to the 
September 1971 arrests of Von Ehremberg and associates conspicuously close 
to stories such as a report on the National Health Service�s effort to control 
�intoxicating substances,� as well as a story about recent marijuana busts.86 El 
Mercurio also suggested Poder Joven had links with the radical Marxist MIR, 
a frequent thorn in the sides of rightists, leftists, and moderates alike. In one 
instance, the newspaper reported that one of Poder Joven�s leading �gures in 
Concepción, Jorge Van Schowen, 18, was in fact the brother of a MIR leader, 
Juan Bautista Van Schowen, thus alluding to a genetic and political relationship 
between the two groups.87 As further evidence of Poder Joven�s Marxism, the 
newspaper claimed on another occasion that one Siloísta had identi�ed him-
self unabashedly as �an authentic socialist revolutionary.� El Mercurio, in a rare 
quali�cation, acknowledged the Left�s repudiation of Siloísmo but nevertheless 
remained skeptical and desired further clari�cation.88 To conservative interests, 
then, it mattered not if Poder Joven�s de�nition of and method for socialist revo-
lution differed from those of Popular Unity or the extremist MIR; any form of 
socialist revolution simply was socialist revolution, and thus dreadful.

Although Poder Joven rarely responded in the press to such accusations, 
the events of September and October 1971 spurred Von Ehremberg to grant 
an interview to El Mercurio. The otherwise reclusive Siloísta denied vehemently 
that Poder Joven even remotely approximated the type of group depicted in 
the press and described by the parents of �kidnapped� children. Von Ehrem-
berg began by denying that Siloísmo was authoritarian and hierarchical, thus 
responding to the media�s use of �leader,� �director,� �chief,� or �boss� when 
identifying him or other conspicuous �gures in the movement. Appearing 
before the reporter with María Eliana Astaburuaga at his side, Von Ehremberg 
went on to deny accusations that the movement had endangered the Chilean 
family and had encouraged young people to leave their homes. Such rhetoric, 

86. Ibid. The conservative press also addressed the issue of Siloísmo and sex. In the 
Edwards-owned newspaper La Segunda, a photo of four pregnant women appeared with the 
caption: �What exercise will Silo teach us today?�; La Segunda, 9 Oct. 1971. 

87. El Mercurio, 8 Oct. 1971. It should be noted that the MIR had its roots among 
students of the University of Concepción.

88. El Mercurio, 18 Oct. 1971.
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he argued, was the product of a coalition of the Catholic Church, right-wing 
oligarchs, and �the infantile Left.� He proceeded to restate that Poder Joven 
eschewed drug use, understood as a characteristically hippie pursuit in the pub-
lic sphere, but remained supportive of sexual liberation, which �has value for 
whomever wishes to practice it.� Astaburuaga added, �It�s not true that we use 
drugs. From the sexual point of view, to each his own.�89 Above all, Von Ehrem-
berg explained, while Poder Joven was, in fact, a socialist revolutionary move-
ment, it was paci�st, antiguerrilla, and unarmed, and it had nothing to do with 
the violent political extremism of either the radical Left or radical Right. 

Von Ehremberg also took the opportunity to reaf�rm Poder Joven�s oppo-
sition to Popular Unity. Unfortunately, he said, Chile�s road to socialism was 
merely reformist; �[T]he only revolution that I recognize is socialist [and the] 
the only person who can accomplish it is Silo.�90 Here once more, the problem 
of the Siloísta revolutionary subject surfaces. At Punta de Vacas and in the pages 
of Ramona, Silo refuted the notion that he was a chosen one or gifted seer � a 
messianic �gure leading disciples; he was not the revolutionary subject in and of 
Siloísmo�s total revolution. Yet, when Von Ehremberg declared that only Silo 
could bring about socialist revolution, he basically denied the revolutionary sub-
jectivity of anyone but Silo, making Poder Joven and Siloísmo seem to be more 
about Silo�s guidance and less about self-transformation, the healing of suffer-
ing, ending economic violence, and so forth. It therefore makes sense � whether 
or not they were right � that many parents, political leaders, and newspapers 
involved in the uproar of September and October 1971 described Poder Joven as 
a cult; they saw it as being led by a messianic �gure whose esoteric and shadowy 
groupies enticed and reprogrammed young people. 

