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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the Chilean television series Los 80 as a cultural text that 

negotiates the tensions of neoliberal subjectivity in Chile. Through critical discourse 

analysis, and a variety of qualitative approaches appropriate to the study of 

multimodal texts, this thesis identifies and analyzes three cultural myths articulated 

in the series and investigates their part in reinforcing or disrupting neoliberal values. 

By evaluating the interplay of material culture, dialogue and imagery, I argue that Los 

80 functions as both a reflection and a critique of the enduring neoliberal framework 

installed during the dictatorship. I explore the ways in which nostalgia and material 

culture intersect to naturalize or challenge these ideologies. This work contributes to 

the broader ongoing discussions between memory, images and identity, which shape 

the collective understanding of Chile’s present, past and future through popular 

culture. 

 

Keywords: Neoliberalism, subjectivity; Los 80; nostalgia; myths, Chile

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

v 
 

USE OF GENERATIVE AI 

AI (Copilot) was sometimes used in this thesis as a tool to help with English grammar 

and the organization of clauses in complex sentences, given that English, although 

my first language, it not my academic language. No content of this thesis was created 

by AI. 
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Preface

What if you held a protest and everyone came?1 

This happened on October 25, 2019, in Santiago Chile. Following the government’s 

price increase on public transportation fares in early October, a measure that was 

completely ignored by high school students, who openly manifested their discontent 

by jumping the subway turnstile to avoid paying the metro fee altogether. These 

actions prompted the then right-wing government to back-track by suspending the 

price increase. It was already too late. The student protest triggered a series of 

manifestations in October, and what the media labeled as massive evasions that 

operated using the slogan ‘it’s not 30 pesos, it’s 30 years’ – alluding to the 30 pesos 

the subway ticket was increased and the roughly 30 years of post-dictatorship 

democracy. Students almost completely took over metro stations in the capital city. 

From these actions, political response grew, leading to a nationwide protest held on 

October 25, 2019. Official estimates suggest that there were over 1,200,000 

participants in Santiago, the capital of Chile, alone, and, in other cities, the numbers 

were also substantial. This estallido social (social outburst) literally overtook the 

programming and activity of every news outlet, TV program and public space in the 

country. Everyone was participating, so there was no option to avoid acknowledging 

the class relations and material conditions of the time and reflecting upon the 

necessary changes for the improvement of Chilean society.  

             Nevertheless, the reaction to the estallido social by then president Sebastian 

Piñera was to declare a State of Emergency, which implied deploying the army, a 

 
1 This question is the title of Mark Fisher’s second chapter of his book Capitalist Realism 
(2009). 



 

vii 

national curfew, and invoking the Ley de Seguridad del Estado (State Security Law) 

to apply the maximum rigor of the law on those people who destroyed property, 

looted and incited civil disobedience, which, in the eyes of the then government, was 

everybody. Following October 18 were months of peaceful and violent protests, the 

destruction of private and public property, hundreds of incarcerated citizens, 

and almost every supermarket and department store being looted and vandalized. 

Simultaneously, however, it also led to communities organizing discussion panels, 

events and proposals to debate the changes Chile required. Every city, town and 

community in Chile were actively taken over by the people: walls were used as 

canvases to artistically manifest Chile’s discontent in the form of graffiti, paintings, 

and murals; parks and streets were converted into stages for anyone and everyone 

who wanted to express their ideas – and people listened. People brought coffee and 

snacks to the spontaneous meetings. Others (like me) would bring lemon and water, 

which alleviates the sting of tear gas used on the mobs by the police. Solidarity was 

the glue that held the movement together. 

            In one of the early declarations Piñera made regarding the estallido social, he 

stated, ‘This is a war,’ which was understood by Carabineros de Chile (the police force 

of Chile) as a free pass to use every measure possible to reinforce social obedience. 

This was translated, of course, into excessive use of force on the population, resulting 

in various deaths, unfounded beatings and, according to Human Rights Watch, more 

than 400 people lost at least one eyeball due to misuse of riot guns loaded with 

rubberized buckshot rounds, in violation of international standards for the use of 

force by Carabineros de Chile2. Many of these 400 people lost both eyes, including 

 
2   For a full report please check Amnesty International Eyes on Chile study: 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2020/10/eyes-on-chile-police-violence-at-
protests/ Retrieved: 2024, March 22. 
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Gustavo Gatica, a student at the Academy of Humanism University – the same 

institution in which I was then finishing my undergraduate degree in history. What 

followed were months of massive manifestations, curfews, and other imposed 

restrictions on the population, until the pandemic mitigated the estallido social, and 

the government relied on the lockdown to protect the population from COVID-19 and 

their newfound social awareness. 

Returning to Mark Fisher’s question (and the title for this preface): What if 

you held a protest and everyone came? — Did this change anything in Chile? Yes and 

no. The movement forced the government to propose changing the Chilean 

constitution with the intention of reframing the country in a more structured move 

away from the authoritarian and neoliberal constitution, which was created in 1980 

under the Pinochet dictatorship and remains in force. While the 1980 constitution 

has seen modifications, with some of the authoritarian elements stripped out, it 

maintains at its core its original intent “to insulate the neoliberal model against those 

who, in a democracy, might question it” since “one of the Constitution's basic tenets 

and aspirations continues to be the prevention of government interference in the 

economy” ensuring that “the neoliberal order was left intact” (Rinke and Kressel, 

2022, p. 19). The constitution is widely seen as illegitimate as the structure that 

enabled and justified the years of State terrorism under which every Chilean lived.  

The two exit plebiscites in September, 2022, and December, 2023, that asked 

the people of Chile to approve a new constitution drafted by two independently 

elected Constitutional Conventions – a process that was initiated in response to the 

social pressure of the estallido social – were unsuccessful. It appears that the people 

of Chile know what they do not want: They know that they do not want this dictatorial, 

unequal, and neoliberal constitution – this structural remainder of the Pinochet 
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regime. They do not know what they want to replace it with. It seems that the 

1980 constitution is harder to move away from than anyone anticipated. 

I begin with this recent moment in Chile’s history because the estallido social 

and the attempts to develop a new constitution illustrate that the people find their 

way of living to be an unsustainable echo of the dictatorship and that real 

transformative change is necessary. This is to say that the people continue to question 

the social structure that endures from the neoliberal agenda institutionalized by the 

creation of the 1980 constitution under the dictatorship, which has been reinforced 

over time during the period that the Chilean historian Miguel Valderrama calls “post-

dictatorship” (1990-2019). This is a time during which “…the so-called transitions to 

democracy curve around that wound that is the time of the post-dictatorship. A time, 

it is noted, where the post-dictatorship is not the end of the dictatorship but rather 

its nascent and constant state” (Valderrama, 2018, p. 24). This period, and the 

material existence it affords, is sometimes referred to as an iron caged democracy 

(Moulian, 1997) or a consensual, semi-sovereign democracy (Huneeus, 2014).3 The 

post-dictatorship period has been culturally shaped by an enduring neoliberal agenda 

that calls upon individuals to participate in, reenact, and sustain one of the most 

unequal societies in the Americas. This was the underlying condition that sparked the 

estallido social. In other words, the outburst expressed the shared sense that there is 

something not right about the way we are living, and something needs to be changed, 

although we are not sure what to change or how to change it. 

 
3 There is an on-going debate on how democracy came to be in 1990 due to how the 
dictatorship ended; basically, the Military Junta negotiated the terms of the end of the 
dictatorship, leaving the country with authoritarian enclaves (Ortega-Frei, 2019), framed in 
a neoliberal constitution that has still not been changed, and poses a problem for the 
expansion of democratic practices.  
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According to a 2017 United Nations Development Program study on 

Inequality called Desiguales (Unequal), the main issues that sustain Chile’s 

systematic inequality are several, including that the current economic structure 

exhibits: a high concentration of property; extreme income disparity; and a tax 

system that favors the wealthiest portion of society. Additionally, social programs and 

services, such as education, healthcare, pensions, basic public utilities (such as water 

and electricity), are mostly privatized and highly priced for the general public. Higher 

income groups are overrepresented in the political sphere and push policies that 

favor their class interests. Chilean cultural attitudes often justify or overlook 

inequitable arrangements, further entrenching inequality (PNUD, 2019). 

In reaction to the failure to pass the most recent draft of the constitution, 

political scientist Camila Vergara holds that Chile’s 1980 constitution has ensured 

that democratically elected governments following Pinochet’s regime have not been 

able to displace the neoliberal order. Further, this order has facilitated “an 

accelerated concentration of wealth in the hands of a tiny few oligarchic families” that 

continues to endure. According to Rinke and Kressel’s reading of Vergara’s argument, 

“[t]his ‘oligarchization of power’ has translated into a systemic corruption of the 

country’s political system on both the right-wing and left-wing spectrums of the 

political sphere. As a result, in the last two decades, Chileans have witnessed further 

privatization of their civil services, subsequently driving them to a state of political 

apathy in the face of the seeming impossibility of ever changing the social contract 

binding them” (2022, p. 19). The estallido social, however, suggests that apathy may 

not describe the seeming intractable character of the constitution, but there remain 

challenges to transformative change.  
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Although the estallido social shed light on systematic inequalities and the 

precarious life lived by much of the population, there may be a cultural attachment 

to being neoliberal, or at least to capitalism. Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2005) 

propose the concept of the new spirit of capitalism to refer to the ideological 

inducements that keep people participating in capitalism. These include legitimating 

arguments concerning desirable individual advantages and representations that 

present capitalist accumulation (no matter how its benefits are – or are not – 

distributed) as contributing to the common good.  I am interested in legitimating 

representations that may reside in everyday practices and aesthetics and how the 

ways in which Chileans relate to the present, to the past and to their future 

aspirations may be shaped by neoliberal values inculcated since the coup. It is these 

values and ways of imagining the present, past, and future to which I will turn in the 

thesis that follows. In particular, I intend to examine how one of the most popular 

and beloved television series in Chile, Los 80 (The 80s), reinforces and disrupts 

neoliberal subjectivity.  

I have chosen this series not only for its popularity but because it is repeatedly 

broadcast to audiences in different social and historical contexts since its initial 

launch in 2008. With ongoing protests in every city and town in Chile during the 

estallido social, the former Catholic Television Network of Chile, Channel 13, did 

what many other television stations did and suspended their usual programs. They 

rebroadcast Los 80 in the afternoons at super speed, cramming in three or more 

episodes per day. Whenever news about the estallido was not on, the Herrera-López 

family – the protagonist family of Los 80 – took over.  Los 80, as its title suggests, is 

set in 1980s, during the dictatorship and the time following the constitution’s 

implementation. 
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This fictional series tells the story of a typical middle-class Chilean family, 

following the changes and continuities related to the challenges that a common 

Chilean family faced regarding raising children, sexism, gender roles, politics, 

employment issues, and generational differences. Although the temporal setting of 

the production was the latter years of the military and civil dictatorship in Santiago 

Chile, one of the toughest and deadliest times of this country’s history, the Herrera-

López family got ahead as a family and, according to the Chilean academics Javier 

Mateos-Pérez and Gloria Ochoa (2019), family unity is the prescription that the series 

proposes to get through convulsive times. The series is considered to be a reminder 

that Chileans are a part of a national ‘family’ and, if a common family like the 

Herrera-López got through a dictatorship as a united front, Chileans could get 

through anything. The series, Los 80, is often rebroadcast in times of social crisis, 

perhaps as an anesthetic distraction – although its interpretation cannot be fully 

determined. 
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Introduction 

I was born in Santiago Chile, seven years into the Pinochet Dictatorship, to a young 

Chilean couple. My parents at that time were not actively participating in politics, 

however, my father’s family were active members of the socialist and communist 

parties. Some participated in and worked for the fallen president Salvador Allende’s 

government. During the dictatorship, most of my father’s family were displaced to 

other countries. The lucky ones were able to hide in embassies or in friends’ houses, 

counting on their solidarity. The not so lucky ones were incarcerated and tortured 

before being sent abroad. My father was one of the lucky ones, he was only 

exonerated4 from his job as a teacher, and this is why we immigrated to Canada, along 

with eight other relatives, five weeks after I was born. We stayed in Canada for fifteen 

years, and my parents decided to go back to Chile after the dictatorship had ended.  

During the first years of being back in Chile, I was told to do everything 

possible to get rid of my Canadian accent and never use the phrase the returned 

(retornados) because it was frowned upon. My mother said people would think we 

are communists, and that was bad: we all had to do our part to be a typical Chilean 

family. Consequently, I started studying Chilean society to do my best in becoming a 

part of it. Nevertheless, I could never fully relate to their ways of living. I knew there 

was something that weighed upon Chileans, but I was unaware of what it was. Years 

later, I understood that the weight was from a seventeen-year long dictatorship, 

which was also the reason why my family had to leave Chile.  

 
4 Referring to a worker who was released from their jobs due to political reasons in Chile 
during 1973 – 1990. There is an estimate of 75,000 politically exonerated people according 
to INDH (Institute for Human Rights in Chile) in indh.cl 
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My first encounter with the dictatorship was through art, when I studied 

visual arts at the University of Concepción, a prestigious institution in the South of 

Chile. I was fascinated by the way art uses images to explain and elicit spaces, time 

and pain. The real encounter with the horrors of the dictatorship came when, years 

later, I was able to pay for university and studied history and started seeing my family 

members’ stories depicted in history books. This is when I started asking questions: 

Why do people avoid talking about the dictatorship? How do people see the 

dictatorship and people, like me, who were forcibly displaced? Why did I have to ‘get 

rid of’ my Canadian accent so I would not be asked questions? These interrogations 

and the intent of trying to have a deeper understanding of Chilean society led me to 

my honors thesis in history: The Promise of Uchronia: Images and post-memory in 

Chilean television series. 

In my research, I analysed four television series that were set during the years 

of the civil and military coup, and the discourses that each series portrayed of the 

dictatorship and the time of the dictatorship. It is safe to say that the four series I 

studied had dissimilar views and focused on various aspects of this time in diverse 

social contexts. One of the series I examined was Los 80, the first series in Chile that 

narrated the story of a typical middle-class family during the dictatorship. This was a 

project framed by Chile’s bicentennial anniversary. It is one of the most successful 

series in Chilean TV history and was watched by a considerable portion of the 

population. It was so successful that two more seasons were added to the original 

project. For my honors thesis, I interviewed a group of people who had watched the 

series and asked them to tell me about their impressions of Los 80. Most of the 

participants used words such as nostalgic, wholesome, and true to describe it, and 

the characters were defined as ‘the typical Chilean family.’ All of the participants felt 

represented in the series, due to the age range of the family members in the 
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production, which was between seven and forty-five years old at the start of the 

television show. What is interesting is that none of the participants mentioned the 

dictatorship once. The generalized understanding of the series elicited cozy and 

familial feelings among the participants. After the interviewees had shared their 

thoughts, I reminded them that there was a dictatorship happening in the time that 

the series was set. Most of their responses were ‘oh, yes.’ I was amazed at how the 

first series broadcast on national television in Chile about the time of the dictatorship 

did not speak considerably about the dictatorship.  

This dissonance raised even more questions: If the series Los 80, with its 

narrative emplaced in the time of the dictatorship, did not talk about the dictatorship, 

what was it about? How can it elicit such strong responses from viewers who refer to 

the feelings of coziness that it conveys, as well as to the relatability and, by extension, 

the truth of its representations? This led me to re-watch the series in search of 

answers. I found that, under the layers of its imagery and text comprised with 

common Chilean objects, food, language and culture, the story of the family Herrera– 

López tells of their struggles and resilience during the time of the dictatorship. 

Particularly, the narrative points that trace the story arc of the family 

patriarch, Juan, could be interpreted as one that exemplifies a process of neoliberal 

socialization that is ultimately rewarded at the conclusion of the series. At the start 

of the series, Juan works in a textile factory. Like many national companies, after the 

installment of neoliberal economic policies that made many industries in Chile 

dependent upon global markets and the American dollar, the factory where Juan 

worked could not afford the high cost of materials, wages, and provisions companies 

offered to their workers at that time. Not being able to compete in this new 

environment, the factory went bankrupt. After being unemployed for three months, 
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Juan found a job as a salesperson in a tailor shop. Despite the losses that Juan faces 

as the series progresses, he nevertheless perseveres through the exercise of neoliberal 

virtues, such as individualism, competition and hard work, that contribute to his 

achievement of sharp social mobility while living under a dictatorship. By the end of 

the series, Juan is a successful entrepreneur living in a house with a pool, which is in 

Chile a distinct marker of class distinction and economic success. Los 80, the story it 

tells and the modes by which that story is told, is more complex than the skeletal 

outline of Juan’s story arc described above conveys. Yet this arc suggests that the 

series offered support for the dissemination of neoliberal values to viewers. To the 

extent that many viewers felt represented in Los 80, it appears that this narrative was 

somewhat successful in presenting this arc of struggle and success as a possibly 

natural trajectory for a typical Chilean family. Douglas Kellner however writes that, 

even though “media and consumer culture work hand in hand to generate thought 

and behavior that conform to existing values, institutions, beliefs, and practices, and 

certain forms of media culture may influence individuals to accept dominant political 

ideologies, attitudes, parties, and figures”, this does not determine how audiences 

respond. He writes that audiences “may resist dominant meanings, values, and 

messages, and create their own readings and appropriations of mass-produced 

culture and thus use their culture as resources to empower themselves and to invent 

their own meanings, identities, forms of life, and even forms of media culture 

themselves” (2020, p. 4). 

This thesis turns to the television novella of Los 80 as one dynamic site of 

cultural production that engaged with or embedded neoliberal values conducive to 

the toleration of risk and fear that Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval (2013) have cast 

as crucial features of life in a neoliberal regime to answer the question: In what ways 
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did the series furnish, reinforce, and challenge ideological resources that might shape 

subjects to accept or endure the ongoing precarity and risks of neoliberalism in Chile?  

To answer this question, drawing from Roland Barthes, I identify, analyze, 

and elaborate three “cultural myths” articulated in selected episodes from the series. 

For Barthes, cultural myths are constituted by clusters of signifying practices that 

hide relations of power and their justifications by making those relations appear 

natural. Acknowledging that television has unique affordances that combine moving 

images and sound, while also reliant upon particular conditions of production, 

circulation and reception, I use critical discourse analysis (CDA), and a variety of 

qualitative approaches appropriate to the study of multimodal cultural texts. In this 

process, for each myth, I give attention to at least two conjunctures: first, that of the 

real historical context of the temporal setting of the episode; and second, that of the 

time when the episode aired. For the purposes of this thesis, conjuncture – a term 

that Louis Althusser forwarded, and Stuart Hall centred in his own scholarship 

(Bennett, 2016) – is used to refer to the concrete state of political, economic, and class 

relations and their contradictions, in a specific society, at a specific point in time.  

Taking these selected episodes and their myths as points of departure, the 

analysis transcends the arc of Juan’s story and engages complexities and 

contradictions that can be found in the series. This approach also emphasizes the 

significance of the constellations of material culture in the visual setting and its 

inseparable relationship from the depiction of the past, which is an inherent part of 

the stories that Los 80 tells and the aesthetics it performs through production 

mechanisms and the use of material culture that elicit “small memory” and the 

emotion of nostalgia. It also underlines the significance of television – not just as the 

series’ medium but as an agent within the series’ narrative – that impacts how we 
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might read the series as reinforcing or disrupting neoliberal values. This work 

contributes to the broader discussion on the interplay between images, memory, and 

identity in shaping collective understanding of Chile’s past, present and future 

through popular culture.  

