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Chile faces heavy doses of state violence that 

reconstruct collective memory.  In Lessie Jo 

Frazier’s Salt in the Sand: Memory, Violence, and 

the Nation-State in Chile, 1890 to the Present, the 

author traces and explains the evolving history of 

state violence and the melancholic memory 

morphology associated with state brutality in the 

process of Chilean nation-state formation. Salt in 

the Sand does not only refer to the extraction of 

mineral wealth and the sodium-nitrate mining in 

the Chilean Tarapaca desert, it also represents the 

blood, tears and the sweat of human beings that 

make their history significant.  

Frazier brings both disciplines of history and 

anthropology to bear in her work. Indeed, the 

material culled from performances of popular 

culture, oral interviews, artifacts and participant-

observation with human rights groups make for a 

fascinating tale. She brings the past to life by 

discerning a history of state-sponsored violence. 

She began by shedding light on the forgotten 

massacres of both Oficina Ramirez massacre in 

1891 and La Coruna in 1925, to the slaughter at 

Esculea Santa Maria and finally to the different 

forms of state torture, humiliation, repression and 

execution at the Pisagua Prison Detention Camp. 

According to the author, there are three main types 

of memory that are interconnected with state 

violence. Firstly, the cathartic memory (1890s-

1930) that refers to the oligarchic Chilean state. 

Secondly, the empathetic memory (1930s-1973) is 

another type of memory that was used during the 

populist period. Finally, the sympathetic memory 

(1973-2005), was an amalgamation of melancholy 

as well as nostalgia during the neoliberal era.  

The 1907 massacre of 3,600 nitrate workers by the 

Chilean military at the Escuela Santa María in 

Iquique looms large in the account of the author. 

This “event” has been integrated into the national 

memory of the country. This tragedy and traumatic 

event is neither remembered nor memorized in 

Chile since it was an anomaly in the history of the 

country. Some people wish to forget and others 

wish to remember it. She emphasizes this 

notorious example for a reason. According to her, 

it gives rise to “direct, militant, and transformative 

action that claims past suffering in the anticipation 

of future struggle” (p.62). Consequently, following 

this massacre, the birth of the Chilean labor 

movement is an instance of the “memory for 

action” form.   

This confrontational form of memory is 

restructured as a multiparty system in Chile 

emerges in the 20th century. For instance, on the 

one hand, political parties such as the Popular 

Front and later Popular Unity used the incident of 

Santa Maria in order to create empathetic alliances 

between the political parties of the center-left. In 

addition, anti-authoritarian sector mobilized a 

completely different memory of the massacre by 
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using allegory in order to draw international 

sympathy and attention to the crisis, as well as the 

suffering and problems they face in Chile. Hence, 

the revival of a memory was used to convey a 

“sense that the past is radically distinct from the 

present and that the future will merely elaborate 

the logics of the present” (147).  

Salt in the Sand provides an explanation about the 

development of contending assertions on the role 

of state violence in the reconstruction of memory 

and the way in which memory gives birth to other 

political subjectivities that confront the official 

memory of the nation-state.  

 

 