 Amid close public scrutiny of Poder Joven in late September and early 
October 1971, another of Van Doren�s books appeared: Exordio del Poder Joven. 
It de�antly restates the group�s principles and, in light of Von Ehremberg�s El 
Mercurio interview, again exposes some confusion regarding the nature of the 
Siloísta revolution. Although the title suggests it is an introduction to Siloísmo, 
Exordio del Poder Joven recaptures much of what is developed in �The Healing of 
Suffering,� Manual del Poder Joven, and Silo y la liberación. Pertinent here is the 
book�s discussion of vertical societies, which condemns socialism as practiced 
in Chile and elsewhere. As Van Doren notes, guilds and syndicates (apparently 
without hierarchies) controlled by a central authority � a state or an umbrella 
union � were victims of hierarchy, which is entrenched and �does not produce 

89. El Mercurio, 16 Oct. 1971.
90. Ibid.
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change.� Poder Joven then defends its call for a horizontal society based on 
�real [social] links with multiple connections� that are not subject to �unifor-
mity� but rather create �real power� and form �a synthesis that we recognize as 
a Movement.�91 This bottom-up organizational model for social change, which 
meshed with Siloísmo�s inside-to-outside, individual-to-social approach to 
transformation, effectively questioned not only the vanguardista underpinnings 
of Marxist-Leninism but also the party and union structures of Popular Unity 
and the hierarchies of all institutions, models, and systems of the older genera-
tion. Yet, Van Doren�s (somewhat complicated) endorsement of horizontal rela-
tions in Exordio del Poder Joven clashed with Von Ehremberg�s previous and clear 
declaration that Silo was the only one who could bring about a real revolution, 
which hints at a hierarchical tendency in early Siloísta thought by identifying 
Silo as the revolutionary subject.

However signi�cant these and other issues might have been during Chile�s 
road to socialism, little if any of this really mattered, in a brutally practical 
sense, to Allendistas or Siloístas or Miristas on September 11, 1973. People were 
losing their lives at the hands of an emergent regime that did not pause to assess 
which forms of socialism, liberation, or revolution were more or less �cancer-
ous� than others.

Siloísmo since the Road to Socialism

On September 11, rockets from Hawker Hunter jets exploded inside La 
Moneda, the presidential palace, as part of a bloody coup that left both Allende 
and the Chilean road to socialism dead. Amid the killing, disappearing, and 
exiling of thousands during the next four months, the military government 
took 38 Siloístas into custody. Among those arrested were Von Ehremberg and 
another prominent Siloísta, Luis Fernando Lira, who were sent under heavy 
military escort to Pisagua Prison, a notorious detention facility in the coun-
try�s arid north.92 There, the supposedly dangerous Siloístas remained for some 
nine months, experiencing the deprivation and cruelty of a right-wing regime 
that apparently did not believe media reports of Poder Joven�s �fascism� in  

91. H. Van Doren, Exordio del Poder Joven (Santiago: Transmutación, 1971), 34 � 35. 
The book�s �rst edition appeared on Oct. 23, 1971.

92. Interviews with Figueroa Edwards, Burgos, and Astaburuaga; Comisión 
Interamericana de Derechos Humanos, Informe Anual 1974: Comunicaciones dirigidas a la 
Comisión, case no. 1799, 30 Dec. 1974, Organization of American States, ser. L, V, II.34, 
doc. 31 rev. 1.
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1971.93 The dozens of Siloístas arrested were either freed soon after their arrests 
or, as in the cases of Von Ehremberg and Lira, detained for long periods. The 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights of the Organization of Ameri-
can States was aware of the arrests and asked the military government to pro-
vide information on the whereabouts and legal status of the Siloístas. On March 
14, 1974 the junta responded: �The Siloísta movement has, since its appearance, 
constituted a serious and continuing threat to public morality, public order, and 
good conduct, and its leading members had caused public scandals and notori-
ous trials in the ordinary courts of justice for traf�c and use of drugs, corrup-
tion of minors, etc.� The regime also claimed that ties existed �between the 
Siloístas and Chilean Marxist authorities and organizations,� thereby justify-
ing the arrest and detention of Poder Joven members as appropriate measures 
against enemies of the state. Indeed, the junta explained that �press campaigns 
had occurred against the Siloístas periodically since 1970, sponsored by defend-
ers of the integrity of the family and Christian morality.�94