Popular culture is a battlefield upon which our conceptions of the past, 

present, and future stand in a state of struggle tied to identity and social action. Jesus 

Martin-Barbero (1993) insists that culture itself is “a strategic battlefield in the 

struggle to define the terms of conflict” (p. 74). One of the tools that fascist regimes 

utilize or control to coerce the population into aligning itself to their imposed models 

is forms of popular culture, and many scholars on the left have historically assumed 

that there is a close relationship between the popular and “the social, structural 

origins of oppression” (p. 13), however, this same tool is also used or appropriated by 

social movements that mobilize for alternative modes of social organization, and, as 

Martin-Barbero writes, “not everything that the subjects of hegemony think and do 

contributes to the reproduction of the system” (p. 74). Similarly, Stuart Hall’s (1981) 

conception of the popular does not specifically refer to a category of cultural forms 

that enjoy a wide breadth of consumption or participation. Hall distances his 

conception from this “market” definition, emphasizing that popular culture – 

comprised in production, circulation, and consumption (not just of highly produced 

forms) – is a site of power relations animated by mobilizing representations and 

marked by struggle within a “double movement of containment and resistance” that 

is historically contingent and involves tensions between tradition and change (1981, 

p. 228). Thus, Hall identifies social transformations as crucial to the study of popular 

culture. According to Hall, transformations refer to “the active work on existing 

traditions and activities, their active re-working, so that they come out a different 

way: they appear to ‘persist’ - yet, from one period to another, they come to stand in 
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a different relation to the ways working people live and the ways they define their 

relations to each other, to 'the others' and to their conditions of life”  (p. 228). Popular 

culture is never purely resistance or dominance, “[i]t is the ground on which the 

transformations are worked” (p. 228). 

Following from Hall’s emphasis on historical contingencies and material 

relations, the next chapter provides a literature review that includes historical 

background attending to the 1973 coup that brought Chile under dictatorship, 

discussion of Chile’s neoliberal experiment before offering consideration of television 

as a medium that will help to inform the content of this thesis. 

 

  



 

8 
 

Chapter 1: Literature review 

1.1 Historical Context: Before the Coup 

On September 4th, 1970, Salvador Allende was elected president of Chile. Allende was 

the first Marxist to be voted into office by democratic means in Chile and in Latin 

America. Committed to social reforms, his government undertook policies and 

programs that increased wages for workers, reduced taxes for everyday items and 

nationalized copper mines. He started what is known as The Chilean Way to 

Socialism,5 which intended to deepen democratic practices, such as ensuring 

representative democracy and developing a strong, organized working class. In the 

midst of the Cold War, the election of Allende’s Marxist government produced panic 

among those within and without Chile who perceived the new government to be 

against their interests. These detractors feared Allende’s election could serve as an 

igniting socialist force across South America. They would make sure this would not 

happen.  

As in almost every colonized territory in Latin America, the historical 

sociopolitical polarization in Chile was especially latent in the 1970s. As literacy hit a 

close 90% of the population, structural inequalities were subjected to constant 

questioning by the working class. Students and workers were continuously 

participating in demonstrations and political meetings with the intent to expand 

rights for workers, improve wages and narrow the gap between the very privileged 

elite and the proletariat. This tension manifested in the election of Salvador Allende 

Gossens who, after three failed attempts to reach the presidency (1952, 1958, and 

 
5 This approach refers to using governmental institutions as a path to socialism, rather than 
by revolutionary means.  
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1964), had democratically managed to win the elections by 36.2%, roughly 39,185 

more votes than his main opponent, Jorge Alessandri Rodriguez, the conservative 

representative, received. Rodriguez lost with 34.9% of total votes.6 These numbers 

reflect the abovementioned polarization in the country. In other words, at least half 

of the population was not aligned with the newly elected president, however, Chile 

had a strong history of supporting democratic practices; hence, Allende’s victory was 

ratified by Congress, and he became the 28th president. With the power that Allende’s 

government had given to the working class, unions strengthened. The elite started to 

worry about losing their many privileges and having to comply with the new policies 

promoting equitable standards of living for everybody.  

The reality of socialism daunted the holders of capital and raised the alarms 

for the elite in Chile and in the United States. As a nation that viewed itself as the 

center of democracy, despite its long-standing history of meddling in other countries’ 

affairs, the U.S. administration decided to act against the perceived threat of a 

democratically elected Marxist potentially unleashing socialism in the region.  

Consequently, the United States considered this as an opportunity to ‘shoulder the 

burden’ of a negligent country; in Henry Kissinger’s words “I don't see why we need 

to stand by and watch a country go communist due to the irresponsibility of its own 

people” (Lewis, 1975). In a move disguised as a humanitarian effort that promoted 

democracy, then President Richard Nixon vowed to save Chile, and the rest of Latin 

America. In Nixon’s effort to undermine Salvador Allende’s government, he met at 

The White House with his “Assistant for National Security Affairs Henry A. Kissinger, 

(the) Director of Central Intelligence Richard Helms, and Attorney General John N. 

 
6 Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional de Chile; National Congress Library of Chile. 
(https://www.bcn.cl/historiapolitica/elecciones/detalle_eleccion?handle=10221.1/63763&p
eriodo=1925-1973; retrieved 2024-07-29) 

https://www.bcn.cl/historiapolitica/elecciones/detalle_eleccion?handle=10221.1/63763&periodo=1925-1973
https://www.bcn.cl/historiapolitica/elecciones/detalle_eleccion?handle=10221.1/63763&periodo=1925-1973
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Mitchell (…). At 3:24 p.m. September 15, 1970 (…) The meeting lasted until 3:44 p.m.” 

(National Archives, Nixon Presidential Materials, White House Central Files, 

President’s Daily Diary). Among the notes that were taken that day by Helms were 

the phrases: save Chile; no involvement of embassy; not concerned risks involved; 

full-time job- best men we have; and make the economy scream7. This last phrase 

would become a cornerstone of the United States fight against socialism8 in the 

region and the consequent instalment of free market policies. 

After two failed coup attempts to underthrow Allende’s government in 

October 1970 and July 1973, on September 11th, 1973, with the support of the United 

States, a final coup attempt was successful. The civil and military coup, led by the 

then Commander in Chief of the Army, Augusto Pinochet Ugarte – assigned to this 

position by his friend, Salvador Allende – bombed La Moneda, the presidential palace 

in Santiago, the capital of Chile. The attack on La Moneda was not only a sign of the 

end of Allende’s government, his life, and Chile’s socialist project, but also the symbol 

of the re-foundation of Chile, according to the Chilean sociologist and political 

scientist Tomas Moulian (1997). From this day forward, and for the next seventeen 

years, Chile would be under the military dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet and his 

civil servants.  

 

 

 
7 Texts published by the website history.state.gov; from the ‘Office of the Historian’, an office 
of the United States Department of State within the Foreign Service Institute. Retrieved 
September 11, 2024, from https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-
76v21/d93 

8 The fight was/is not only against socialism but anything or anyone that does not align with 
the United States’ capitalist values.  
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1.2 Chile and Neoliberalism: The Experiment  

September of 2023 was the 50th anniversary of the civic and military coup in Chile 

(1973-1990). During the seventeen-year-long dictatorship, neoliberalism was 

installed in the form of a shock doctrine (Klein, 2007). The concept of shock doctrine 

was proposed by the Canadian scholar and writer, Naomi Klein, who argues that the 

exploitation of different types of crises, such as natural disasters, economic downfalls, 

political tensions and other types of emergencies, allows those who are in power (such 

as governments, corporations and politicians) to push through controversial policies 

and programs that would not be accepted by the general population in regular times.  

In the case of Chile, the military and civil coup, directed by the chief and commander 

of the Chilean army, Augusto Pinochet, and financed almost entirely by the United 

States, “ended four decades of democratic rule” and set out to “eliminate the political 

left thorough assassinations, arrests, exile, blacklisting, and the suspension of 

political parties” (Stillerman, 2023, p. 19). These forms of violence provided this kind 

of shock and allowed the installment of a neoliberal model that was at times hailed 

as the “Chilean miracle" and was so extreme, brutal, and transformative that it “could 

not have been possible under a democratic regime” (Edwards, 2023, p. 23). 

In their book on neoliberal society, Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval note 

that neoliberalism has been described as both an ideology and an economic policy. 

As an ideology, neoliberalism is an understanding of the market as a “natural reality” 

(2013, p. 7). It is imagined to be like a living organism that requires equilibrium and 

growth that can best be achieved without State interference. Neoliberal economic 

policy puts this vision of the natural conception of the market to work in material 

practices. These practices amount to a “negative interventionism” on the part of the 
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state, which is constrained to be “nothing more than the active political aspect of the 

state’s organization of its own retreat” (2013, p. 8).  

Dardot and Laval are careful to distinguish neoliberalism from laissez-faire 

capitalism derived from classical liberal thinkers who attempted to limit the arena of 

the state’s activity in markets. They illustrate this distinction by contrasting Friedrich 

Hayek’s (economic theorist whose contributions helped to shape neoliberal ideas) 

with John Locke’s conceptions, observing that, while Locke held a positive 

conception of “the good of the people” that would guide government or serve as an 

end to its activity, Hayek saw “general welfare” as merely instrumental means, or 

rules of proper interaction (2013, p. 239). Hayek saw democracy similarly as merely 

a means and not an end that has substantive value in itself. His comments to a 

Chilean journalist in 1981, during the dictatorship, illustrate this: “Personally, I 

prefer a liberal dictator to democratic government lacking liberalism” (quoted in 

Dardot & Laval, 2013, p. 241). Dardot and Laval insist that consideration of the 

history of neoliberalism demonstrates that it is not just a reworking of classical 

liberalism but instead poses “a profound challenge to liberal democracy” (2013, p. 

238). While the history of neoliberalism (as either an abstract concept or a set of 

ideologies and practices put to work in a given concrete social-historical context) 

stands outside of the scope of this project, this critical distinction foregrounds 

characteristics of neoliberalism that help to inform the Chilean context in general.  

After the coup, shock was instilled in Chile through systematic state 

oppression in the form of disappearances, torture, displacements, murder, isolation 

and other organized violations to human rights. A new constitution “approved 

through a sham referendum” (Stillerman, 2023, p. 19) was imposed that provided 

tools that enabled authoritarian violence and enshrined neoliberal policy to govern 
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the market and reshape state activity so that “market principles [would be applied] 

to labor law, education, healthcare, and pensions” (2023, p. 19).  

Following Dardot and Laval, it is helpful to consider how, at the limits of 

Chile’s use of oppression during the dictatorship, neoliberalism itself has a 

productive character that shapes subjects and social relations in particular ways 

(2013, p. 9). For the system to thrive, neoliberal values had to be transmitted and 

embedded in the population; the neoliberal persona, or neo-subject, had to be created 

(2013, p. 445) to support a new way of living. According to Dardot and Laval, “[t]he 

market economy can only operate if it is based on a society that furnishes it with the 

ways of being, values, and desires it requires. Law is insufficient; it also requires 

mores” (2013, p. 156).  

Dardot and Laval argue that neoliberalism fosters an “enterprise culture” that 

suggests the individual is an “entity in a competition” (2013, p. 445). This is, they 

believe, distinct from the emphasis on individual productivity upon which many 

other forms of economic organization rely. To the extent that government and social 

institutions have receded under neoliberalism, rather than individuals having been 

simply disciplined within institutions, the “economy becomes a personal discipline” 

(2013, p. 449) for individuals, who are entreated in specific ways to “help thyself” 

(2013, p. 451). In the neoliberal context, which is marked by the state’s retreat and 

accompanied by efforts to undermine forms of collective organization, this form of 

self-help entrepreneurialism exceeds and is distinct from the kinds of self-discipline 

and efficacy fostered generally by productive forms of disciplinary power.  Dardot 

and Laval specifically underline the forces of “social fear” and risk in the shaping of 

individuals in the neoliberal context, noting that “the naturalization of risk in neo-

liberal discourse, and the increasingly direct exposure of wage-earners to market 
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fluctuations through diminished protection and collective solidarity” increases 

workers’ dependency on their employers and requires that they are more flexible and 

committed to them (2013, p. 447). This is not to say that risk and social fear are 

features that are unique to neoliberalism but that, under neoliberalism, they are 

“naturalized” and universalized (2013, p. 461). The “novelty”, according to Dardot 

and Laval, is neoliberalism’s shaping of individuals to tolerate, reproduce, and 

expand the conditions of competition (2013, p. 448) and the idea that one’s fate is 

individualized and dependent upon making “good choices” (2013, p. 461) to manage 

risk.  

Systematic state oppression and the reinforcement of this structure into and 

during the nineties were not enough to ensure that Chilean society would continue 

through a neoliberal path. As neoliberalism produces the appropriate environment 

to fabricate its subjects, it presents an image of the world or reality that alters how we 

view it; this is an ongoing and all-encompassing project: “Neoliberalism is much 

more than a type of capitalism. It is a form of society and even a form of existence. 

What is at stake is our way of living, the relationships with others, and the manner 

we represent ourselves” (Laval & Darot, interview in eldiario.es, 2014).9 

During the first decade of Chile’s return to democracy, neoliberal structures 

were consolidated (Moulian, 1997), and Chilean society had normalized neoliberal 

values very quickly and transmitted these values to the next generations. It is now a 

cultural expectation and assumption that we all should be entrepreneurs of ourselves 

(Foucault, 2007). Despite attempts to pass a new Constitution, the electoral victories 

of socialists Michelle Bachelet (twice), and Gabriel Boric recently, the nationalization 

 
9 My translation. 
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of lithium mines, and the estallido social – these fugues10, or flights, from a tightly 

woven scheme – Chile remains governed under a neoliberal model that is “enshrined 

in Pinochet’s 1980 Constitution” (Stillerman, 2023, p. 216), even thirty-four years 

and multiple generations after the return to democracy.  

Scholarship demonstrates that the constitution has formally shrouded 

neoliberal mechanisms in Chile’s political system, rendering them intractable 

regardless of administrative shifts. Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2005) examine 

how ideological justification for capitalism has changed since the late 1960s and 

1970s, when critique was strong and new social movements were emerging. They 

argue that, as the organization of capitalism has undergone changes, challenges to it 

have receded, starting in the 1980s. Boltanski and Chiapello propose the concept of 

the spirit of capitalism – ideological resources that bolster commitment to capitalism 

even for those who do not stand to profit from it – to explain this relationship between 

capitalism’s durability and the waning of its critiques over three decades. One of the 

key transformations within capitalism that they highlight is that capital has become 

ever more abstract in the sense that it has increasingly become separated from 

material wealth through the prioritization of investment and reinvestment of profits 

(using capital to make more capital has been taking priority over making products 

and services), which evades the traditional market and the institutions that would 

regulate it. This suggests not only the existence of social underpinnings that support 

the system but also that conventional mechanisms that would limit capital have been 

 
10 Fugue comes from the Latin word fuga which means flight or escape. It also refers to: a 
musical composition in which one or two themes are repeated or imitated by successively 
entering voices and contrapuntally developed in a continuous interweaving of the voice 
parts (Merriam-Webster). I have chosen this concept as it is not a complete escape from 
something, but an intent to escape despite being part of a continuum; these fugues have the 
potential to create uchronias (alternate histories).  
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undermined; in the context of Chile, the constitution protects against such limits. The 

recent social outbursts have suggested that there are emergent social movements 

standing in opposition to neoliberal policies and their implications but the 

referendum on the proposed constitution failed. While this study cannot explain why 

it failed, it aims to understand how neoliberal values are entrenched, navigated, or 

challenged in popular culture – specifically in Los 80. In examining Chile’s 

experience with neoliberalism through the television novella Los 80, I aim to consider 

how the “enterprise culture” of neoliberalism that Dardot and Laval describe is 

depicted in the lives of the Herrera-López family at three different conjunctures.  

 

1.3 Television, Images and Power  

Watching television is one of the most popular activities in Chilean society. According 

to the latest 2023 CNTV Chile survey Mapping of TV in Chile and media 

consumption, 64% of the population watches broadcast television periodically as a 

source of information and leisure. This is to say, television is widely present in the 

majority of Chilean households. One of the televised formats that has been a constant 

form of entertainment for Chilean households are television series or novellas. In 

1967, the first novella was aired; this was only six years after ownership of a television 

set was widely accessible to the population, at least in big cities, and six years before 

the coup. Telenovellas are a unique television genre understood to play an ongoing 

role in forging and contesting senses of national identity. They do so by contributing 

to two critical dimensions of “nation-making”: the effective shaping of common 

symbolic references and the plural meanings and definitions of national identities” 

(Waisbord, 1998, p. 7-8). The rich storylines and characters featured in telenovelas 

provide a social glue that tie millions and tend to cross-over into other media, 
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producing “a form of intertextuality further [that] reinforces the sense of a national 

story and identity, a sort of living history of the nation in which everyone, via 

television, can take part" (Radcliffe & Westwood (1996) as cited in Waisbord, 1998, 

p. 9). Writing about the serial novel, which he compares directly to the telenovela, 

Martin-Barbero (1993) notes that an important influence of its format is its “’open’ 

structure” and “mechanisms of timing and suspense”. Time appears to flow “like life 

itself!” allowing the reader’s identification (p. 131) and recognition (p. 133). 

“Recognition,” he argues, “operates through the invention of a new type of hero who 

no longer moves in the realm of the supernatural but rather in the space of the real 

and possible” (p. 134). Due to their reach, relatability and format, novellas and series 

have maintained and expanded their audiences among Chileans, making constant 

headlines in local and national newspapers and magazines about what happened in 

the latest episode.  

During the dictatorship, television channels did not cease their transmissions. 

On the contrary, series were used as a form of propaganda for the civil and military 

government to expand their ideology, relying on images of modernization and 

normalizing coercive relationships. In the nineties, during the transition to 

democracy, television was used to reinforce and consolidate the image of social life 

under these conditions.  

In considering the role of the series Los 80 specifically and television more 

generally, it is important to note that the production of images is a social practice 

bound in complex relationships between multiple producers and consumers. 

Television is widely considered a means for the mass communication of information 

and entertainment that presents moving images and sound to convey its messages. 

When the medium became accessible and popularized in the last century, watching 
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television became, for many, a ritual of the everyday, often undertaken collectively 

with others for relaxation or indulgence. Television presents content (images and 

sounds) that have been informed by complex and historical social conventions that 

are socially recognizable to audiences. Due to television consumption’s status as a 

leisurely activity, and the medium’s affordances that readily support visual and aural 

narrative forms that can be sustained over time, television shows can produce their 

own style within recognized conventions and even form social publics (dedicated 

audiences) of their own. Particularly for the latter reason, I argue that people may be 

less inclined to think through or scrutinize the televised cultural products that are 

presented to them as critically as other forms of media. In a sense, one could say that 

these cultural products and their messages are, to an extent, pre-thought and ready 

for consumption.  

French novelist, Gustave Flaubert proposes the term ‘preconceived ideas’ as 

“ideas that everyone in the world has already received, because they float in the 

environment”. For him, they are “banal, conventional, common; this is why the 

problem of reception is not questioned: they can not be received, as they have already 

been received” (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 39)11. This obviousness that permeates 

preconceived ideas, or common sense, appeals to building a habitual basis from 

which we all must conceive and consume realities, making television an instrument 

that can promote imaginaries where “communication is instantaneous, because, in a 

sense, it does not exist. Or it is only apparent. The exchange of preconceived ideas is 

(a form of) communication with no content other than the very fact of 

 
11 This is my own translation of Bourdieu’s Spanish version of the book On television (1997). 
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communication […] they are common to the sender and the receiver” (Bourdieu, 

1997, p. 40).  

Armand Mattelart takes a firm position, stressing that the media we consume 

is not only produced within and imbued with market logic (1979, p. 115), it – and 

novellas, in particular, create different publics through which “bourgeois and 

imperialist power ensures the satisfactory functioning of its society, [it)]gives 

material form to divisions between individuals and classes, and concretises the 

dichotomies contained in its language and culture of domination by granting these 

compartmentalised  users privileged access to spheres of interest, rules of conduct, 

taboos and specially reserved fields” (Mattelart, 1979, p. 123) with the intent to 

maintain the status quo, and assure a controlled social mobilization.   

It must be noted, however, that television also depends upon such a complex 

relationship between producers and will circulate in contexts beyond their 

anticipation or control, that the cultural product cannot communicate a unified 

message that can shape in a determined way viewers’ interpretations. A key debate 

has centred on the extent to which the medium of television uniquely absorbs 

viewers’ attention, making it more challenging to arrive at counter-readings of 

televised texts.  

Concerned that television is a medium that dulls the audience’s capacity to 

engage critically with its products, Pierre Bourdieu stresses that this medium, which 

may appear to offer a lens into the social world is actually more productive than 

reflective: “[Television] that aims to be an instrument that reflects reality, ends up 

becoming an instrument that creates realities” (1997, p. 28). Similarly, Edward S. 

Herman and Noam Chomsky (2002) argue that media, specifically television, 

“manufactures consent” as it shapes our beliefs and perceptions of the world, filtering 
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content to fit the needs of those who are in power, producing in the spectators 

potential consumers of the world as it is presented to us. Critics note that the 

relatability of television dramas can make them effective instructional models that 

support institutions and discourses while offering pretentions of truth: “Television 

makes fiction and it moves in the realness of images and language” (Lledó, 2003, as 

cited in Pérez García, 2003, p. 31). Images transmitted by television, whose 

production is shaped to attract wide audiences and avoid dissension, have been 

presumed to be more passively consumed and not thought or analyzed as actively or 

critically as products from other media, leading some scholars to suggest, as Bourdieu 

does, that “One of the fundamental factors of political struggles, both in everyday 

exchanges and on a global scale, consists in the ability to impose a vision of the world, 

to wear glasses that make people see the world according to certain divisions” (1997, 

p. 70). Or, as Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno suggested, “entertainment 

makes an inhuman life and an intolerable exploitation somehow tolerable, providing 

a kind of inoculating injection, day by day and week by week, but that makes it 

possible to conform and get on with existence. This sort of entertainment trivializes 

even suffering. There is a slow strangulation of the sense of tragedy and the capacity 

to rise up and rebel” (Martin-Barbero, 1993, p. 42). 

As a part of popular culture, however, television may hold the capacity to 

“[give] rise to social mobilization and give life to ideas and/or representations” 

(Bourdieu, 1997, p. 27), that challenge structures of power. Its content may have an 

effect on reality that trespasses the frontier of television, becoming truth and also 

resistance. Bourdieu states that what is enunciated on television “do(es) things, these 

words create phantasmagoria, fears, phobias or simply misrepresentations” (1997, p. 
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26). Phantasmagoria12 is a concept that Walter Benjamin explores in his unfinished 

work The Arcades Project (1982) to describe a confusing, dreamlike state that offers 

illusory conceptions that show partial, predetermined, at times idealized but 

distorted, perceptions of realities. These phantasmagorias create imaginaries that 

hide-show.  

Michel Foucault (2007) argues that power relations determine what can or 

cannot be said, when, how, where and by whom. For him, discourse not only includes 

what is said but what is not or cannot be said. This underlines the significance of 

considering the silences and absences in cultural texts. Within the layers of 

communicative conventions used to compose cultural products, there may be fears, 

desires, and critiques – a virtual presence of a real absence – and, that which is not 

enunciable, may be hidden in plain sight.  

Television offers situations and characters that effectively approximate 

something that feels like reality, which, according to Martin-Barbero (2015), “feeds 

and reinforces the magical belief in objectivity like nowhere else […] It's the fact that 

reality emerges from the spectacle. And who would dare deny the spectacle itself 

reality? But then, it's reality itself that is spectacle!” (p. 225, my translation). The 

potential for phantasmagoria that concerned Bourdieu may lead to conformity, but it 

could provide openings that engender resistance, transcendence, or “new types of 

distance, new codes between seeing and looking” (Martin-Barbero, 2015, p. 236, my 

translation). Martin-Barbero writes: “Television speaks of subjects, of relationships 

between people, and of relationships between classes. The spectacle is, let's not 

 
12 Term coined, by the Belgium physicist and magician Étienne Gaspard-Robert, known as 
Robertson, who used lanterns in theater, as a way of ‘hide-showing.’ It is considered to be 
the predecessor of horror genre; it was popularized at the end of the XVIII century.  
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forget, a relationship not between images, but between people mediated by images, 

by masks (p. 226, my translation). 

While Bourdieu (1997) observes that the simplified narrative and imagery on 

television can standardize social norms and values which reproduce the acceptance 

of the status quo when television content is consumed with (mostly) uncritical social 

participation, Henry Jenkins’ (2013) study of television fan cultures blurs the line 

between producers and consumers, “authors” and “readers”, by identifying the 

interpretative strategies that fan writers use in their engagement with the televised 

narratives that they so avidly consume (and remake). Jenkins insists that consumers 

of television are active, critical, and able to reconstruct televised cultural texts as a 

means of social critique. While most viewers do not write fanfiction, social media 

platforms have opened spaces for audiences to participate more broadly in ongoing 

criticism regarding what is presented on television. Douglas Kellner (2020) stresses 

that “media culture is a contested terrain across which key social groups and 

competing political ideologies struggle for dominance in ever-changing conflicts, and 

that individuals live through these struggles through the images, discourses, myths, 

and spectacles of media culture” (p. 3). The outcome of this struggle is never straight-

forward, and it remains undetermined.  

It is these tensions between the idea of the structured message and the 

potential openness of its reading, what can be enunciated or not, that I aim to 

examine in this thesis. I am interested in the messages that seem to be ready to be 

received on the surface but also in the relationship between what is and is not 

enunciable, and what can escape representation’s “various modes of transcendence” 

(Martin-Barbero, 2015, p. 235, my translation), while recognizing that the 

phagocytizing nature of neoliberalism can potentially transform the ideas that 
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support its institutions into common sense and the normalization of ruling interests 

that can be achieved through the presentation of seemingly obvious proposals that 

appear not to need to be thought.  

 

1.4 Los 80  

Los 80 is a fictional Chilean television series, produced by Wood Productions, Chile. 

The series is comprised of seventy-eight episodes and seven seasons, which were 

originally broadcasted on the Catholic network, Canal 13, from 2008 to 2014. Los 80 

was inspired by the Spanish series Cuéntame Como Pasó (Tell me how it happened), 

a twenty-three-season series that ran in Spain from 2001 to 2023, telling the story of 

a middle-class family in Spain during the last years of the Franquista dictatorship and 

their transition to democracy. Los 80 was set in Santiago, Chile, from 1982 to 1989, 

during the last eight years of the military and civil dictatorship under Pinochet – a 

period that has been described as the transition to democracy.13 It tells the story of 

the working-class Herrera-López family, which, by the conclusion, is comprised of a 

middle-aged couple and their four children, then aged from seven to nineteen years.  

Los 80 was the first series in Chile that was set in the time of the dictatorship, 

although it did not speak about the dictatorship directly. Rather, the dictatorship is 

the background upon which changes and continuities related to the challenges that a 

 
13 The transition to democracy in Chile is a debated concept. On the one hand, there was a 
democratic elected president in 1990 (Patricio Aylwin), and on the other hand two years 
prior to the election, a plebiscite, organized, overviewed and by disposition of the 
dictatorship was held to evaluate if Chileans wanted to continue or not with the totalitarian 
regime. It was called the yes or no campaign. Therefore, some academics and historians 
refer to this time as a pact-transition, as there were some democratic procedures, under a 
dictatorship, which allowed and administered the elections, hence, it is not a transition to 
democracy but to a pseudo democracy or a post - dictatorship. 
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typical Chilean family faces, such as navigating raising children, economic struggles 

and political tensions, are depicted and dramatized. According to the Chilean 

academics Javier Mateos-Pérez and Gloria Ochoa (2019), family unity is what the 

series proposes to get through convulsive times. 

The first episode of Los 80 aired on October 12th, 2008, framed by the 

celebration of Chile's bicentennial, thirty-five years after the civil and military coup. 

In 2008, the time of the series’ launch, three adult post-dictatorship generations were 

sharing an imagined nation marked by an agreed upon silence about what had 

happened. The dictatorship was not a common topic of conversation in Chilean 

households. In fact, discussion of politics was, and still is in some circles, considered 

impolite. Hence, at launch of the first television series broadcast on national 

television that was set during the years of the dictatorship there was a generalized 

feeling of concerned anticipation about public reception of Los 80. Rodrigo Cuevas, 

Los 80 screenwriter, states that "the series happens in a very difficult time, it was 

impossible that the hardship of that time wouldn't sneak into the narrative [...] it was 

necessary, so it would be truthful" (Cuevas, 2013).14 Despite that it referred more to 

the time of the dictatorship and not to the dictatorship, there were more and more 

references to the latter as popularity of the series grew and more seasons were added. 

On the surface, however, it presented the story of a family and not the story of the 

dictatorship. Soon after its first episode aired it became a national phenomenon, 

watched by almost every household and regularly reported on by local newspapers 

and magazines. 

 
14 The video of the interview from which this quotation was taken can be viewed here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WgnjQleozjl. Retrieved 2020-05-19. Note: This video 
has been since removed from this platform.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WgnjQleozjl
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The family Herrera-López has five members at the start of the series, Ana and 

Juan, the parents, and their 3 children; at the end of season two, another daughter is 

born. They live in a three-bedroom, one-bathroom house, with a garden and a small 

back yard. Due to the age range of the main characters (between 9 and 65 years), their 

daily experiences, gender roles and intergenerational positioning, they easily 

represent a significant proportion of Chileans. This is to say that almost every person 

that lives in Chile can be represented in some way in this series: woman, mother, 

grandmother, man, father, grandfather, worker, university student, teenager in high 

school and boy in elementary school (Mateos-Perez y Ochoa, 2019). In depicting each 

of the characters, the series also incorporates values and expectations that are 

considered proper in Chilean culture. These are, however, also proper to many 

westernized societies but with Chilean idiosyncrasies. This readiness towards broad 

audience identification (Schlotterbeck, 2015; Antezana Barrios & Santa Cruz, 2025) 

may be one reason why Los 80 is considered the most successful Chilean series of all 

time, being constantly retransmitted on television, cable TV and streaming platforms. 

Scholarship on Los 80 recognizes and explores how the series used the 

popular medium of television to engage in the reconstruction of Chile’s past at the 

critical social-historical intersection of the dictatorship and the reflective context of 

the nation’s bicentennial, stressing that Los 80 provokes discussion about Chile’s 

past and serves as a tool to access social memory (Castillo Hinojosa, Simelio Solà & 

Ruiz Muñoz, 2022; Schlotterbeck, 2015). Spahie (2016) proposes that Los 80 is not 

merely a television series but a cultural artefact which helps Chileans reflect on their 

past and historical familial structures which were tested during the dictatorship as 

political stances sharpened. Ramirez Soto (2015) acknowledges the series’ tendencies 

for nostalgia and identification but is primarily focused on the political potentials of 

Los 80 that are afforded through its unique interleaving of historical documentary 
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footage, particularly from independent media that has not been widely seen, which 

“allows multiple readings” (12). Antezana Barrios and Santa Cruz (2025) argue that, 

through the depiction of the Herrera-Lopez family, Los 80 dramatizes how the 

political turmoil during the dictatorship threatened nuclear family constructions, as 

“a new kind of citizen” who could learn to navigate the “competitive nationalism” that 

“[c]ommodifies individual and collective life” (p.267) was required to adapt to the 

‘new normal’ depicted in Los 80, as a ‘natural’ stepping stone to transition into 

democracy. 

As noted, the period of the near decade that the series depicts are the final 

years of the Dictatorship, a time in which the installation of the economic and social 

neoliberal model, the "Counter-Revolution” (Moulian, 1997) or the "Capitalist 

Revolution" (Garate, 2012), was well underway and it "permeated the entire social 

body, economically, culturally and politically" (Richard, 2001b, my translation). 

 

1.5 Context in which the Series Aired 

The series was framed by the celebration of Chile’s bicentennial (2010) that 

commemorated 200 years of the country’s independence process. In this scenario 

many cultural projects were funded by the State, specifically proposals that honored 

Chile’s history and its idiosyncrasy. Los 80 was a project that was funded by CNTV 

(National Television Council), with the intention of only having 4-5 seasons, which 

later lengthened to 7 due to the popularity (numbers in rating) of the show.  

It was Michelle Bachelet’s (Socialist Party) second year of governing as the 

first woman elected for office; ongoing nationwide student protests were filling the 

streets of major cities in a collective call to end profit-based education (which started 
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during the dictatorship) and advocating for a better and more inclusive educational 

system. During this year the Chaitén volcano, in the south of Chile, erupted after 

9,000 years of inactivity, leaving the city under a thick layer of ashes, forcing its entire 

population to evacuate. It was many years before they were able to return.  

During her first term (2006-2010), Michelle Bachelet engaged in several 

official acts that forced the population to look towards the past. Among these, she 

renamed several salons of La Moneda (the Chilean presidential palace). One was 

renamed “The Salvador Allende White Salon,” another the “Salon of Memory and 

Democracy.” The major event that instigated an on-going debate was at the end of 

her first term in office (2010) as she inaugurated the Museo de la Memoria (The 

Museum of Memory) which was created as a space to foster the memory of victims of 

the macabre dictatorship and as an image of the fragmentation that this historical 

episode caused in the country, ensuring that this memory would ignite the necessary 

and constant reminder of the Nunca Mas (never again). The inauguration was a 

spectacle, having the four ex-presidents of the post-dictatorship sitting in first row 

seats and conservative protesters claiming that the museum was an imposition of 

historical memory and a lie, causing the opposition to take a stand for what they 

considered to be “something with no real weight.” Instead, such critics asserted: 

“What is really necessary is a major museum that explains the XX century’s political 

development which includes the disastrous government of Salvador Allende and its 

fall from grace due to a generalized reaction […] if not so, history is being falsified” 

(Villalobos, 2012, p. 2, Editorial).   

Bachelet’s determination not to forget the dictatorship and what it has meant 

for Chileans stems from the constant detentions and accusations of treason that her 

father, Alberto Bachelet, Brigadier General of the Chilean Air Force, was accused of 
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in the early years of the dictatorship due to his cooperation with Salvador Allende’s 

government. Alberto Bachelet died of a heart attack in 1974 while he was being 

tortured in prison. Michelle Bachelet’s government was the first post-dictatorship 

administration with a clear focus on the Never Again; the governments before her 

were focused on progress, regaining international consistency as a seemingly 

democratic country and doing everything (democracy, justice, reparation, etc.) “to 

the extent of what is possible”15  

Los 80 was the first television series transmitted from a public television 

station to address the time of the dictatorship, although it has been widely criticized 

for being overly yellow (in Chile being ‘yellow’ means to not take a firm political 

position, but to be at disposition of mainstream ideas). Framed in the bicentenary of 

Chile, many other productions were released, however, they did not have the same 

intonation of Los 80. This is to say, they focused on topics that were highly 

controversial (torture, detentions, the civic society involved in human rights 

violations, etc.), and many of them were transmitted at midnight and censored by the 

editors of the TV channels. This generated conflicts between the producers and those 

with ties within the political sphere who insist (until today) that the Pinochet regime 

was not a dictatorship. As a family drama, Los 80 escaped the controversies in which 

other productions became embroiled and has become one of the most beloved series 

in Chile and the most retransmitted production; it has been rebroadcast entirely 

seven times, roughly once a year since it initially aired its final episode in December 

of 2014.  

  

 
15 This is a well-known phrase that President Aylwin would constantly repeat when asked 
about justice and reparation for those who suffered Human Rights violations.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

In this thesis, I aim to study the television novella Los 80 as an example of popular 

culture with the objective of examining how it depicts engagement within the 

“enterprise culture” that supports neoliberalism (Dardot & Laval, 2013). I will do so 

by focusing on three cultural myths, as they are articulated in three different 

episodes, giving attention to material conditions at two points in time, that of the 

temporal setting of the respective episode and the that of its initial broadcast. I have 

chosen Los 80 due to its acclaim amongst its dedicated viewing audiences and the 

fact that it has been rebroadcast seven times since the series’ finale aired for the first 

time in December of 2014. Furthermore, as discussed in the section on television in 

the previous chapter, its genre of the television novella is often used in the production 

of Chilean television.  

  My analysis will emphasize selective aspects of production – particularly 

focusing on dialogue, settings, props, interleaved documentary footage, and the 

composition of cinematography (moving images) – and selective aspects of 

circulation – with emphasis on the episode’s setting and initial broadcast 

conjunctures. In the introduction, I noted that I have previously interviewed viewers 

for a different study and that my current interests were sparked by these interviews, 

however, this thesis does not directly attempt to study the reception of Los 80. It 

does, however, use methodological tools to consider the range and stability of 

interpretations that are made possible by the conventions of discourse and 

composition used in the series’ production. In undertaking this analysis that attends 

to multi-modal communication, I draw from several influences, which I acknowledge 

do not all share the same ontological and epistemological assumptions. For example, 

I borrow from Roland Barthes, using the notion of cultural myth from his structural 
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period, while also appealing to concepts that arise from later cultural studies and 

post-structuralism. This form of synthesis is common in the study of discourse (Kress 

and van Leeuwen, 2006; Fairclough, 2009), and Gillian Rose (2016) notes that 

discourse analysis “depends on intertextuality for its interpretive power” (2016, p. 

204).  

 

2.1 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

The methodological point of departure for this thesis is the analysis of discourse, 

which refers to “a particular knowledge about the world that shapes how the world is 

understood and how things are done in it” (Rose, 2016, p. 187) but has far more 

implications than this definition might at first seem to suggest. Discourses “are 

manifested in particular ways of using language and other symbolic forms such as 

visual images” but they “do not just reflect or represent social entities and relations, 

they construct” them and do so in particular ways that can have as effects the 

production of specific entities, “be they ‘mental illness,’ ‘citizenship’ or ‘literacy’,” or 

they can “position people in different ways as social subjects” (Fairclough, 2009, p. 

3-4).   

For my analysis of Los 80, I intend to use Norman Fairclough’s dialectical-

relational approach to CDA, as this is concerned with various semiotic modalities, 

which are “element(s) of the social process, which dialectically relate to others” 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 87). Semiotic modalities, as particular ways of presenting 

information, not only take into account language, but also other forms of 

communication, such as images, signs, gestures and other elements that conform our 

understanding of the social world. This approach also considers different social 

relations, cultural understandings, power and beliefs and how they interact with each 
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other, within a milieu. I will employ this to explain how Chilean society is portrayed 

in Los 80 and the semiotic modalities that are used to reinforce and challenge 

neoliberal discourse in the series.  

A dialectical-relational approach is helpful when presenting the series as a 

production set in the time of a dictatorship to explain the conjuncture of the eighties 

in Chile. For example, given that the thesis concerns the cultural persistence of 

neoliberalism in Chile, it is necessary to move between what is depicted in the series 

and the political, economic and material relations that were occurring at the time. 

Thus, for analysis, it is necessary to situate episodes within concrete contexts that 

shape characters’ conflicts. A broad example of this is the Chile Project – an initiative 

of the United States government that brought Chilean students to the University of 

Chicago to study economics under the guidance of Milton Friedman. From this 

initiative arose a group of emerging economists, known as the Chicago Boys, many of 

whom went on to hold ministerial portfolios during the dictatorship and were 

involved in presenting economic reforms that would result in “the purest neoliberal 

model for the next seventeen years, undertaking a package of privatization and 

deregulation, creating a modern capitalist economy, and sparking talk of a ‘Chilean 

miracle’" (Edwards, 2023, p. 43). This context is important to analysing Los 80 – its 

dialogue and its visual components together – as a “text”16 because the policies that 

arose from the participants of the Chile Project could be granted a special legitimacy 

not just for the supposed expertise that was fostered in this academic thinktank 

environment but also because it had force as a social-scientific experiment (it was, in 

 
16 Fairclough (2009) advocates the use of a three-dimensional conception of discourse, 
which includes discourse as: text (features such as images and dialogue), discursive practice 
(relations and processes of production, distribution, and consumption), and social practice 
(social structures, ideology, and hegemony). These dimensions are not static, and they are 
interrelated.  
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fact, often described as an experiment) even when the so-called miracle produced 

vast economic disparity and eventually culminated in Chile’s financial crisis in the 

early 1980s – the time in which the start of the series is set. Thus, context such as this 

enable consideration of what Fairclough calls “social practice”, which concerns 

“power relations as hegemonic struggle” (2009, p. 86) and emphasizes the 

importance of “social structures, social relations, and social struggles” (2009, p. 72) 

that may not be directly evident in the text under analysis. A dialectical-relational 

approach to CDA throughout will complement the frequent movement in analysis 

between the series’ text and conjunctures and social practice.  