What became a 17-year authoritarian regime led by General Augusto 
Pinochet Ugarte uprooted Poder Joven in Chile, but in doing so helped scatter 
the seeds of Siloísmo elsewhere, contributing to the creation of the interna-
tional Humanist movement based on the ideas and teachings of Silo. While the 
paper trail documenting what happened to Poder Joven under the dictatorship 
is scant, it is clear from oral history that while Chilean Siloístas were spared 
the fate of more than three thousand of their compatriots who perished, they 
nevertheless were targeted and persecuted. In fact, the military regime�s case 
against its Siloísta captives, as conveyed to the OAS, echoed the 1971 media 
reports � including those by Popular Unity�s journalistic extensions � that told 
of kidnappings, drug use, sexual perversion, and the corruption of youths.

 Pía Figueroa Edwards, who was among the Siloístas arrested in September 
1971, was not in Chile when the coup took place � a stroke of good fortune 
that saved her from certain persecution, she surmised.95 Along with a group of 
fellow Siloístas, Figueroa Edwards had gone abroad to spread Poder Joven to 
such faraway places as the Philippines amid a worldwide upsurge in interest in 
esoterica during the 1970s. Absent for much of the dictatorship, she returned 
to Chile and contributed to the formation of what became the Humanist Party 
(1984), which played a role, albeit a minor one, in Chile�s post-Pinochet demo-

93. Interview with Figueroa Edwards.
94. Comisión Interamericana de Derechos Humanos. It is safe to say the junta would not 

include writers for El Siglo among those who defended �Christian morality.�
95. Interview with Figueroa Edwards.
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cratic transition after the landmark plebiscite of 1988.96 Notable as well is the 
Humanist Party�s distinction as the �rst political party to begin operating in 
Chile during the latter years of the Pinochet regime � a fact attributable to 
the Humanists� courage and, likely, to the military government�s understanding 
that a comparatively small group of nonviolent Humanists posed little threat 
(even though Siloístas were persecuted in 1973 and 1974 for alleged crimes of 
one sort or another). 

Before and after the December 1989 presidential election, the Humanist 
Party was independent of, but associated with, the Concertación, the coalition 
led by the centrist Christian Democrats and the Socialists from which all post-
Pinochet presidents have come. Figueroa Edwards became subsecretary for 
the environment (and thus one of the highest-ranking women in government) 
during the presidency of Christian Democrat Patricio Aylwin (1990 � 94), and 
she subsequently ran unsuccessfully for a Santiago senate seat on the Humanist 
ticket. In 1990, moreover, voters in the working-class municipality of PeæalolØn, 
part of Santiago�s metropolitan area, elected Humanist Party candidate and for-
mer Poder Joven member Laura Rodríguez to the Chamber of Deputies � the 
only Humanist to hold elective of�ce at the national level. She died before �n-
ishing her �rst four-year term.97 

The presence of Figueroa Edwards and Laura Rodríguez in government 
as they approached 40 years of age showed just how far Siloísmo had evolved 
since the early 1970s. The dictatorship had everything to do with it, Figueroa 
Edwards explained in 2004.98 Politics and parties � hierarchies and all � were 
more preferable than the bayonets of bureaucratic authoritarianism and were 
better than the military regime�s antipolitics. Thus, it became acceptable among 
Siloístas to become political leaders, since the paradigmatic struggle ceased to 
be generational and instead took a more traditional form (albeit with notably 
Siloísta ideas) due to political exigency and the simple fact that the �rst genera-
tion of Siloístas was getting older. Siloísta Humanists in Chile during the 1980s 
and 1990s maintained many of Poder Joven�s core concepts � nonviolence, 
the healing of suffering, and the transformation of the self, primarily � and 
engaged the political issues of a new context by championing abortion rights, 

96. Silo estimated in 1990 that about 100,000 Chileans supported the Humanist 
movement. Graciela Romero, �Los aletazos de Silo,� Paula (Santiago) 544 (Oct. 1990): 90.