 

2.2 Multimodal Critical Analysis (MCA) 

Visual modalities are one of the most important components in television. They 

support and sustain meanings from a constructed social setting, especially one that 

intends to re-construe and re-present a historical situation, as Los 80 does. Images 

should be studied in-depth in social sciences, not only because “visualization, due to 

its fact-like character, is particularly suited to supporting the truth-claims of its 

authors” (Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 184) but because “power relations are inherent 

in practices of looking at things, and the ‘gaze’ has been identified as a disciplinary 

technique, disciplining both the viewer and the viewed” (Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 

184).  

To study the narrative of how the eighties and neoliberal values are presented 

in the series, I will apply multimodal critical discourse analysis to focus on how 

“power and interest underlie particular constructions of social reality; centered on 

the role of discourse in the (re-)production and contestation of dominant truths” (van 

Dijk, 1993, in Wodak & Meyer, p. 184). This methodology can clarify and “facilitate 
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the ‘unearthing’ of such structures of dominance in particular discourses and the 

identification of alternative realities” (Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 184). Since Gillian 

Rose (2016) notes, “The spatial organization of an image is not innocent. It has effects 

and it produces a specific relation between image and spectator” (2016, p. 73), I 

propose that analysing certain images of Los 80 in detail could help “reconstruct the 

ways in which the combination of modes suggests particular versions of social reality 

are not neutral in regard to power: they serve some interests and marginalize others” 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 185) because “visuals are often able to ‘disguise’ power 

structures and hegemony as ‘objective’ representations” (Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 

184).  

In this thesis, I aim to consider how Los 80 may have offered support for 

neoliberal conceptions and values that engender ways of living within its enterprise 

culture. It is, after all, a product of a culture marked by neoliberal structures. My 

approach is, however, informed by the understanding that messages are not singular 

and tidy. Stuart Hall (1981) stresses that popular culture must be approached in the 

complexities of its historical and material contingencies with appreciation that there 

are neither purely authentic, oppositional cultural forms, nor are commercial forms 

closed and determining expressions of “false consciousness” to which audiences are 

merely “cultural dupes”. Even while bringing attention to hegemonic interests that 

can play shaping roles in media, it is crucial not to assume that audiences are “purely 

passive”, a view that Hall takes to be “a deeply unsocialist perspective” (1981, p. 232). 

Elsewhere, Hall (1996) offers useful tools for considering the production and 

consumption of messages, which are embedded in a complex circuit of 

interconnected but “distinctive moments – production, circulation, 

distribution/consumption, reproduction” (p. 128). Hall points out that, while the 
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production process is in a sense the start of the circuit, it is itself discursive to the 

extent that it is shaped by the knowledges, techniques, and meanings of television 

production and its institutions and practitioners. Since production is shaped too by 

producers’ assumptions about audiences, “the audience is both the ‘source’ and the 

‘receiver’ of the television message [….] the consumption or the reception of the 

television message is thus also itself a ‘moment’ of the production process in the 

larger sense, though the latter is ‘predominant’ because it is the ‘point of departure 

for the realization’ of the message” (p. 130). This emphasizes the dynamics of social 

relations even at the point of production, which are crucial to the communication of 

“meaningful discourse” through interlinked processes of encoding and decoding of 

messages (p. 130).  

Hall insists that messages are always coded no matter how transparently they 

may appear to represent “real relations” (1996, p. 131).  To the extent that they appear 

transparent, this only demonstrates how “widely distributed” they may be within the 

culture and thus “naturalized”. To bring attention to the ways that coded messages 

can have more open relations with the ideological aspects of a culture and become 

richer in associations, Hall discusses the specifically analytical distinction between 

denotation and connotation (a distinction that will be significant to the cultural 

myths presented further down) – two levels of signs or meaning that are articulated 

together, not separately. Denotation refers to what will generally be read as a literal 

meaning within a given cultural context, so that “its ideological value is strongly fixed 

– because it has become so fully universal and ‘natural’” (1996, p. 133). Connotation, 

however, describes a level of meaning “where already coded signs intersect with the 

deep semantic codes of a culture and take on additional, more active ideological 

dimensions” (1996, p. 133) that are more open but not boundless. Hall notes that 

there are conventions within a given culture that limit the “transformations” that can 
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be made and that within these there is a “dominant cultural order” and a “pattern of 

‘preferred readings’” (1996, p. 134). Hall explains that “[t]he domains of ‘preferred 

meanings’ have the whole social order embedded in them as a set of meanings, 

practices and beliefs” (1996, p. 134). The dominance of these preferred meanings 

does not guarantee them though, according to Hall.  

As there is rarely a complete correspondence between encoding and decoding 

processes, Hall proposes three hypothetical positions from which television can be 

decoded. First, the dominant-hegemonic position would have a viewer read a 

program in ways that are close as possible to the message that constructed within the 

conventions of the production process, which are already framed within dominant 

conventions of the culture. Second, the negotiated position would have the viewer 

approach the television program with recognition of the dominant or hegemonic 

message but with adaptations that respond to contradictions present in it. Such a 

reading “contains a mixture of adaptive and oppositional elements” (1996, p. 137). 

Third, the oppositional position would have the viewer “understand both the literal 

and the connotative inflection given by a discourse but to decode the message in a 

globally contrary way”. Hall provides the example of an audience member who always 

reads mention of “national interest” as “class interest” when listening to a program 

concerning a proposal to limit wages – such a listener would be using an 

“oppositional code” (1996, p. 138).  

Hall’s contributions highlight the complexities of communication as they 

relate to discourse and emphasize that constructed messages are embedded in 

dynamic processes shaped by discursive dominance that can limit but not determine 

meaning. These considerations will be relevant to the analyses of myths in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Myths 

Roland Barthes (2010) describes myths as a type of speech and a system through 

which representations of everyday objects, rituals, and events can become 

naturalizations of cultural and social norms that perpetuate dominant ideologies and 

reinforce power structures. For Barthes, myths are “a series of collective beliefs that 

seem natural and universal but are in fact socially and historically determined […] 

myths are the delusions of daily life, they are messages, practices and beliefs that by 

social convention we accept as normal parts of our lives without seeing that they 

really represent the interests of powerful social groups” (2010, p. 6, my translation).  

In the positing of cultural myths, Barthes does not refer to traditional or 

ancient myths. His conception is instead an attempt to elaborate contemporary 

myths that arise from representations of ordinary everyday life; in his words, “to track 

down, in the decorative display of what-goes-without-saying, the ideological abuse 

which […] is hidden there” (Barthes, 1972, p. 11). He explains that his notion of myth 

draws upon the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure, who presented the 

semiological sign as necessarily tied with two other elements: a signifier (a visual or 

sound image) and a signified (the concept to which the signifier refers). Barthes 

insists that there is another second-level signification that has the sign operate 

simultaneously as the associative meaning of the triad (signifier, signified and sign) 

and as an empty signifier at the level of myth.  As a sign in the first order, its meaning 

is full, “it postulates a kind of knowledge, a past, a memory, a comparative order of 

facts, ideas, decisions” (1972, p. 117); as a signifier of myth, however, it is an empty 

form from which “the meaning leaves its contingency behind; it empties itself, it 

becomes impoverished, history evaporates” (1972, p. 117).  Of the sign as a signifier 

of myth, Jesus Martin-Barbero (2015) elaborates that it “becomes reason” that 
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“grounds” the naturalization of “the relationship of the signifier to its second 

meaning, and in this way the consumer ingests meaning as a system of facts, not 

signs” (p. 87, my translation). 

Some observations can be taken from the description given so far. First, 

Barthes views myth as a distortion that appears to be innocent and natural. These 

two characteristics are related to each other since Barthes says, “myth is experienced 

as innocent speech: not because its intentions are hidden – if they were hidden, they 

could not be efficacious – but because they are naturalized” (1972, p. 131). These two 

characteristics of innocence and naturalization are what initially concern Barthes 

about mythical signification, not its content. He writes, “Myth is not defined by the 

object of its message, but by the way that it utters this message: there are formal limits 

to myth, there are no ‘substantial’ ones” (1972, p. 109). Second, if myth is a distortion 

or corruption, it is crucial to underline that mythical signification’s distortion is 

defined as “depoliticized speech”. Barthes explains that by political he means “the 

whole of human relations in their real, social structure, in their power of making the 

world.” The prefix de- “permanently embodies a defaulting” (1972, p. 143).  

Barthes’ provisional offering concerning myth was set out in Mythologies, 

which includes several of his essays on current events written between 1954 and 1956, 

covering subjects such as wrestling, wine and milk and plastic. To summarize some 

of the key ideas that arise in this offering, Barthes understands mythical signification 

as reinforcing the interests of powerful groups, though it is uttered in ways that do 

not raise attention because the relations that are represented appear natural. 

According to Jesus Martin-Barbero, myth is consumed as a form that consumption 

itself ultimately deforms by transforming history: “Myth is therefore not a lie but an 

inflection of language, a work of signs: that which transforms history into nature” 
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(2015, pp. 86-87, my translation). The depoliticized motivation of the message 

(whether conscious or unconscious) is not obvious, but the message itself appears so 

obvious that it goes-without-saying. This innocent, obvious and natural character of 

myth is achieved through the “passing from history to nature”, so that “myth acts 

economically: it abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them the simplicity 

of essences, it does away with all dialectics, with any going back beyond what is 

immediately visible, it organizes a world which is without contradictions because it is 

without depth” (Barthes, 1972, p. 143).  

Noting that the concept of myth arises from Barthes’ structuralist period and 

that even he suggested that it needed further development, I am loosely using this 

approach in the essays that follow in which I hold that contemporary myths are 

active. Playing on Barthes’ own title (“Myth Today”) for the essay that describes his 

method, Martin McQuillan (2011) advocates for the continued use of this work: “By 

‘today’ here we really mean a today (the war on terror, climate change and so on) that 

is already our immediate past and that, having passed away, we are called upon to 

rationalize and categorize. It also refers to the consequences of this past, that which 

will arrive from the future as a result of this unrecoverable and unrepeatable past. 

‘Today,’ in this sense, never happens. There is no myth today, there are only ever 

myths of tomorrow and myths of yesterday that require to be read in order to prepare 

oneself for tomorrow” (p. 59).  

In his examination of France in the time of writing these essays, Barthes notes 

that the society of which he writes has remained a bourgeois society, despite various 

historical changes that he briefly describes. Nevertheless, he stresses that a structure 

of bourgeois ownership and ideology persist, but that the open acknowledgement of 

the bourgeoisie has undergone “ex-nomination”. By this, he explains that, while 
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capitalism is widely discussed, the bourgeoisie seem to have disappeared, they are 

never named in French cultural discourse of the 1950s. While his explanation of this 

goes beyond the scope of this project, the relevant observation is that he argues that 

this operation of ex-nomination creates the illusion of undifferentiated social classes 

(for example, as though there exists neither the bourgeoisie nor the proletariat), and 

the bourgeoisie are able to naturalize their representations so that “bourgeois norms 

are experienced as the evident laws of a natural order” (1972, p. 140).  

The essays that follow address representations of North Star sneakers, La 

Once (a social ritual in which tea and bread are consumed), subjects hidden in plain 

sight, and the ornateness of the Chilean household. I propose that what has been ex-

nominated in the representations under analysis is the extreme individualistic 

competition that is required to manage the fear and social risk that reside at the core 

of neoliberalism’s “enterprise culture” (Dardot & Laval, 2013) of internalized belief 

that good individual choices – not solidarity – will enable survival and possibly 

success. Social relations defined more by competition than collective action are 

naturalized in the ways that history is presented in Los 80 to render silent the social 

relations and structures that operate in post-dictatorship Chile. This is not to say that 

the myths determine one way of reading these episodes or Los 80 as a whole. What 

thinking about ‘myth today’ offers is a commitment to reading culture critically, to 

observe the reproduction of powerful interests in what is and is not said and to seek 

what in the text might offer fugues to other readings.  

In each of the myths presented in what follows, I have included framing 

information to complement the discussion. This includes: the characters active in the 

respective episode; key conflicts; sample dialogue; film stills; and a diegesis of the 
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episode, which presents a denotive (a roughly consensus based) reading (Rose, 2016, 

p. 121) and two conjunctures (that of the temporal setting and the original broadcast).  

 

3.1 Myth 1: North Star Sneakers  

Shoes can say a lot about the person who is wearing them. They can indicate what 

people like to do, places they frequent, their social status, and even their occupation. 

Shoes can be a record of those who once wore them; they can signify a life as lived, 

the steps taken. Shoes are a statement to the existence of a human being and mark 

their position in society, although some people cannot afford shoes. Before 1970, 

Chile was a poor country. In those days, there were many ‘patipelados’. El patipelado 

roughly means bare foot or no shoes. Then and now, an insult for a poor person is 

patipelado.  

Many artists and writers have used shoes to express their positions on social 

issues and, in times of crisis, shoes have been used to conjure presences of those who 

have been deprived of presence in this world through exile, murder (genocide) and 

disappearance. The French artist Christian Boltanski photographed hundreds of 

shoes (Figure 1), representing the absence of Jewish people, who were victims of Nazi 

Germany. Vincent Van Gogh painted peasant shoes (Figure 2) showing the harsh 

conditions endured by those working the land in the late 19th century. Andy Warhol 

(Figure 3) used high-heeled, gold dusted shoes to describe and critique the art scene 

in mid-twentieth century New York. The two latter images of shoes are used as an 

analogy by Frederic Jameson to explain modernism and postmodernism, 

respectively. These artworks bear the images of shoes but they signify ways of living 

– some chosen and others forced – and sometimes ways of dying. Nevertheless, they 
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speak of the people who once filled the shoes and the spaces they occupied in their 

respective societies. To summarize, shoes can have a powerful signifying force; when 

they are not occupied by a person, they signify the presence of that absence.  

The most popular sport in Chile and Latin America is soccer and, of course, 

to be a good soccer player, you need to have good sneakers, the best sneakers 

available. This was North Star sneakers in Chile during the eighties. North Stars are 

an icon of this decade, mainly because there were not many alternatives. North Stars 

were made of leather and considered fashionable and affordable. They were 

“immortalized on the cover of one of the (most) emblematic albums of the decade: 

The voice of the 80s by Los Prisioneros, where you can see two of their three members 

using them” (Tapia, 2023, my translation). 

You could immediately tell who was middle-class by their blue and white 

North Star sneakers. If you were middle-class in Chile, as in many countries around 

the world, you did not get a second pair of sneakers until the first and only pair you 

had were falling apart. This happened to Felix in the first episode of Los 80, after 

shooting the winning goal, and feeling very good about himself, he went home with 

his brother Martin, they got into a fight and, while Felix was running away from 

Martin, he noticed his sneakers were torn. Knowing that he had the final game 

coming up, he asked his parents for a new pair. Ana, his mother, explained that they 

had just bought him a pair this year. She assessed the sneakers and determined that 

this could be easily fixed with Agorex – a cheap, industrial glue that is in every Chilean 

household. Agorex is effective most of the time, and Chileans use it for everything 

that needs repair, from sneakers to furniture. The downside of this glue is that it is 

offensively malodorous, and its brownish-yellow color stains everything it touches, 

providing evidence of the repair. Felix must resign his hopes of having new sneakers 
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and feels as if his dream of embodying the soccer star is slowly being evaporated by 

the growing stench that intends to keep his sneakers in one piece. Figure 4 depicts 

Felix in the backyard, with a soccer ball in his hands, anxiously sitting beside his 

unworn sneakers waiting for the glue to dry. He states that he needs these shoes to 

make a goal in the final game because it was in these same sneakers that he won the 

previous game. 

            

          Figure 1 –Christian Boltanski C. (Circa 1965). Shoes. [Photograph]. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 –Vincent Van Gogh. (1886). A pair of Shoes [oil on canvas]. Van Gogh 
Museum, Amsterdam. 
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Figure 3 –Warhol, A. (1980-81). Diamond Dust Shoes. [acrylic, silkscreen ink, and 
diamond dust on linen]. Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 –Wood Productions. (2008). Still from Los 80, "Un penal a colores" 
[Television series episode still]. In Los 80 (Season 1, Episode 1). Canal 13. 
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3.2 Summary of the Episode17 

Scenario: A middle-class household in a middle-class neighborhood in Santiago, 

Chile, 1982.  

Main characters: Juan Herrera Gonzalez (45) and Ana López Matamala (41) as the 

father and mother; Claudia Herrera López (19), Martin Herrera López (16) and Felix 

Herrera López (9) 

Secondary Characters: Exequiel Pacheco, Juan’s coworker and friend; Bruno, Felix’s 

best friend, neighbor and classmate; Don Genaro, the owner of the neighborhood 

store and Petita, his helper.  

Plot: This is the first episode in which the Herrera-López family is introduced, along 

with the secondary characters abovementioned.  

Conflicts: Juan is debating if he should take on debt to buy his wife a color TV; Claudia 

states her opposition to the military dictatorship; Felix tears his running shoes with 

which he made the winning goal in his last soccer game; Juan is unofficially promoted 

to floor manager.  

Storyline: In the opening scene the Herrera-López family are in their living/dining 

room sitting at the dining table while Juan and his two older children try to get the 

old black and white television set to work by whacking it. On the television, the image 

of Augusto Pinochet appears as he speaks about the national soccer team, which was 

participating in the 1982 World Cup. Felix is participating in the school soccer 

championship, and his sneakers tear after running away from his older brother on 

 
17 Dialogue and quotations from the series in this section are my translations from Boris, Q. 
(Director). (2008). Los 80, Season 1, episode 1 [Series]. Wood Productions. Chile. 
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the street; Ana glues his shoes with Agorex (a common industrial glue in Chile, part 

of every household). Juan is shown at his job as a textile factory worker at a national 

company, his coworker and friend Exequiel is looking at a store catalogue in which a 

new color television set is being advertised. The dialogue that they have during this 

encounter gives the audience a glimpse into the new economic structures imposed by 

the regime regarding credit.18  

(Juan and Exequiel are at the textile factory where they work…) 

Juan: Exequiel! 

Exequiel: Boss, look Tantung Dynamic, it’s a beautiful TV, right 

Juan: Oh, it is beautiful! This is what I would have liked to gift my                                                                              

wife, so she can watch her soap operas, it’s our anniversary 

Exequiel: how many years will it be? 

Juan: 20 years 

Exequiel: 20 years? 

Juan: 20 years 

Exequiel: Hey, this store has an agreement with our workers’ union; gift it to her, 

what’s the problem? 

Juan: what do you mean what’s the problem? It costs almost a month’s salary 

Exequiel: But technology has always been expensive, even I have one 

Juan: really? 

 
18 I refer to credit as the ability of a customer to obtain goods or services before payment, 
based on the trust that payment will be made in the future (Oxford Languages) 



 

47 
 

Exequiel: yeah, but I have a big one though 

Juan: yeah, but you are single, you don’t have three kids 

Exequiel: are you telling me you had the three kids altogether? No, right? This 

is how things work in time, there is a reason why ‘credit’ was invented 

Juan: yeah, right, that’s why 

Exequiel: go for it boss, gift it to her and you will look like a king in her eyes 

Juan: no, no, no, if it’s not possible, it’s just not possible 

 

Following this dialogue, Juan goes to his local neighborhood store to buy a loose 

cigarette and sees Don Genaro’s new color television set; they have a brief 

conversation on how much better it is to have a color TV. The following scene shows 

Felix sitting beside his sneakers with a soccer ball, waiting for the glue to dry (Figure 

4). The next scene, the Herrera-López family is back in their living/dining room 

watching TV. The footage shows young Argentinian soldiers hurt by participating in 

the Falkland Islands war. The next day Juan goes to his boss’s retirement party where 

he is unofficially named the replacement; subsequently he decides to buy the color 

TV for his wife Ana at the store named ‘The House of Credit’. He also purchases a new 

pair of sneakers for his son Felix. While in the store Juan continues to debate if he 

should buy with monthly installments, while the salesman impresses upon Juan how 

happy his family would be. This convinces him to buy it. Felix tears his new sneakers 

throwing one on the street after he failed to make the winning goal. Later, this same 

day in the evening the family is once again gathered around the TV set, and an official 

announcement comes on informing that the Chilean Peso has been devaluated by 

18% – one of the many policies that the dictatorship applied under suggestion from 
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the Chicago Boys19 whose prescriptions transformed Chile into a neoliberal state, 

which continues to the present. This news is repeated with archival footage of Chile 

in the 80s.  

Later, Juan and Exequiel are shown at work discussing rumors of bankruptcy 

of the factory, and Exequiel screams out “I am so regretful, I should have listened to 

you, I shouldn’t have gotten into debt, I should have bought everything with cold hard 

cash […] I owe each saint a candle”20 Following this, all the characters are watching 

the Chile–Austria soccer game in which Chile lost due to a missed penalty. While this 

allows Felix to recover his confidence in playing soccer, Chile’s loss is taken as a 

foreshadowing omen of the harsh years ahead for the Chilean economy. Juan starts 

to worry about losing his job, and the episode closes with the family eating dinner at 

the table while they are watching the news on TV. The news anchor refers to the 

companies most affected by the currency devaluation and names National Textiles, 

the factory where Juan works. The family members get into a discussion, and Juan 

yells: “in this house neither money nor politics is to be talked about.” In the last scene 

the three men of the Herrera-López family are playing soccer on the street. They let 

Felix make a goal illustrating that, despite the country’s troubles, family will prevail, 

if they work together.  

 

3.3 Conjuncture of the Episode 

This scene (figure 4) belongs to the first episode (pilot) of the series Los 80 named 

Un Penal a Colores (A Colored Penalty), it was aired on October 12th, 2008, on the 

 
19 For a further analysis refer to the next section: Conjuncture of the Episode. 

20 This is a Chilean idiom which implies that you owe everyone money. 
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Catholic Television Network of Chile, and part of the Pontifical Catholic University of 

Chile (PUC), the second largest university in the country. As a Catholic TV station, it 

was interested in maintaining a religious-friendly format, usually aligning its content 

with the doctrine of the Catholic church therefore, what was shown on their network 

was commonly required to have the status of ‘church aligned,’ approved by the board 

of directors belonging to the PUC.   

This episode is set in 1982, eight years into the dictatorship that had Chilean 

society grappling with the new normality of State violence, (torture, murder, 

displacements, curfews, disappearances, among other Human Rights violations) and 

economic and social policy shaped by a set of plans for the country’s future revised 

under military order and known informally as el ladrillo (the brick). El ladrillo, 

named after the weight of this hefty document, was a set of economic reforms that 

were presented early in the dictatorship to the Military Junta by The Chicago Boys, 

former students trained as part of The Chile Project21 who went on to hold ministerial 

portfolios during the dictatorship and were involved in presenting economic reforms 

that would result in “the purest neoliberal model for the next seventeen years, 

undertaking a package of privatization and deregulation, creating a modern capitalist 

economy, and sparking talk of a ‘Chilean miracle’" (Edwards, 2023, p. 43). While the 

brick informed this experimentation in neoliberalism, actual reforms made from 

1973 to 1990 were sometimes more extreme than the document had proposed 

(Edwards, 2023, p. 80-92). The implementation of these economic reforms triggered 

a profound economic and social crisis that submerged the country in years of 

recession. Once thriving domestic industries were forced to declare bankruptcy, 

 
21 The Chile Project was an initiative of the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations that funded 
Chilean students from the PUC to go to the University of Chicago to be trained in economics 
under the guidance of Milton Friedman and Arnold Harberger. 



 

50 
 

leaving hundreds of workers unemployed and with few options to find other jobs 

given that their factory-focused trade was becoming obsolete. Due to the new 

economic reforms, products that were once made in Chile were being imported from 

abroad at a cheaper price. Among the most relevant reforms carried out were the 

devaluation of the Chilean peso to equal the US dollar; liberalizing the economy 

(reduction of tariffs and opening Chile to the international market); privatizing 

national industries (electricity, water, communications and banks, among other 

industries) with the objective of shrinking the state with the justification that this 

would improve efficiency. Retirement pensions were assigned to companies, 

replacing the pay-as-you-go system, which decreased allowances substantially. A 

restrictive monetary and fiscal policy was imposed, creating nation-wide inflation.  

Labor reforms were implemented which dissolved unions and reduced worker’s 

rights, generating an unstable work environment for employees with the intention of 

creating more self-driven, competitive, ergo, ‘better workers,’ inclined to become 

what Foucault refers to as entrepreneurs of ourselves – self-managing individuals 

who view themselves as a product that can be sold, exploited and bought (Foucault, 

2007). This was reinforced through television with the utilization of big data as a tool 

to access the psyche, “with big data it is possible to construct not only the individual 

psycho-program, but the collective psycho-program, perhaps even the unconscious 

psycho-program. In this way it would be possible to illuminate and exploit the psyche 

to the unconscious” (Han, 2014, p. 28). This environment of control has the potential 

to create an imaginary of modes of consumption and of being that can construct social 

consciousness based on perceptions of how things are presented to us. 

Credit plays such a large thematic role in this episode, which is significant 

given both the year in which it is set and the year in which the episode was first 

broadcasted. In 1982, the year in which the pilot episode was set, Chile’s neoliberal 
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experiment has the State itself struggling with debt crisis due to regime’s use of credit 

in the 1970s. In 1981-82, the reputation of Chile’s so-called economic “miracle” began 

to suffer with the doubling of company bankruptcies and the near collapse of two 

major banks that the State nationalized to save. The administration’s refrain that 

bankruptcies were natural and a sign of efficiencies did not persuade foreign 

investment observers who came to the conclusion at the start of 1982 “that Chile was 

not a good risk any longer, and the nation became a victim of what economists call a 

‘sudden stop’” (Edwards, 2023, p. 140). This crisis was deepened by their bailout of 

the private sector in 1982, which was approximately “30 percent of its GDP each year” 

and, by 1985, Chile had to take a structural adjustment loan from the World Bank 

(Edwards, 2023, p. 8).  

The episode originally aired during the global recession of 200822 - a crisis 

partially tied to the expansion of credit in certain markets (in the U.S. and elsewhere). 

While these historical contexts refer to processes occurring above the level of the 

individual, a connection is drawn between Juan’s enticement to use credit to buy both 

the color television and Felix’s new shoes and these broader social processes. 

 

3.4 Discussion 

North Star sneakers were an icon of the 80s in Chile, but they also operated 

as a symbol of social location, or social class. North Star is a product line of the shoe 

manufacturer, Bata, which was known for its stylish designs, having its shoes 

featured in fashion magazines, such as Vogue, and its association with the 

 
22 The conjuncture of the episode’s (the pilot) original broadcast is discussed in chapter 1; 1.5 
where the context in which the series aired is treated.  
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performance of athletes through sponsorships of major events, such as the FIFA 

World Cup in 1986 and the ICC Cricket World Cup in 1987. Chile’s own Eliseo Salazar 

won the British Formula One Championship in 1980 while being sponsored by Bata.  

Since they were stylish and good quality shoes, wearing North Star gave their 

wearers status, placing them among the slim portion of the population who, even 

while constantly struggling to make ends meet, could meet the price point and mark 

their positioning above the poverty line.  In other words, the status that these 

sneakers conferred hid the struggle that many North Star wearers endured, given 

that, although the shoes were relatively affordable, many families that were a part of 

the ever aspired (and aspiring) middle class23 still had to save money to buy them. If 

the shoes did not make it through to the end of the school year, they were doomed to 

exhibit the unforgiving brownish-yellow scar that manifested from attempts at 

repair, as a spectacle, or sign-post, of the fragile and ephemeral frontier between the 

middle-class and poverty.  

In this episode, North Star shoes also become a sign of triumph. For Felix, 

they are the necessary tool for being recognized as a hero in the eyes of his classmates 

and to assume the identity of a competitive player or, in a neoliberal sense, to be seen 

as a winner. Felix attaches this value and power to his running shoes in his belief that 

it was not he who made the winning goal (and certainly not that of the cooperative 

efforts of he and his team), it was his sneakers that made the goal. In the same way, 

 
23   In Chile there is an ongoing discussion about who belongs and does not belong to the 
Middle Class; 70% of Chileans believe they are middle class, or feel they belong to this 
group, although multi-millionaires, out of modesty, also declare they are ‘middle-class.’ For 
further analysis see Barozet, E. (2017, October 4). Eres Clase Media? Probablmente no. (Are 
you middle-class? Probably not). Ciper, Chile. https://www.ciperchile.cl/2017/04/10/es-
usted-de-clase-media-probablemente-no/ 
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it was not he who in the next game missed the penalty, it was responsibility of his new 

shoes – the ones later purchased by his father with credit.  

In making Felix’s issue a principal theme throughout the introduction of the 

series, a subtle metaphor or parallel is drawn between Felix’s torn shoe and the 

nation. The scar that is left on Felix’s shoe can also signify the scar that is left in Chile 

by the dictatorship: The shoes can still be worn, they are still usable and they function 

as such, but Felix, along with his generation that has known only the dictatorship, 

must learn to take steps, to make goals and to win with the evident and perpetual 

yellow stain on his sneakers. When Juan buys him, a new pair using credit, Felix also 

damages these the next day by throwing them on the street, thus, depicting the 

fragility of this new system and its so-called “miracle”. Furthermore, this scar or 

break in the nation is signified in the image still of figure 4, where Felix’s damaged 

shoe is wedged between two vertical pillars of bricks as the glue forges together its 

torn pieces. The lower pillar, upon which the shoe rests, could be taken to signify 

Chile before the coup, while the upper pillar of bricks may signify the weight of what 

has followed. It is worth noting that the use of bricks in this repair process may forge 

associations for viewers with el ladrillo (the brick), the policy plan that guided the 

neoliberal economic measures implemented during the dictatorship.  

In this episode, North Star sneakers represent social status, identity and the 

cultural values associated with neoliberal competitive individualism and this is 

transmitted (transporting information in space) and communicated (transporting 

information in time)24 to the spectators in the present of each rebroadcast as a myth 

that substitutes the concrete context of class relations with relations between 

 
24 Jacques Ranciere, in his 2010 book The Emancipated Spectator, discusses images, 
communication, time, space and the question of being an ‘active’ spectator. 
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individual identities (the winning soccer player and the ‘king’ who procures the color 

television set) and commodities. Social status is treated as separate from concrete 

relations and social structures and as something that can be bought or leased. From 

the dialogue, it is notable that Exequiel points out to Juan that the store, House of 

Credit, has an agreement with their workers’ union. This union, which is not like the 

labor unions that the Pinochet regime dismantled as it sought to eliminate the bases 

for collective organizing but one that is sanctioned by the regime which offers –

instead of solidarity and legislated labor protections – access to a readily available 

credit program, as though it were equivalent to the forms of social security and social 

organization that have been lost under the dictatorship.  

 

3.5 Myth 2: La Once 

Many Chileans describe themselves as ‘the Europeans of South America,’ founded on 

the idea that, when the Spanish colonized this region (as they did with the rest of 

Latin America, except Brazil), ‘civilization’ illuminated this territory. Chileans 

proudly flaunt their European last names, which they associate with ‘whiteness.’ They 

distinguish themselves from Indigenous Peoples that were in the New World since 

time immemorial by calling them ‘negros’ or ‘pelo chuzo’ (rigid hair), thus distancing 

themselves from supposedly uncivilized ways, inadvertently deepening installed 

colonial practices in Chilean society.  

A common tradition that is well rooted in Chilean lifestyle is la once. This is a 

meal that is served between 5 p.m. and 8 p.m. The main food is bread and tea, and 

families usually gather around the dining or kitchen table to have this meal. It is 

common to invite friends and family to share la once, and guests will typically bring 
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pies, cheesecake, cold cuts and smashed avocado (which can never be absent from a 

Chilean once).  

The word once means eleven. The contextual origin of this word as the meal’s 

name is subject to ongoing dispute. On the one hand, the Spanish Language Academy 

recognizes that once is a literal translation from the British expression ‘elevenses’, 

which is a break around 11:00 am to consume a drink or snack. In Chile it occurs in 

the evening and resembles “a light version of British high tea.” On the other hand, 

there are some written descriptions from Colonial Chile that describe la once as a 

drink of mistelle (alcohol added to unfermented or partially fermented fruit, usually 

grapes) or aguardiente (schnapps) between breakfast and lunch. They called it once, 

referring to the eleven letters of the word for schnapps in Spanish: a g u a r d i e n t 

e. A popular belief concerning the meaning of this word is that women, workers and 

clerics also used once to mask the eleven-letter word so that they could have a quick 

pick-me up during the day without bringing attention to that fact. All things 

considered, once is one of the cultural rituals through which the Chilean culture 

adjuncts itself to its presumed European lifestyle, phagocytizing the extremely British 

‘teatime’ and its aesthetic to mythologize it as part of the Chilean ethos, distancing 

the association of once as a drink of hard liquor at an indecorous time during the day.  

When there are guests, la once will always be served at the dining room table, 

which has been set meticulously by the housewife, whose duties are part of the well 

and long-established “patriarchal relationship founded on tradition and authority, 

and whose heart is the complex affective relationship that binds all the family 

members together” (Baudrillard, 2020, p. 16) – that continues in Chile to this day 

(Strasser and Tinsman, 2010; Ramm, et. al, 2024). The seating arrangement 

positions the ‘man of the house’ at the head of the table, his wife beside him, and the 
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children and guests are scattered around the rest of the table. As occurs in many 

meals when a group of people are gathered around food, the table becomes a site for 

dialogue. Consequently, it is not uncommon to engage in pleasantries or other hot 

topics while having once – although there is a common saying among many families 

in Chile: in this house neither religion nor politics is to be discussed (so, what else is 

there to discuss?). 

In this scene captured in the image still of figure 5, we can see the Herrera- 

López family gathered around the table. Juan is sitting at the head of the table, Ana, 

his wife is beside him. Beside her is Felix, the youngest in the family. Seated on the 

other side are the older children, Martin and Claudia. They are having once. Since 

Chileans do not usually eat dinner, once is the last meal of the day. Although, this 

particular once is not only bread, cold cuts and tea – they are also eating artichokes. 

In Chile, artichokes are a common entrée. They are boiled and served whole on a 

plate, accompanied with squeezed lemon juice, oil and salt provided in a small bowl 

in which to dip the artichoke leaves. While its ingestion is a laborious endeavor, it is 

absolutely worthwhile – artichokes are delicious. 
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3.6 Summary of the Episode25 

Scenario: The Herrea-López household; Santiago, Chile, May 1983.  

Main characters: Juan Herrera Gonzalez (45) and Ana López Matamala (41) as the 

father and mother; Claudia Herrera López (19), Martin Herrera López (16) and Felix 

Herrera López (9) 

Secondary Characters: Exequiel Pacheco, Juan’s coworker and friend; Bruno, Felix’s 

best friend, neighbor and classmate; Don Genaro, the owner of the neighborhood 

store and Petita, his helper; Francisco, Claudia’s boyfriend and classmate; Sargent 

Morales and Tapia, carabineros training kids at school. 

Plot: This is the final episode of the first season; storylines of the main characters are 

left open, and the country’s conjuncture is holding a stronger opposition to the 

regime.  

Conflicts: Felix volunteers as a patrullero (patrolman) at his school; Juan once again 

is debating getting into debt to pay for Claudias’ studies; Claudia is invited by her 

boyfriend Francisco to participate in a protest and is detained; Ana must go to the 

police station to get her.  

Storyline: In the opening scene Juan, Ana and Felix are in their living/dining room 

sitting in front of the television set. Rock and roll music playing on TV. Martin is 

wearing his army aviator uniform and is off to training camp. Felix volunteers to be 

a patrullero at his school and starts training with sergeant Morales and Tapia 

 
25 Dialogue and quotations from the series in this section are my translations from Boris, Q. 
(Director). (2008). Los 80, Season 1, episode 10 [Series]. Wood Productions. Chile. 
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(depicted as two young, unwitty, indoctrinated cops). Juan, who, after approximately 

three months of unemployment, found a job at a men’s clothing store, goes to the 

bank to get a loan to pay for Claudia’s university studies, assuring his wife, “We are 

lucky to have an intelligent daughter, we have to support her, and if that means 

getting into debt, so be it”. Claudia participates in the first national protest against 

the dictatorship and is detained. Her mother Ana receives a call from Francisco while 

she is buying batteries for her camera at Don Genaro’s store to take pictures of Felix’s 

patrullero graduation. She is clearly distraught by the news of Claudia’s arrest and 

calls Juan at his job, however, he closed the store early due to the protests and misses 

the call. Ana heads to the police station where she meets an older woman who is also 

waiting for her own daughter. She tells Ana, “I know my daughter is here, but the cop 

denies her, they do this to take her to a military facility, and if they do, I will never 

see her again.” Shocked, Ana responds, ‘No, why would they deny her?’ The older 

woman looks firmly at Ana and replies, “This is your first time here, right?”  

This brief interaction shows how Ana, a mother and housewife, whose 

experiences have not brought her into confrontation with what is actually occurring 

under the dictatorship. This is the first time Ana is faced with the material reality of 

the regime and its practices of violence and suppression. She must face this new 

understanding at the same time that it poses a direct threat to her daughter and her 

family. Francisco arrives at the police station with a lawyer from la Vicaría de la 

Solidaridad26 (Vicariate of Solidarity), who is able to get Claudia released. The 

penultimate scene of this episode, depicted in figure 5, shows the family sitting at the 

dining table eating artichokes. This part of the series has been portrayed by the 

 
26 Human Rights Association which functioned during the dictatorship (1976-1992). As a 
Catholic organization it had international support and recognition, which helped them stay 
operative and partially shielded during the regime.  
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television station’s online platform with the title ‘La Enseñanza de Juan’ (Juan’s 

Lesson), although it is not the official title of the episode. The dialogue goes as 

follows:  

(Juan is positioned at the head of the table, to his right is Ana, wearing her apron; 

sitting beside Ana is Felix, dressed as a patrullero. On Juan’s left is Martin, in his 

army aviator uniform, and Claudia has wet hair because she just showered after 

being detained for participating in the protest., They start defoliating the artichoke 

and dipping the leaves in the lemon juice…) 

 

Juan: Provecho (bon Appetit) 

Martin: Really nice what you did, if they knew at aviator school that I have a 

communist sister 

Ana: Martin, enough 

Claudia: You are incredible Martin, you have just been two months in that school 

and you’re already talking like a milico (a derogatory term for people in the 

military: trench monkey) 

Martin: Aviator, not milico 

Claudia: Still Pinochetista 

Ana: Come on Claudia, stop it.  

Martin: She has turned into a communist mom, that's what's happening 
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Claudia: I prefer to be a communist than a momio27 

Juan: In this house there aren't communists or Pinochetistas, there are people.  

Martin: But dad what I am trying to... 

Juan: But nothing! I am speaking. With your mom we have worked very hard to 

bring you up as persons and, if you want to keep living in my house, you have to 

respect each other. Claudia, I don't know if you have noticed but with your mom, 

we have made a great effort so you can go to university to study and not to get 

into politics.  

Claudia: You can't prohibit me from thinking dad 

Juan: Think all you want, I will not prohibit you from that, but do you know how 

your mom and I will pay for your studies? We got into debt for four years so you 

can study, so if you want to play politics, very simple, you look for a job and forget 

about university, period.  

Claudia stands up and intends to leave the table  

Juan: Sit down 

Claudia: Excuse me, I won’t eat 

Juan: SIT DOWN GOD DAMN IT! (…) What does Francisco's dad do? 

Claudia sits down startled… 

Claudia: You know 

Juan: WHAT DOES FRANCISCO’S DAD DO? I AM ASKING YOU! 

 
27 Momio is a Chilean neologism of a pejorative and ironic nature to refer to supporters of 
the conservative right. 



 

61 
 

Claudia: He is a lawyer  

Juan: Right, and what am I? WHAT AM I? 

Claudia: A salesman 

Juan: Exactly, a salesman in a store. If something happens to you, god forbid, 

but if something happens to you, with your mom we don't have money or pitutos 

[people in high places] to help you. Do you understand that? Does it fit in your 

head?  

Martin: Dad you are speaking as if what she was saying is true... 

SLAP! Juan slaps Martin across the face 

Ana: Ok, let's go to the bedroom (while she takes Felix’s hand and stands up) 

Felix: But mom, but mom... 