97. In 1992, Humanists established the Laura Rodríguez Foundation, a nonpro�t 
organization that conducts programs and research on issues related to women, indigenous 
peoples, sexual minorities, and youth. 

98. Interview with Figueroa Edwards. 
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the legalization of divorce, the rights of homosexuals, environmentalism, and 
institutions of liberal democracy.99 

At a meeting in Florence, Italy, in 1989, Chilean Siloístas played a signi�-
cant role in the creation of the Humanist International, which linked Human-
ist parties and movements from more than 50 countries. Ten years later, the 
Humanist International held its �rst major conference in the Americas � in 
Santiago � as it forged a political path in the face of technocratic neoliberalism�s 
(apparent) stability in the region. By 2004, and following in the footsteps of 
party organization in Chile, Humanist parties were active in Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Haiti, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, the Dominican Republic, Uruguay, and Venezuela.100 
These groups, as well as more than one hundred Humanist parties and move-
ments in Europe, Asia, and North America today, have a common history that 
extends back to Silo, Punta de Vacas, and the lesser-known but critical develop-
ment of Poder Joven during Chile�s road to socialism.101 With roots �xed �rst in 
the Southern Cone before spreading elsewhere, Siloísmo illustrates that youth 
movements not only extended from the developed world to the so-called Third 
World during the 1960s and 1970s but that the developing world also exported 
youth-driven and youth-centered ideas and sensibilities that had a global audi-
ence � and, in this case, a global following. 

In 1994, while in Santiago to launch his new book, Cartas a mis amigos, Silo 
described Humanism as de�ning �the human being as a historical subject with 
means for social action capable of transforming the world and his own very 
nature. This point is of pivotal importance because upon accepting it one can no 

99. The Humanist Party became the Humanist-Green Alliance in 1990 before 
returning to its original name. Founder JosØ Luis Acevedo outlines the party�s ideology in 
El futuro ha llegado: Una mirada humanista (Santiago: Ediciones Chile-AmØrica, 1991). 

100. Their national aggregate electoral showings (by percentage) in congressional 
elections have not exceeded the low single digits. In Argentina, for example, the Humanist 
Party received 2.7 percent of the vote in the 2001 Chamber of Deputies elections. 
Meanwhile, Humanist candidates for Chile�s Chamber of Deputies gained 1.1 percent of the 
vote in 2001. Generally speaking, Latin American Humanist candidates have fared better in 
national elections than their European and Asian colleagues.

101. In California, during the late 1980s the (Siloist) Humanist Party of the San 
Francisco Bay area worked with other local political organizations, including Green Future, 
as part of an umbrella group called The Movement; San Francisco Bay Guardian, 28 June 
1989. Siloist Humanist groups in the United States are not to be confused with chapters of 
the American Humanist Association, founded in 1941, which represents a wide variety  
of humanists, including atheists and secular humanists. They do not endorse the teachings 
of Silo.
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longer af�rm natural right or natural property or natural institutions or, ulti-
mately, a future type of human being who is just like he who exists today, as if he 
had been �nished forever.�102 Silo, in effect, argued that nothing in the world is 
immutable, and this posture framed the Siloísta critique of neoliberalism dur-
ing the 1990s. Chile was an obvious context and subject for this criticism, which 
centered on the notion that capitalism may just be ephemeral. �[Neoliberalism] 
continues to impoverish the people as well as complete regions. It�s not about 
the system suffering a collapse in the future and that we would be happy and 
take charge of the situation. No. This crisis compromises all of us,� Silo told El 
Siglo during his visit to Santiago.103 Through its critique of contemporary capi-
talism, Siloísmo found common ground with a Communist Party that itself had 
changed signi�cantly since accusing Silo in the early 1970s of masterminding a 
nefarious ring of kidnappers, perverts, and potheads. 