Juan: Ana. Ana sit down, stay there. Felix, I want you to listen to what I have to 

say (dramatic music plays), I am a 45-year-old man, and none of you will come 

here to teach me how things are. When everything is a mess, people like us are 

who pay the price. Those who are on the top: generals, politicians – they never 

lose, never! Or they stay in power or are the first ones to flee.  The first ones! 

People like us are the ones who stay. We have to keep working and 'pelar el ajo’28 

to be able to keep living. That's how things are, and they will always be this way! 

Ana: OK darling, OK, it's enough (while she strokes Juan’s hand) 

Juan: Son, I am very proud that you are studying to be a pilot. How could I not 

be? But there is something that you can never forget. Before you put on that 

 
28 Chilean idiom that literally translates to peeling garlic, which means doing difficult things 
for a long time. 
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uniform, you wore the clothes that your mom and your dad bought for you. Do 

you understand? Study kids, learn as much as you can, but no professor, no 

military official will teach you what is correct, what is right, because you learned 

that in this house, with this family. Ok, let's eat now. 

(All the family members return to defoliating the artichoke) 

While the family continues their meal, in the background the noise of pans and pots 

being banged becomes louder. This has been a common form of peaceful protest in 

Latin America, although it has origins in Europe.  The episode ends with Petita 

watching Pinochet on television saying, “the government will not refrain from 

energetically responding to anyone who intends to take advantage of our economic 

situation to try to artificially create an internal agitated climate”, while Petita starts 

banging on a steel barrel. Don Genaro, who is a patriot and Pinochetista, comes into 

the scene screaming “Can you hear these old Bolshevik ladies banging on their pots! 

I will play Chilean folk music, that’s what they need.” The episode ends with the whole 

family gathered in their front yard listening to the banging of the pots and pans, while 

archival images of Chileans protesting appear.  

 

3.7 Conjuncture of the episode  

This episode named “Anything but Lies” is the last of the first season and was aired 

on December 21, 2008. Massive nationwide protests erupted against the dictatorship 

from 1983 to 1986. The first of these protests was held on May 11th. Workers’ unions, 

student associations, and democratic groups organized and assisted with the 

protests, during which thousands of people were detained, while others were tortured 

and disappeared. The Alliance for Democracy was founded in August of 1983; it 
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became the main organizer of protests. Due to national and international pressure, a 

group of exiled Chileans would be able to return to the country, becoming the first 

retornados (returned). The returned were conceived as communists and deviants, 

and they were systematically marginalized from participating in society. They were 

denied jobs, not allowed into certain places and always pointed at by those who were 

never displaced.  

During the 80s Carabineros de Chile (Chilean law enforcement) implemented 

the program ‘Un Amigo en tu Camino’ (A Friend in Your Path). This initiative was 

the first attempt on the part of the police force to approach civil society in hopes of 

being seen as a friend and not an enemy – a very difficult task to achieve during a 

dictatorship. In these efforts, they deployed pamphlets, advertisements and 

merchandising with the slogan, “A Friend in Your Path,” which became a household 

catchphrase. Framed in this amicable frenzy, a school program was also implemented 

to assure younger generations would be convinced that cops in Chile were a friend in 

their path. The program consisted of going to elementary schools and training groups 

of children to be patrulleros (patrolmen) to help people cross the streets and raise 

awareness of transit laws. ‘The chosen ones’ would complete a short training program 

followed by a graduation ceremony, where they would be awarded with an official 

patrolman uniform, which was very similar to the carabineros de Chile’s uniform.  

Shifting our focus back to the estallido social (social outburst) discussed in 

the preface to this thesis, a collective of four women who call themselves LASTESIS29 

(The Theses) from Valparaiso, in the center of Chile, premiered a performance in 

which they protested gender violence committed by the State through its apparatus. 

 
29 For further information visit https://shado-mag.com/act/how-chilean-performance-
collective-las-tesis-is-growing-a-global-feminist-movement/ 
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The performance was called ‘Un Violador en tu Camino’ (A Rapist in Your Path), 

appropriating the very well-known carabineros slogan to recontextualize its meaning. 

This feminist performance would travel around the world. Carabineros has since then 

changed their slogan, and it is very hard to find anything related to “A Friend in Your 

Path” on the internet and on official Chilean websites, such as libraries, and other 

archival sites.  

 

Figure 5 –Wood Productions. (2008). Still from Los 80, "Cualquier cosa, menos 
mentir…" [Television series episode still]. In Los 80 (Season 1, Episode 10). Canal 
13. 

 

3.8 Discussion 

I have chosen this still image (figure 5) from the episode for many reasons. The first 

one is its construction. The semiotic modalities operating in this scene emphasize the 

relations of social structure in the family. Although the characters are seated 

horizontally and at the viewer’s eye-level, which implies equality (Kress & van 
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Leeuwen, 2006, p. 148), the relational emplacement of the characters and objects 

within the frame, as well as the presence of uniforms on the characters, destabilize 

this equality and distinguish the social positionality of each family member. Firstly, 

the dining table, belongs to what Baudrillard would call the bourgeois household, 

aforementioned. Thus, Juan is sitting at the head of the table, with his wife on his 

right side, and his children occupying the rest of the seats. The angle from which this 

scene is filmed produces a subjective perspective that invites the viewer to take a seat 

at the end of the table, opposite Juan – a perspective that is “selected for the viewer” 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 131). The scope of the framing and distance of the 

shot are also relevant, since Kress and van Leeuwen observe that these conventionally 

represent social relations not only between elements within the image but with the 

viewer as well. The interpretation of framing and distance, as they concern the 

depiction of the table, depend upon what the subject of the image is taken to be. If 

the subject is a character, then the distance is medium, but if the subject is the family, 

then the distance is close, suggesting that the viewer is directly engaged (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 127), as (virtually) part of the family and implicated in the tense 

exchange that is occurring at the table.  

Behind Juan there is a window with the curtain not fully shut. This is to say, 

there is an opening in the curtain right above and behind Juan, following a 

convention which was incorporated in art during the Renaissance. The meaning of 

this kind of arrangement is a subject of ongoing debate in art history and semiotics, 

therefore, it is safe to say that, as a polysemous convention, the spectator is constantly 

called upon to give attention to the drawn curtain, despite lack of consensus on its art 

historical meaning. Kathryn Murphy, a fellow in English literature at Oriel College, 

Oxford, wrote about the drawn curtain as "an invitation both to examine critically the 

painting’s apparent subject – often, paradoxically, by covering part of it – and to 



 

66 
 

reflect on the claims and limits of realism and representation” (2015, n.p.). It may 

also allow the spectator to dis-cover the past, as “Leon Battista Alberti, in his De 

pictura (1435), famously recommended that a painting be conceived as an open 

window through which its subject – the historia – might be seen. To paint a curtain 

is to interpose something between the viewer and the historia” (Murphy, 2015, n.p.), 

as a way of giving space for interpretation in/of the present through the historia. 

Furthermore, as an aesthetic proposal, “A curtain seems to belong to the world of the 

viewer and not that of art [….] A curtain is not supposed to be looked at; the viewer’s 

instinct is instead to ask what lies beneath (or behind) revealing preoccupations with 

hidden meanings" (Murphy, 2015, n.p.). Having studied art, this positioning of the 

curtain does not strike me as unintentional, rather, it seems to be a determined 

decision to add to the meta discourse of the composition to encode meaning to this 

important moment as one of the closing scenes for the first season.  The slight 

opening in the curtain is the source of light entering the space, uncovering (or dis-

covering) knowledge (despite it being nighttime). The drawn curtain signifies where 

the light is able to come in, emphasizing Juan’s moment of enlightenment – or 

“Juan’s Lesson.” While this title could be interpreted in multiple ways to refer to Juan 

learning a lesson or delivering one.  

Many of the characters are uniformed at the dining table, situating each of 

them into particular subject positions reflected in the social structure. As a woman 

brought up by Chilean parents, this is not common in the home and at the table. 

Uniforms are meant to be worn outside the house, not inside, let alone while eating. 

When we got home from school, we were always mandated by our mother to take off 

our school uniforms the minute we crossed the door. Similarly, aprons are to be used 

in the kitchen while cooking, never at the table. The producers’ decision to encode 

the message of the scene by having the characters seated at the table in uniforms 



 

67 
 

highlights the social structure and the material conditions of the historical moment 

being depicted. We are not just at this family’s table, we are in the society that consists 

of multiple subject positions and interests. It also has an aesthetic effect, understood 

by the Chilean cultural theorist Nelly Richard, as “gestures and marks that cross 

significant practices with their will to form: [with] desire for initiation” (Richard, 

2001a, p. 42, my translation). This is to say that art and cultural practices are not just 

passive reflections of reality but are active in the process that shape and influence 

societal norms and values. This aesthetic choice signals the possibility (and necessity) 

of having many social ‘actors’ sitting at the table: the worker; the housewife; the 

patrolman (cop) who holds the monopoly on the legitimate use of force; the student 

and the army man – suggesting a scene of not just familial but public dialogue. This 

scene, accompanied by eating artichokes the Chilean way, appeals to the viewer who 

is invited into a cultural fraternity to which every Chilean can relate. This not only 

makes Juan’s speech more impactful, but it makes it more familiar, inviting the 

spectator to sit at the table, and defoliate artichokes all together.  

The slap that Juan gives his son Martin, who is dressed as a ‘milico’, was not 

in the script. The actor who portrayed Juan, Daniel Munoz, said in a 2021 interview, 

“I felt that this scene needed Juan to use all his resources to protect his family, he had 

never hit his kids, that is why there is beauty and emotion in the slap he gave his son, 

because it was his last resource.”30 The “fear that ideology can harm them in their 

daily life” (Mateos-Pérez & Ochoa, 2019, p. 66) or infiltrate their house was 

unthinkable and was already looming as all these social ‘actors’ sat at the table. This 

 
30 [Canal Trece]. (2021, January 24). Juan Herrera en los 80. Daniel Muñoz, de Tú a Tú, 
Canal 13. [Video]. Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lk5ccQyT7w0 Retrieved: 
January 3, 2025. My translation.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lk5ccQyT7w0
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is what Juan wanted to stop: ideology, represented in the ‘milico’ uniform, not his 

son.  

It is important to note that, in this patriarchal structure, Juan is the head of 

the family, therefore, he makes the calls. The dominance of masculinity in the family 

in Chile rests upon the imperative for the man as a provider (Herrera & Pavicevic, 

2016). This imperative to provide can also be extended to protection. While we can 

see that the provisions on the table where the family partakes in la once arise from 

Ana’s labor – this is reinforced by the apron she still wears while seated at the table 

– it is specifically the economic provision that Juan has made that is counted. It is 

worth considering how masculinities in Chile are treated in scholarship since they 

need to be understood contextually in the cultural and historical specificities of their 

relative performances, however, colonial histories and global flows produce some 

similarities across contexts (Strasser & Tinsman, 2010). There has been growth in 

scholarly literature pertaining to gender and modernization in Latin American 

studies, which most predominantly forwards the "modernization of patriarchy" 

thesis. This approach gives attention to the efforts of institutions, industries, and 

movements since 19th-century industrialization “to get even very poor men to settle 

down, marry, and commit to becoming producers for the nation and providers for 

families. This is a productive, domesticated, hetero-normative, and nationalist 

masculinity that is promoted with astonishing breadth by a range of very different 

kinds of political projects” and underlines the “hegemonic masculinity of the family 

man” in Latin American culture (Strasser & Tinsman, 2010, p. 88). Masculinities and 

gendered expectations are differentiated by social class in Chile, with hegemonic 

masculinity being associated with the ruling class and corporate culture, which 

recently has enabled more nurturing forms of masculinity to be performed in 

addition to the emphasis on providing (Madrid, 2017). In Chile the long-standing 
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notion of family honor has remained important to Latin American familialism – the 

complex of kinship ties of mutual support and solidarity that foster belonging, 

identity, social life, and survival. The successful upholding of family honor, which 

involves, among other things, familial and particularly masculine control over 

women, is considered protection from “precarious familialism” (Ramm, et al, 2024, 

p. 1106). In this way, Juan’s dominance, his outbursts, and even his rare acts of 

violence can be framed as commitment to maintaining honorable familialism for the 

provision and protection of the family.  

The paternalist relations present in the visual composition of this scene and 

the character traits Juan exhibits mirror the relations that dictatorships have towards 

the people they govern with the assumption that the people have no capacity for 

knowing what is good for them or for the country. Going back to Kissinger’s Doctrine, 

people seem to be endemically irresponsible in their political decisions, ergo, 

someone must take responsibility, and who better to do this than the patriarch of the 

family?  

Juan is not portrayed as a ‘violent person’ throughout the series, although he 

has several outbursts over the seasons. His actions are justified by the constant 

reminder that he is only a man, a good, hard-working man doing everything in his 

power to protect and provide for his family in times marked by the fear and risk that 

Dardot and Laval (2013) have characterized as features of neoliberalism. In episode 

4, season 6, there is a scene where Juan pushes Ana. As she falls, Juan appears as 

stunned as Ana in response to his action. Following this, his regret is repeatedly 

dramatized, though with the reminder that Juan is only trying to protect his family. 

The constant justification that Juan’s actions are considered consistent within 

Chilean culture justifies patriarchy and its forms, while potentially drawing a parallel 
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with the harsh material realities of the dictatorship. Thus, Juan is not a violent man, 

despite being violent; he is not a controlling man, despite being controlling; he is not 

only a good man, but a virtuous man – who becomes a successful entrepreneur of 

himself in the risky conditions of a dictatorship that is not violent, despite being 

violent; not controlling, despite being controlling.  

 

3.9 Myth 3: Hidden in Plain Sight 

In the 9th episode of season 6, we see the Herrera-López family in 1988. In this 

episode, the future of Pinochet’s presidency is uncertain, and the series Los 80 

delicately treats the subject of the returned – Chileans who were exiled or fled in the 

peak of State violence, torture, murder and disappearances after Pinochet’s 

successful 1973 coup but later returned to Chile. As mentioned earlier, Chileans 

generally view the returned with ambivalence, if not hostility. The returned tend to 

try to blend in, and those who never left seem to assume that the returned never really 

had to go through what they did, as suggested in a passing comment from Juan in the 

dialogue from Myth 2, while he instructs his family to turn inwards and to keep their 

heads down to avoid attracting state violence. In this episode, however, the difficult 

subject of the returned is presented centrally as a dilemma for the character of Felix, 

who is now a young teenager.  
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3.10 Summary of the Episode31 

Scenario: Santiago, Chile, August 1988.  

Main characters: Juan Herrera Gonzalez (51) and Ana López Matamala (47) as the 

father and mother; Claudia Herrera López (25), Martin Herrera López (22), Felix 

Herrera López (15) and Ana Herrera López (3), born in the end of season 2. 

Secondary Characters: Don Genaro, the owner of the neighborhood store and Petita, 

his helper; Sybilla, Felix’s girlfriend; Sybilla’s father and mother; Juan’s Pinochetista 

boss; Exequiel, Juan’s best friend; Mateo, Ana’s love interest.  

Plot: In this episode Felix is a teenager dealing with the inevitable end of his first 

romantic relationship; Juan and Exequiel are sharing a room in a ‘pension’ (boarding 

home) and get into a fight; Ana is rebuilding her life without Juan. This episode is 

framed in the start of the Yes and No political campaigns.  

Conflicts: Juan tries to help his son, and is doing everything he can, even putting 

aside what were his values. Felix deals with the reality of his girlfriend moving 

abroad; Ana likes a coworker.  

Storyline: In the opening scene the television is on, and all the characters are tuning 

in from different spaces. The Military Junta is announcing their candidate for the 

plebiscite (see conjuncture of the episode); not surprisingly they have declared that 

Augusto Pinochet, the dictator, would be their candidate. The reactions are diverse, 

depending on the character. Don Genaro and some neighbors at his store are 

 
31 Dialogue and quotations from the series in this section are my translations from Boris, Q. 
(Director). (2008). Los 80, Season 6, episode 9 [Series]. Wood Productions. Chile. 
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celebrating and start singing the national anthem. Petita is seen giving them a 

disapproving look. Sitting behind her desk at work, Ana has a quiet reaction, looking 

askance at the television set, while some of her coworkers display their support to the 

regime. At Juan’s job in the clothing factory, three workers listen as Pinochet’s 

campaign promises of ‘a new and refreshed democracy’ broadcast on the radio. They 

voice their disapproval saying, ‘lying old man!’ As Juan enters the frame, one of his 

co-workers instructs the others, ‘be careful, there’s a snitch close,’ and the three go 

back to work32. At Martin’s job, at an advertising office, the team watches the 

announcement on television and then return to a meeting, leaving Martin and a 

director behind. The two look around cautiously to check if anyone can hear them. 

Once they are sure no one else is there, the director says to Martin, “let’s look at the 

positive side [if he stays in power], this will be good for business.” Martin does not 

react and finishes his coffee. At the hospital where Claudia is doing her practicum as 

a physician, there is a group of interns gathered around a television discussing the 

dreadful possibility of Pinochet winning the plebiscite. Felix is at school. At the start 

of the present season, Felix joins the ‘No’ campaign and constantly advocates for the 

regime’s end. At the end of the last season (season 5), he began a relationship with 

Sybilla, who is a returned from Sweden. Felix’s conflict in this season is the threat of 

losing this relationship, as Sybilla’s family may need to leave Chile as they are facing 

discrimination. Felix is determined to do everything he can do to help his girlfriend 

stay in Chile. Her parents are thinking of going back to Sweden, given that Sybilla’s 

father has been several months without being able to find work, despite being an 

industrial technician. In a conversation about this, Sybilla tells Felix: “my father was 

 
32 At the start of the season Juan begins working in a clothing factory and is offered more 
money to betray his coworkers acting as the whistleblower for his Pinotechista boss, and he 
accepts. 
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offered a job in Sweden, and we must leave as soon as possible, or they will give the 

job to someone else.” Felix replies, “you have said that before, and you’re still here.” 

Sybilla responds, “OK but Felix, we have no money left, today they shut off the water 

at our home, and last time it was the electricity, we can’t go on like this.” Felix says, 

“well, we have to do something.” Sybilla, however, seems resigned to the reality her 

family is facing. She responds more pointedly this time, “Felix, he has been months 

looking for a job, in his profession or in whatever, he can’t find one, it is because there 

are no jobs, or because…because he is a returned?” Felix promises her that she will 

not leave and that he will help her dad find a job. Felix asks his mother to give Sybilla’s 

dad a job. Ana states that it is difficult and to not get his hopes up and advises him to 

talk to his father (Juan) because he works in a factory, which may be a better fit with 

Sybilla’s dad’s experience. Felix has been estranged from his father for three months, 

since May, after Juan hit Ana (episode 4 of this season), however, he asks Juan for 

help, as Felix has the firm expectation that securing a job for Sybilla’s father will 

guarantee that his girlfriend and her family will stay. Juan approaches his boss 

requesting that he give this man a job. Reading over the resume, Juan’s boss observes 

aloud that the applicant’s experience is only with companies in Sweden, arriving at 

the conclusion that he is an exiled.  Juan lies, explaining that he is not an exiled, he 

just traveled to Sweden for work. His boss acknowledges that the resume is 

impressive, although the factory is at full capacity, and there are no openings at this 

time. Juan insists that, in some areas, employees have an overload of work, to which 

his boss asserts: “We have no jobs available at this moment. For a job to be available, 

we have to fire someone. Tell me, Juan, who should we fire?” He adds: “It’s not a bad 

idea to clean a bit. You don’t have to answer now, Juan, think about it and tell me if 

you want to take out the garbage and give your friend a job.” Felix is at a park at a No 

campaign stand and tells Sybilla that both of his parents are going to help them, but 
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she communicates that her father is not very convinced to stay in Chile. After 

assessing the situation, Juan, who is willing to do whatever it takes to win back his 

son, goes back to his boss and tries to offer alternatives to firing someone. His boss 

says, “let me make it easier for you [as he sets three files of Juan’s coworkers on his 

desk with their respective pictures]. I have had my eye on these three for some time 

now, they are the ones who are most involved with the worker’s union.” Juan choses 

one. He calls his son and tells him the news, Felix rushes to Sybilla’s house. In the 

next scene, Juan is in the room he shares with Exequiel. They have a conversation 

that illuminates how Juan’s character has evolved: 

Exequiel: We have to celebrate! You have gotten your in-law a job 

Juan: no but, I…I had to fire a worker 

Exequiel: what? 

Juan: I went to talk with my boss, and he said there were no positions available, 

the only way was firing someone 

Exequiel: But how can you do that buddy? 

Juan: Felix went to the factory, and I saw him very complicated so… 

Exequiel: it’s fine that you want to make amends with your son but firing 

someone, leaving their family without food, because of the whim of a boy who 

wants to stay with his girlfriend?! 

Juan: this worker is single, he doesn't have kids, that’s why I chose him 

Exequiel: real nice shit, for sure single men don’t eat now (shaking his head in 

disapproval) each day that goes by you are more and more of an asshole, first 
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you suck up to the boss by being a snitch and now you wipe your ass with your 

coworkers?  

Juan: (gets up, obfuscated) what’s the deal with my coworkers buddy, huh? the 

only thing they have done is make my life impossible, the hell with my coworkers! 

Exequiel: shit, you have changed a lot buddy, the only thing that’s left is that 

you vote for the Yes campaign 

Juan: you know what, you are not the best one to give me lectures, you don’t 

know what it is to have children and what fathers would do for them … 

Exequiel: Fuck off! (he leaves the room)  

 

After this scene, we see Felix conveying what he presumes to be the good news to 

Sybilla’s father. In the background, the television is on. All the characters turn 

towards it as voice from the screen declares: ‘Please welcome his excellency, the 

general in chief of the army, the president, Augusto Pinochet Ugarte’. The dictator 

appears and greets his constituents. In reaction, Sybilla’s father suddenly turns to 

Felix and asserts, “this is not my country anymore.”  

The last scene of this episode shows Ana dancing with her love interest.  

 

3.11 Conjuncture of the episode 

This episode was aired on the 8th of December in 2013. It is the 9th episode of season 

6. The name of this episode is “This is not my country,” referring to Sybilla’s father’s 

felt reaction and a reflection that highlights the reality of many returned – those who 

were once exiled and then forced to leave Chile again because they were not welcome 
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and, indeed, it was not their country anymore. The military junta’s constitution, 

which was implemented in first years of the 1980s, established a timeline of eight 

years to determine if the regime would end or continue. They held a plebiscite in 1988 

that consisted of two options: Yes or No. Pinochet imposed himself as the main 

candidate for the Yes campaign, this time running to be an elected president. The No 

campaign did not have a candidate, rather a No vote would stand as a rejection for 

Pinochet and his regime. If the No campaign won, there would be open, public and 

democratic elections within a year. If the Yes campaign won, Pinochet would 

continue as ‘president’ for eight more years. The campaigns were carefully prepared, 

and both had free electoral spaces on television. The No campaign could broadcast in 

the early morning or late night, and the Yes campaign had other spaces during the 

day. Felix joined the No campaign due to his girlfriend’s situation, under the illusion 

that, if the No won, Pinochet would be gone, democracy re-established, and Sybilla 

would stay. This, however, was not what occurred.  

On October 5th, 1988, the No campaign won with 54.70% (3,959,495 votes)33, 

this is close to 850,000 more votes than the Yes alternative. Elections would be held 

in 1989, and the dictatorship and state terrorism would come to an end. It is 

important to note that this win, although important, was not substantial in numbers, 

since close to 43% of the population had voted to maintain Pinochet as Head of State.  

This political oscillation continues to the present, with the electoral victories 

of Michelle Bachelet (Socialist and daughter of Alberto Bachelet, an Air Force General 

who opposed the military coup and, for this reason, was tortured and killed) in 2006-

 
33 Gobierno de Chile (1988, October 5). Plebiscito de 1988 marca el fin del régimen militar. 
Biblioteca Nacional de Chile. Retrieved January 20, 2024, from 
https://www.bcn.cl/historiapolitica/elecciones/detalle_eleccion?handle=10221.1/63196&pe
riodo=1973-1990 
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2010 and Sebastian Piñera (Conservative and brother to one of the Chicago boys) in 

2010-2014; to again elect Bachelet in 2014-2018, and then elect Piñera in 2018-2022. 

Despite their differing political orientations, what was common to their presidencies 

was that they remained tied to neoliberal policies, further opening markets and 

parching any fugues that inevitably were created by this ideological and economic 

model that places markets above forms of life. While Margaret Thatcher’s justifying 

slogan for neoliberalism was there is no alternative, Pinochet’s regime had tried to 

ensure that there could be no alternative by sealing and insulating its critical 

mechanisms into the 1980 constitution, from how the transition to democracy would 

play out to privatizing Chilean education, health services, pensions and basic utilities, 

such as water and electricity. During the so-called post-dictatorship that followed 

Pinochet’s regime, the weight of state terrorism and the solidification of 

neoliberalism in the constitution would constantly haunt the democratic 

presidencies.  

When this episode aired, student protests were persistent throughout Chile, 

demanding free, inclusive and quality education, a time in which the now President 

Gabriel Boric, and part of his government officials, participated as organizers and 

spokespersons. The Dakar Rally34 ended in Santiago Chile in January and, in 

December, presidential elections were held, in which Michelle Bachelet became the 

President for the second time.  

 

 

 
34 The Dakkar Rally is an annual rally raid organised by the Amaury Sport Organisation. The 
rally is an off-road endurance event. 
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3.12 Discussion 

The country and its people had changed. We can see this through the characters of 

the series, especially from Ana and Juan’s perspective. Juan has gone through periods 

of employment and unemployment. Due to this instability, Ana was forced to get a 

job, first selling Tupperware and then as a promoter of credit cards for a big 

department store, as credit itself was a product which was being expanded in the 

Chilean market in the time of the episode’s setting. Ana was now an independent 

working, separated mother of four, dealing with the guilt and shame that is instilled 

in a patriarchal society, and although she was not thrilled about it, in her boss’s 

words, ‘it’s one thing for another.’35 

Juan was also adapting to societal changes through his choices which seemed 

further from solidarity and closer to the individualistic demands of the time. For 

context, Ana and Juan had an unexpected daughter at the end of season two. During 

the start of the sixth season, they separate after Juan pushes Ana to the ground, 

leaving her with a big bruise and cementing his estrangement from his family. The 

interactions between Juan and his boss, and later with Exequiel, in the dialogue 

provided above illustrate how Juan has transformed. He has stepped into a different 

sphere of values and priorities, his demeanor has shifted and he has become more 

aligned with what is expected from him as a model worker and a provider. This is to 

say, Juan is internalizing the roles and values that align with the enterprise culture of 

the neoliberal system, disregarding everything and everyone else. This turn to 

individualism even though, challenged by his friend Exequial, will be what enables 

 
35 Boris, Q. (Director). (2008). Los 80, Season 3, episode 4 [Series]. Wood Productions. 
Chile. My translation.  
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Juan to become a successful entrepreneur in the long run to conclude the series 

sitting in his house with a pool, with his wife and children beside him.  

According to Silvia Borzutzky (2005), the entrenchment of individualism 

under Chile’s neoliberal model was remarkable: “Few things were more foreign to 

Chilean society than the notions of individualism, competition, and consumption that 

the ideology involves. The introduction of these ideas in Chile was the result of the 

influence that a group of economists—the Chicago Boys—had on the military regime” 

(2005, p. 658). Borzutzky underlines the contradiction of the presumed emphasis on 

freedom of the individual at the heart of the prescriptions of Friedrich Hayek, who, 

along with Milton Friedman, inspired Chile’s Chicago Boys, when, “[i]n the case of 

Chile, the application of the market philosophy was possible because of the existence 

of a repressive regime, which had centralized power and obliterated individual rights” 

(2005, p. 660). It bolstered notions of freedom and individualism (without individual 

rights), while attacking social solidarity by breaking apart interest groups and 

political activity “through the passage of the so-called ‘modernizations,’ a set of laws 

inspired by the market ideology that reformed the labor laws, education, social 

security and health system, the land tenure system, and the role and functions of local 

governments” (2005, p. 660).  

As the eighties go by, and due to the different encounters the Herrera- López 

family has with the reality of the dictatorship, their somewhat detached attitude shifts 

towards a more intolerant outlook. This is noted specifically through their three 

children. Claudia has always been a fierce advocate for change and she eventually has 

to leave the country due to her relationship with a participant of the armed faction of 
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the Communist Party the FPMR.36 After sustaining a head injury that left him with 

permanent hearing loss, Martin left the Armed Forces and his dream of being a pilot. 

Felix gets involved with the No campaign, embodying the hope of change that 

younger generations hold.  

 

Figure 6 –Wood Productions. (2013). Still from Los 80, “Este ya no es mi país” 
[Television series episode still]. In Los 80 (Season 6, Episode 9). Canal 13. 

 

In Figure 6, we can see Ana and Felix in his room. Felix is on his bed with a newspaper 

in his hand. He is scouring the employment advertisements in search of job prospects 

 
36 FPMR, Manuel Rodriguez Patriotic Front was a Marxist-Leninist guerilla group formed in 
1983; they carried out a number of murders and attempts against the Pinochet regime; they 
brought weapons into the country from Cuba; they planned and executed the operation 
named ‘XX Century,’ which consisted of attempting against Pinochet’s life, in September of 
1986. This attempt failed, the dictator was uninjured and from this moment on the 
Communist Party distanced themselves from the FPMR and opted to follow a political route 
against the dictatorship. 
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for Sybilla’s father. Ana is standing just past the threshold of the doorway explaining 

to Felix that finding a job for a returned is not easy. It is notable, however, that Ana 

avoids using the concept of the returned directly. While the term is often deployed 

derogatorily in dominant public discourse, as it marks those who were exiled as 

dissidents and communists, direct discussion can place the speaker at social risk. 

Glossing over the political implications, Ana emphasizes that Felix must prepare 

himself for the reality that his girlfriend will need to leave the country. Felix, however, 

does not accept this. He is determined to find a way for Sybilla to stay. This 

determination is reinforced by a stubborn and almost intimidating utterance he has 

made directly to Sybilla repeatedly, “you are staying!”, which Felix asserts every time 

Sybilla’s situation arises in their communications. On the one hand, this can be 

interpreted in light of Felix’s age, as he stands on the confusing threshold between 

childhood and adulthood, trying to grasp at some semblance of control while feeling 

that his life is swept up in broader social forces that make him feel powerless. On the 

other hand, his demeanor can be read as an expression of masculinity and an attempt 

to step in as a provider where he sees Sybilla’s father failing to do so. Ironically, to 

achieve this approximation of masculine provision, he ultimately assigns the task of 

securing employment for Sybilla’s father to his mother, Ana.  

In Figure 6, we can see the visual composition of this moment. There is a son, 

obfuscated but not yet defeated, with a dim light (of hope) beside him, looking up at 

his mother, who stands at the doorway, making an appeal for her son to prepare 

himself for what she imagines to be an inevitable loss. Ana’s comportment is 

consistent with the explanatory character of her speech. Her head is tilted to the left 

and towards her arm, which is partially out-stretched to the side as she makes her 

appeal to her son to accept the facts – the way things are – in a gentle and loving 

gesture.  
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Although the image is primarily dark, Ana is partially illuminated by the open 

doorway, perhaps signifying that the knowledge or message that she bears comes 

from the outside – it is the society, after all, that will not welcome the returned. While 

Felix is mostly in darkness, the most prominent light in the image originates from the 

lamp beside him, which illuminates only part of his face, while the newspaper is well 

lit as well. As Kress and Van Leeuwen have emphasized, the most salient element of 

an image “receives the greatest amount of light” (2006, p. 176), we may take the lamp 

as operating as an orienting point in the image that may align the viewer’s attention 

to the reciprocal gazes between Ana and Felix. The composition, which places the 

viewer into intimate proximity with Felix – an orientation that is further supported 

by the location of the lamp and its lighting, which encourages spectators to view Ana 

from Felix’s point of view. This compositional identification suggests that Ana 

addresses not only Felix but the viewer as well. Desperate to protect her child from 

heartbreak and disappointment from following futile actions, she is somehow 

explaining with a gentle appeal to Felix and to viewers how some people are not 

wanted in their country, and there is nothing that can be done about it. As noted, the 

pattern of light in the image positions the viewer within the scene in which a mother 

tries to prepare her child for their first heart break, while reminding that this intimate 

exchange is shaped by external social forces, visually represented by the light 

originating from outside of the room and the illuminated newspaper.  

There are two concepts arising from the image’s composition that I would like to 

explore briefly in relation to the context of Ana and Felix’s interaction: transparency 

(as a contradiction between the image and the dialogue) and space (as corresponding 

to the dialogue). The characters’ bodies only frame or border the image. Occupying 

the center of the image is Felix’s wardrobe, which is not illuminated, takes up the 

largest proportion of the image, and is open so that all of its contents are in full view. 
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The aesthetic choice to feature so prominently an open wardrobe of this kind, mass-

produced, functional, and without ornament – one that has “been stripped down to 

[its] most primitive essence as mere apparatus” and freed from any “ritual” or 

“ideology which used to make our surroundings into an opaque mirror of a reified 

human structure” (Baudrillard, 2020, p. 16) – invites the viewer to observe its 

contents in both their abundance and order. The visibility of the contents may spark 

the viewer to consider whether the accumulation of these commodities was made 

possible by Ana’s employment or through credit. More importantly, however, the 

contents of Felix’s wardrobe are transparently laid bare for the viewer in their 

profound order. Even if the wardrobe is near to overflowing, since everything is in its 

place, everything can be seen, and nothing is hidden. This transparency stands in 

juxtaposition with Ana’s opaque wording, as she struggles to engage in politically 

neutral language (e.g. avoiding reference to the returned and the conditions that 

shape their predicament) to dissuade Felix from what she assumes is a futile 

endeavor (securing a job for Sybilla’s father).  

With regard to space, in the image, there is no open space even beyond the 

wardrobe. The wall and door behind Ana are covered with posters, leaving very little 

or no bare space at all. This composition is interesting because it does not offer a 

visually attractive image. Even in its stillness, it is busy, overcrowded and congested, 

yet the emplacement of the objects in between the characters and in front of the 

viewer demand attention. It seems as if the objects were playing a role in the scene, 

‘backing up’ Ana in her claims that, under this social order, there is no space in Chile 

for certain people (the returned) and, although it is not pleasant to confront (to look 

at), it is a reality with which we must learn to live. Here, the parallels or analogy 

between the family and the nation are suggested, since the returned are treated in the 

same episode that has the family separated (which is even dramatized in showing the 
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family members each engaging in the television-viewing ritual separately), and at a 

turning point for the family’s cohesion, as Ana now has a new love interest. The 

presence of this abundant arrangement of objects, as depicted in this image still from 

the scene, connotes a real absence in Chile during this period: a space that is occupied 

by commodities where there is no room for solidarity. Aesthetic choices that give 

weight to the selection and arrangement of objects are characteristic of the series and 

used to foreground, confront and support the weight of the stories and of histories 

that are not emitted verbally but hide in plain sight.   

In the chapter that follows, I move from the earlier discussion of the 

arrangement of belongings in Felix’s room to consider the significance of the 

presentation of the Herrera-López’s furnished home to connect this with the 

aesthetics of the series Los 80.  
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Chapter 4: Small memory and the system of objects – The ornate 

home 

“I wouldn’t want to fail in the wise offense that is remembering, nor in the 

inevitable defect that is the nostalgia for small and foolish things, like in a crowd, 

step on your feet”37 

An ornate house is a spectacle of excess; a pseudo altar of consumerism which 

displays furniture, objects and artifacts that inhabit spaces shared with people. A 

home is a place that most people can relate to as both an imagined space and a real 

dwelling. It is where we live our most intimate selves, where our fears and desires are 

fostered, where we have celebrations and disappointments, where we experience love 

and loss. Overall, it is a lived space. The objects we decide to cohabit with can be 

changed, added or removed to be adjusted to our present needs and desires, however, 

the place in which we dwell and the objects the dwell there with us also modify us, as 

we invest narratives in these shared spaces. The objects we possess reflect these 

stories. These objects can fulfill a necessity (function), or they can represent values 

that people attach to them, for which they become symbols. This is proposed in Jean 

Baudrillard’s book, The System of Objects (2020, first published in 1968), where he 

argues that objects have a dual nature: functional and aesthetic. The functional 

nature is based on the practical aspect of an object. The aesthetic nature refers to how 

the object coexists within a space of desires and is thus related to the narratives that 

we attach to these objects in our will to form ourselves and the environment (Richard, 

2001a).  

 
37 From the 1977 song Of Absence and of You, Silvio Rodriguez, revolutionary Cuban singer 
and song writer. 
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The Herrera- López household is saturated with objects from the 80s. Each 

corner of the house overflows with what seems to be every object anyone has ever 

encountered during this decade. Most of these items were easily found in any Chilean 

home, and the stories they hold are shared narratives of a collective memory, as a 

lived or a virtual experience. The narratives that these objects hold emplace the 

spectator in the 80s, not only through visuality and the symbolism of the objects, but 

also through the sensorial suggestions of smells, foods, textures and sounds. 

Watching Los 80 is an aesthetic journey to a space that most Chileans can relate to, 

even in absence. In the Herrera- López family home and in the series in general, every 

scene is saturated with 80s memorabilia: posters, signs, pop bottles, hair styles, 

clothing, decorations, and other common day to day items.  

The familiar everyday aesthetics to which the series appeals is reinforced with 

archival images that are interwoven into the production, teasing with what is diegetic 

– that which occurs in the world of the characters, what they can hear and see – and 

what is non-diegetic – that which is directed strictly to the spectators, pushing the 

limits of representation, while blurring them at the same time, contributing to a sense 

of “the apparently real” which is “a naïve and simple-minded aesthetic that vitiates 

any text it dominates” (Kirby, 2019, p. 142); a proposal which is not questioned given 

that it is presented as a reality that also closely mimics or approximates an already 

familiar reality of life lived or once lived. In other words: the spectator does not just 

view the streets of Santiago in the 80s, they also walk in the streets of the city; they 

do not watch a family defoliating artichokes with squeezed lemon juice for once, they 

do that every other week; they are not watching Ana gluing her son’s sneakers, they 

smell the glue, as they have themselves intended to repair something with Agorex. In 

this type of text, the viewer “experiences a loss of will, a psychological need for textual 

engagement that exceeds any realistic duration or rational purpose” (Kirby, 2019, p. 
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149). This is to say, the spectator is emplaced in the world of the sensible, navigating 

the series from what the French artist Christian Boltanski calls small memory, “that 

emotional, everyday memory, of small things, of objects, the opposite of historical 

memory (…) this type of memory is extremely fragile and disappears with death” (El 

País, 2010, my translation). This small memory of the mundane, of the epochal, of 

the objects seeks a connection between the spectator who lived the dictatorship, those 

who were growing up in the eighties in Chile, and those who did not live that time at 

all, and makes a cultural link between objects, family and their relationships, creating 

post-memories that fill spaces of a semi-lived decade, since – to paraphrase Nelly 

Richard – the dictatorship happened to all of us (2001b). 

The use of small memory evokes layers of nostalgia, a contradictory sentiment 

which may commonly refer to a fanciful past, a romanticized time when ‘everything 

was better and simpler’, however, it may also convey the bitterness of what is no 

longer; it carries a yearning. Nostalgia is a multifaceted emotion that can expose our 

relationship with time, memory and identity; it emplaces us in a longing “of a home 

that has never existed or has never ceased to exist. It is a feeling of loss and 

displacement; however, it also represents an idyll with individual fantasy” (Boym, 

2018, p. 12, my translation). Small memory produces the appropriate environment 

for the spectator to engage with what Svetlana Boym calls restorative nostalgia, this 

type of nostalgia is guided by the desire to reclaim or rebuild the past. Specifically, it 

endorses “the promise of restoring the ideal home – the grounds on which some of 

today's dominant ideologies are based – is a temptation to give up critical thinking in 

favor of an emotional connection” (Boym, 2018, p. 16, my translation).  