In the early 1990s, as Chileans grappled with issues of truth and recon-
ciliation during their country�s democratic transition, representatives from the 
Humanist Party participated in a loose coalition � the Board of Joint Action  
� with Communists, workers, feminists, ecologists, and other groups outside 
the Concertación.104 Silo said the partnership was an �absolutely positive� step 
for Humanism and that it created �an enormously strong current of con�dence� 
among the coalition�s members. In the 1960s, he recalled, �I would not have 
imagined sitting down with the Communists, but I still hoped for it. It�s good 
that we could [now] understand each other,� adding that if the Humanist Party 
of the 1990s had existed in Chile during Allende�s road to socialism, �we would 
have been part of Popular Unity, even though we would have had problems of 
conscience.�105 

Indicative of thawing relations between Siloístas and Communists, Silo 
appeared publicly alongside Communist Party elder and former senator Volo-
dia Teitelboim at the launching of Cartas a mis amigos. There, Teitelboim dis-
tinguished between �real and fake humanists� and complained, � �Humanism� 
is a beautiful word, as are others; but it is swept away by the wind without deeds 
that are concrete and make that word true.� Teitelboim pinpointed different 

102. Quoted in Jorge Ortiz, �Humanismo a la carga,� Punto Final 315 (May 1994): 13. 
See Silo, Cartas a mis amigos (sobre la crisis social y personal en el momento actual) (Santiago: 
Virtual Ediciones, 1994). Also consult Silo�s Humanizar la tierra: Tres escritos (Buenos Aires: 
Planeta, 1988).

103. El Siglo, 14 May 1994.
104. Intervenciones de Volodia Teitelboim y Mario Rodríguez C. (Silo) en el Primer 

Encuentro de la cultura humanista (Santiago, 1994), 17; El Siglo, 14 May 1994.
105. El Siglo, 14 May 1994.
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forms of humanism � Christian, Marxist, and Siloísta � and went on to iden-
tify a speci�c �point of con�uence� between Marxist humanism (attributed to 
Marx�s Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844) and Siloísta Humanism: 
a shared secular concern with the human condition and, more to the point, 
human dignity. This connection �signi�es a rich possibility for dialogue for all 
who long precisely for a more human way of life,� Teitelboim noted.106 Inter-
estingly, Fromm is an obvious link between Siloísmo and Marxist humanism, 
given Fromm�s well-known embrace of the humanism in Marx�s 1844 manu-
scripts and Fromm�s importance in Silo�s philosophy.107

The dialogue imagined by Teitelboim eventually took place and produced 
an electoral alliance between Chile�s Humanist and Communist parties for the 
2004 nationwide municipal elections and the 2005 presidential and congres-
sional elections. Indeed, in December 2005 the Humanist TomÆs Hirsch, the 
former ambassador to New Zealand under President Patricio Aylwin, stood as 
the presidential candidate for the coalition called Juntos Podemos MÆs, forged 
by the Humanists, Communists, Miristas, and more than four dozen grassroots 
groups. Hirsch received 5.4 percent of the vote, with Socialist Michelle Bachelet 
of the Concertación emerging victorious over runner-up Sebastían Piæera.

As noted above, the 1973 coup marked the elimination of Poder Joven�s 
public activity until Chilean Siloístas resurfaced in the 1980s as the nucleus of 
the Humanist Party. The imprisonment of Siloístas at Pisagua and elsewhere 
demonstrated just how strong their movement was, at least in the eyes of the 
military junta. Indeed, the Allende-era Marxists� public and publicized reaction 
to Poder Joven set a precedent of sorts for Siloísmo�s treatment at the hands of 
a military regime bent on destroying subversion (loosely de�ned by the junta) 
and defending �public morality, public order, and good conduct.� Interestingly, 
Marxists also defended their version of morality, order, and conduct during the 
kidnapping scandal of September and October 1971, a version that somewhat 
resembled that of the Right, although the military regime obviously responded 
to Poder Joven with much more intimidating virulence than did Popular 
Unity.

Siloísmo was most conspicuous in Chile and Argentina during the early 
1970s; in light of its democratic pluralism, Chile was by far the most fecund 
milieu of the two. Chile under Allende was a liberal democracy � a bane for 

106. Intervenciones, 12 � 13.
107. On Fromm and Marx�s 1844 manuscripts, see Joel Kovel�s foreword to Rainer 

Funk, ed., The Erich Fromm Reader (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994), 
vii � xii.