As noted in the introduction, for my previous thesis, I interviewed a group of 

Chileans who had watched Los 80. The group consisted of 50 people of different ages 
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and genders; one of them was an actor in the series. 98% of the interviewees agreed 

that the series was ‘very good’ because it reminded them of their childhoods. The 

same percentage commented that the series was ‘accurate’ in its description of a 

typical Chilean family in the 80s, and only one person stated that the series was 

‘yellow’ (as mentioned before, being ‘yellow’ means to not take a firm political 

position, but to be at disposition of mainstream ideas). This person was Hernan 

Caffiero, director and creator of the Emmy winning mini-series The Suspended 

Mourning.38 It is important to mention this because the aforementioned series was 

also set during the time of the dictatorship in Chile, in around the same period that 

Los 80 was set. My intention is not to state that one series is more accurate or ‘true’ 

than the other, as they are both fictional. What I do suggest is that these two different 

presentations of reality, with stories unfolding in the same time frame, evoke 

nostalgic emotions differently. While Los 80 emphasizes small memory and the 

promise of an idyllic home, The Suspended Mourning focuses on “verbalizing 

histories of those subjects that have been able to go beyond the destructive limit of 

torture – which reduces the body to a pre-linguistic state, that of the scream or silence 

– and transmute these instances into a form of revenge for their inhumane past” 

(Richard, 2001b, p. 62), offering justice, in the sense that these family histories were 

allowed to be told and heard. Nostalgia, as an intricate emotion, is present in both of 

these series, however, they produce different sentiments toward this historical period 

– “while longing for a home is universal, nostalgia may be a reason of division” 

(Boym, 2018, p.11, my translation). In opposition to the restorative nostalgia to which 

 
38 A series about the grief that Chilean families must endure after their loved ones were 
kidnapped, tortured and disappeared by the dictatorship. It recreates the moment they were 
detained. Aired on Chilean Cable TV, on September 11th, 2017. It has 16 episodes of around 
six minutes each. 
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Los 80 appeals, The Suspended Mourning seems to reference reflective nostalgia, 

which “allows us to distinguish between national memory, based on a single parcel of 

national identity and social memory, which is formed by collective frameworks that 

delimit individual memory, but do not define it” (Boym, 2018, p. 21, my translation). 

This type of nostalgia does not aim to restore the past but to contemplate its 

irreversible nature; it holds awareness of loss, therefore, it invites critical thinking 

over our past.  

Most of the comments that the viewers I interviewed shared came from a 

space of restorative nostalgia. This is to say that Los 80 was the promised home. They 

emphasized having the same North Star sneakers, the knitted sweater, similar décor, 

memories of watching a black and white television set in the living room as a family, 

among other things. They smiled as they told me about their childhoods and 

childhood homes, recognizing themselves in this patriarchal structure. This spark of 

nostalgia that the series triggered through small memory does not only refer to the 

objects, but to the relationships humans have with these objects. In Baudrillard’s 

words: 

“[in a family home] the primary function of furniture and objects here is to 

personify human relationships, to fill the space that they share between them, 

and to be inhabited by a soul. The real dimension they occupy is captive to the 

moral dimension which it is their job to signify. Human beings and objects 

are indeed bound together in a collusion in which the objects take on a certain 

density, an emotional value - what might be called a 'presence'. What gives 

the houses of our childhood such depth and resonance in memory is clearly 

this complex structure of interiority, and the objects within it serve for us as 
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boundary markers of the symbolic configuration known as home” 

(Baudrillard, 2020, p. 14). 

 

One of the objects that is central to Los 80 is the television set. We begin the 

series watching the family gathered around the black and white TV set in their living 

room, and the series ends in the same way. We, as spectators, watch this family be 

spectators, in other words we are watching ourselves, watching ourselves as historical 

subjects. In the series, it is through watching television that we know about what is 

happening in the country, the news, the decisions made by the military junta, and the 

cultural events that have left footprints in Chilean society. We watch the characters 

watch what is being transmitted through television in the series. They may react (or 

not) to it, however, we know that they know. The Herrera-López family and 

spectators to Los 80 are both the viewers and receivers of televised images and 

messages, and the process of coding and decoding is done in conjunction with the 

characters (Hall, 1996). This element adds a layer of distance between the characters 

and the dictatorship, since the family avoids talking directly about the dictatorship; 

they assign this to television to highlight the fact that they, as well as we, are 

spectators of a time, “[d]isciplining both the viewer and the viewed” (Wodak & Meyer, 

2016, p. 184).  

This dynamic shifts when Martin steps behind the camera as a cameraman. 

Initially, Martin had only ever wanted to be a pilot – a traditional path which was cut 

short due to a beating he took in season two. This experience and his injury provoked 

him to reevaluate his life as he enters into various roles – as a salesperson, a student 

and an errand runner for his father – to soon discover his creative side and become a 

cameraman for different medias, including Teleanalisis. Teleanalisis was a real-life 

journalistic project that began in the mid-80s in response to media censorship and 
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state violence. It operated covertly from 1984-1989 underground to report on human 

rights abuses in Chile. Its reports were copied on VHS tapes that were circulated 

discretely within Chile but principally shared with international organizations, who 

provided funding. While their activities were illegal then, its audiovisual archive is 

now available, and UNESCO has declared it a "Memory of the World".  

Through Martin’s gaze, which is shaped by technology, masculinity, his 

generation and the collective for which he works, the series breaks the barrier 

between the family as mere spectators of events and the harsh reality of the regime. 

Since the producers of Los 80 incorporated archival footage shot by Teleanalisis, 

further openings for more complex interpretations of events are provided indirectly. 

It enables the transition from the passivity of viewing to the immediacy of being on 

the front line, confronting the violence the country endured and the reality that 

Martin and younger generations are tasked with rebuilding what has been lost. The 

television set during the series functions as mediator between the dictatorship, the 

family and the viewers, taking on the role of narrator, in a literal and also a figurative 

sense, as we can also perceive how the family Herrera-López climbs the social latter 

from their first black and white TV set to a modern flat screen in the last scenes of the 

series. 

This aesthetic of the everyday, interlaced with archival images, and the small 

memory to which the series Los 80 aims, fabricated an intertextuality between what 

is apparently real and reality, creating a uchronia – a speculative fiction (over fiction) 

that reimagined this historical period, displacing the actual dictatorship, in Frederic 

Jameson’s words, “as a deliberate, built-in feature of the aesthetic effect, and as the 

operator of a new connotation of ‘pastness’ and pseudo-historical depth, in which the 

history of aesthetic styles displaces ‘real’ history” (Jameson, 1991, p. 67).  



 

92 
 

Returning to the spectators I interviewed, 98% of them did not mention the 

dictatorship once. It was not until I reminded them that there was a terrorist regime 

going on in the 80s that they changed their demeaner from ‘nostalgic happy face’ to 

a worried ‘Oh, right, of course’ expression. This is where the problem with nostalgia 

lies, as it can tend to confuse a real home with an imaginary one, which “[i]n extreme 

cases, may lead to the creation of an imaginary homeland (nation) for which one is 

willing to kill or die” (Boym, 2018, p. 16, my translation). 

The ‘pastness’ Jameson refers to is a fragmented and fragile connection with 

the past, where we view it from its aesthetic value more than for its historical 

significance. Often through nostalgia, our connection to the past may become 

“[h]istory devoid of guilt. What we have inherited fills us with pride, not with guilt, 

[…] In this sense, nostalgia is the abdication of personal responsibility, a guilt-free 

return home, an ethical and aesthetic failure” (Charles Maier as cited in Boym, 2018, 

p. 14, my translation). This ethical and aesthetic defeat to which the author alludes 

pertains to the presences and absences that are integral to history; what is said and 

not said; what is shown and what is hidden or avoided. These spaces may be filled 

with memories that portray home, covering or installing layers of a proposed culture 

not to discover anything novel, but to conceal histories of real and concrete relations. 

In this scenario displacing the dictatorship, for the aesthetics of time of the 

dictatorship has a commodifying effect over the past that dislocates history in favor 

of a representation of the mundane and the fragile system of objects as though they 

are separate from or a substitute for the conditions of the dictatorship. In this 

approach, ordinary objects are taken over and mystified as universal and timeless, as 

a way to protect their place in society. They are taken away from their conjuncture or 

historical context leaving just the image or sign, which then can be re-packaged as 



 

93 
 

part of specific ideology, as a system of belief, they become myths (Baudrillard, 

2020). 

 

 

Figure 7 – The Ornate home. Brodt, N. (2008). Personal Collection. [Photograph]. 

 

In figure 7, the ornate home becomes a metaphor for the occupation of every 

possible space (historical, mental, cultural, aesthetic, etc.) and functions as a 

mnemonic production that aids spectators in navigating this historical time. The 

constant, almost overwhelming, presence of objects diminishes the space for 

questioning the historical and cultural implications that a dictatorship imprints on 

society and ultimately helps the audience embrace the overarching storylines more 

easily. However, the abundance of objects in the series also seems to make up for the 

reality that is absent. Alongside the everyday rituals – gathering to watch TV together 

in the living room, gluing sneakers, playing soccer, and so forth – these objects can 

transform into symbols of resistance. They represent a genuine culture that grounds 
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both the characters and the viewers, offering a powerful reason to endure a 

seventeen-year dictatorship. In other words, you might kill the State, but you can 

never extinguish the culture – it is embedded in our everyday aesthetics.  
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Conclusion 

In the storyline of the series Los 80, the Herrera-López family must adapt to and 

confront the risks and uncertainties of a new way of living. Juan's constant struggle 

with unemployment and his identity crisis throughout the series exemplify his need 

to cope with the harsh reality of self-reliance where social solidarity has waned. 

Although Juan faces challenges amid the fluctuations of the market, his dedication 

as a worker and his portrayal as a "virtuous man" ultimately lead to his reward: 

becoming a successful entrepreneur who can afford a house with a pool in an upper-

class neighborhood in Santiago, Chile. 

It is important to note that this scenario is not typical for most Chilean 

families. However, the series presents it as an ideal, along with the fantasy of the 

perfect home. Juan's character "evolves" into the archetype expected under this 

regime – a self-reliant, ambitious, and hard-working individual who embodies the 

potential to rise as a successful entrepreneur, a social hero, aligning with neoliberal 

values. This opportunity, shaped by the policies of the dictatorship, suggests that 

democracy, which is loudly absent, does not contribute to Juan's success. No, it is as 

if democracy is not needed at all to support a desired way of life. Rather, it is Juan’s 

adoption of neoliberal virtues and his perseverance that allow him to thrive where 

social supports have been withdrawn. Juan's character is portrayed as a good-

hearted, hard-working man who is deeply dedicated to his family. He strives to 

provide for his family amidst the political and social turmoil of the time. Despite his 

precarious upbringing – illustrated in the early episodes where Juan must confront 

his status as a huacho (bastard in Quechua39) – he navigates his identity struggles 

 
39 Quechua is the language of the most numerous Indigenous Population in South America, 
the Mapuches. 
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with integrity and resilience. His fatherless background is framed as a source of his 

challenges, but also a reason for Ana's patience and pride in him as a husband and 

father. Ultimately, Juan’s illegitimacy as a huacho is "resolved" through his 

transformation into a successful business owner—a "legitimate" man according to 

neoliberal ideals. 

   As Juan and his family grapple with the happenings of life during this time, 

they slowly but evidently turn inwards. This can be seen in the abovementioned scene 

in Myth 2 of ‘Juan’s Lesson,’ where he states that they have to take care of themselves, 

and rely on neither institutions nor people, as they are just a family headed by a 

salesman, and do not have acquaintances in high places to help them navigate the 

risks and threats inherent to the dictatorship. To show Juan’s virtuous nature, he is 

continuously tested on a moral level. For example, when his wife Ana starts working, 

which is a crucial matter that many married mothers confronted at this time, Juan 

feels he is not accomplishing his role as a breadwinner and traditional man. The 

undermining of his status as the provider is dramatized in many scenes in which he 

screams, is violent and aggressive, and even entertains the idea of having an affair, 

which he ultimately declines as the virtuous man he is. These negative efforts taken 

to strengthen Juan’s masculine identity always result in him showing profound regret 

afterwards and taking actions to amend his conduct. This reminds viewers of Juan’s 

human, yet virtuous, nature, as he strives to understand the changing world in which 

he is situated, which invites the spectators to pity and identify with him, in approval 

of his fortitude and devotion to his chosen partner and to his family. Personally, I do 

not think his actions are admirable, nor do I feel the need to side with him at any 

moment. I think his attempts to understand the contemporary world – ergo, stop 

being a sexist and traditionalist – are realistic but they are also abusive, patriarchal 

and reinforce permissive behaviour in a society like Chile. What is interesting about 



 

97 
 

the scenes in which Juan puts himself in doubtful circumstances is that they seem to 

enhance the representation of his morality, making him appear even more value-

focused and noble than he was before to win the admiration of the public. 

When Ana must start working outside of the home, taking a job in which she 

must promote credit cards, it is initially because of Juan’s precarious job situation. 

While Ana’s employment is first presented as a matter of necessity, it is soon after 

framed in terms of the ‘right’ for women to work, showing how common gender and 

caregiving roles must shift into the dynamics of the new system that has eroded 

institutional forms of social care. Ana, who would prefer to stay at home with her 

children, is soon engulfed in the empowerment of being an independent working 

woman, undertaking the roles of mother and worker and adapting to the challenges 

that juggling these roles involve. The empowerment that Ana experiences obscures 

the fact that, under the economic conditions fostered under Chile’s experiment in 

extreme neoliberalism, women’s ‘right’ to employment is less a right than a necessity 

for survival. 

In his posthumous piece, Acid Communism - Unfinished Introduction, Mark 

Fisher states that, “[t]he past has not already happened. The past has to be 

continuously re-narrated, and the political point of reactionary narratives is to 

repress the potentials which still await, ready to be reawakened, in older moments” 

(Fisher, 2020, p. 18).  All the spaces must be occupied by an installed narrative in an 

effort to cover the possible cracks where a fugue might emerge that could potentially 

create social awareness. As a characteristic neoliberal approach, patching every 

available space to maintain the status quo may provide temporary preservation; 

however, as it has been made evident, it is not a sustainable solution over time, due 

to its incompatibility with any type of life forms.  
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In the series, the spaces filled by 'small memory' have the potential to displace 

historical narratives in favor of what appears to be a commonsensical desire – or a 

desire for the commonsensical. This reflects a state of mind in which this desire stirs 

a yearning for a reality that is effortlessly embraced or for its craved absence, 

manifesting as nostalgia. This arises when that reality conflicts with the way we desire 

to perceive ourselves or to be perceived by others. In this framework, the series 

requires neither deep thought nor analysis, as it resists any process of examination. 

It represents, in Kirby's words, “the state of being engulfed by the present real, so 

much so it has no room for anything beyond; what is, is all there” (Kirby, 2019, p. 

149). Consequently, the actual past loses its importance, weighed down by its 

abundance of facts, while the future is rendered irrelevant due to its inherent 

uncertainties.  

Mark Fisher describes this uncertainty as the impossibility to see a future; 

stating that the past is a safe place because it exists through memory and nostalgia in 

opposition to the future, which does not exist. However, the mere existence of the 

past does not say anything about it, this is why we must fill it with narratives over and 

over, and often these narrations are informed by those who are in power, serving as 

a force in the present which may shape the future. In contrast, the future seems to 

have morphed into what Marc Augé terms a “non-place”—a transient space where 

individuals remain anonymous, much like in malls, airports, or subway stations. The 

future then is distinct from a place that is experienced, lived, and imbued with 

cultural significance, in other words, a home. The future appears as a virtual space 

that people merely pass through rather than inhabit. Thus, in a scenario where the 

future feels like a non-place, the past re-emerges as a shelter. It is in the everyday 

rituals and shared cultural practices that we find identity and resilience.  
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The series operates on multiple layers. On one hand, it portrays the 

anticipated outcome of a decade marked by brutality, deaths, torture, and 

displacement—yet paradoxically filled with opportunities to build a neoliberal future. 

During this time, the prospect of becoming an entrepreneur seemed universally 

accessible, a chance available to all. Failure to seize this opportunity was framed as a 

personal fault. Your poor vision of the future, your incapacity to conquer all the 

possibilities that the regime had for you, and your lack of self-reliance, or your 

overdependency in institutions, held you back. Juan’s journey illustrates how 

neoliberalism fosters the conditions necessary to construct the neo-subject (Dardot 

& Laval, 2013), while operating independently of democracy since neoliberalism 

functions mostly on a market-logic level, which provokes the development of the 

subject. 

Los 80 was not a series about the eighties as such. It depicted life during the 

time of the dictatorship, yet did not center its narrative on the actual events or abuses 

of the regime. Instead, it emphasized how, amid harsh realities, the neoliberal 

individual—the entrepreneur—could emerge like a phoenix rising from the ashes of a 

re-founded nation. This theme is embodied by the family, who have been successfully 

socialized into the values that support and sustain success in a neoliberal context. 

Juan’s journey to becoming an entrepreneur not only reinforces the series’ 

celebration of personal triumph over adversity but also coexists with a recognition of 

persistent violence and resistance. While Juan navigates his way to success and 

rewards, Los 80 never erases the violence or the dictatorship. It includes characters 

who resist and challenge the oppressive forces of their time, from their possibilities.  

On the other hand, Los 80 provided a platform for a forgetful society to tentatively 

revisit the dictatorship era, even if only through small, fragmented memories. The 



 

100 
 

series, with its cluttered depiction of objects and spaces, left little room in our visual 

field for anything beyond the overwhelming pictorial chaos, as “sometimes nostalgia 

is not projected onto the past, but onto the margins of the past” (Boym, 2015, p.12). 

Yet, for many spectators, there was a sense of recognition—they saw themselves 

reflected in the characters, in this time and in the everyday aesthetics of Los 80. This 

connection created a small but profound opening, a subtle 'fugue' through which 

other productions would emerge, prompting Chilean society to look towards the past. 

As three generations gathered to watch the show, along with other productions 

depicting this moment in history, they began to ask questions, share stories, and seek 

explanations. These moments of connection—however incipient—gradually 

accumulated, and the younger generations started to question the silences, always 

present in a post-dictatorial society, in contrast with depictions of an idealized home, 

as a space from which emerges the natural trajectory of a typical family displayed in 

Los 80. The past is not solved through a television series however, they are legitimate 

spaces from which inquiries, disputes and even the igniting force of the nunca mas 

(never again) may arise. 
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Future Directions 

Considering the richness of the Series Los 80, it offers many avenues for further 

research. A possible direction is the examination of gender roles, specifically in the 

characters of Juan and Ana, as they navigate these changing dynamics, both within 

the household and in wider social contexts. This may give us insights into the intricate 

ways family life interlaces with broader social structures and societal 

transformations. Another interesting path lies in studying the conjuncture in which 

the series has been aired after its original broadcast in 2008. For example, in October 

2019, amidst the estallido social, episodes of Los 80 were intensively aired, with two 

or more 50-minute episodes in one day. This alignment raises questions about the 

motivations of the editorial team of the channel (Canal 13). This TV station, along 

with other important media sources, is curiously owned by one of the wealthiest 

families in Chile, the 1% as they are known. Researching this conjuncture could bring 

into light how this elite demographic perceived el estallido and may help discover 

their broader social and political agendas.  

Furthermore, the archival images used in the series from Teleanalisis, which were 

carefully curated for each episode, is another substantial thread to follow. Presented 

diegetically (through the families’ TV) and non-diegetically (directed to the 

audience), these underground media reports may serve as tools to understand Chile’s 

othered past. The unearthing of these images aligns with what Foucault describes as 

the past being nonlinear, multifaceted, and impossible to unify as one, as it is 

composed of ever-clashing narratives, read and interpreted through the urgency of 

the present. Through this footage that was previously censored, the past is a perpetual 

state of becoming. A comparison of what is officially transmitted on the family’s TV 

set and the images from Teleanalisis may inform these differences which might also 
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be understood as a form of resistance to dominant narratives, hinting at potential 

fugues that may come to be from the influence of religiously aligned official media, 

and the responsibility to have been the first national series in Chile about the time of 

the dictatorship.  
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