Contesting Disasters: the 1906 Valparaíso Earthquake,
State Violence, and Working Class Solidarity

A thesis
submitted by
Joshua Savala
In partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of
Master of Arts
in
History

TUFTS UNIVERSITY

May 2012

© 2012, Joshua Savala
Adviser: Peter Winn

i

Abstract
This thesis deals with the 1906 Valparaíso, Chile earthquake within broader
ideas of urban history and the history of social movements and labor in particular.
Valparaíso’s population quickly grew in the last portion of the 19th century, and with
this population growth came an increasingly organized and militant labor movement.
In the midst of this change in the city, a massive earthquake hit the port on August
16th, 1906. In the aftermath, the local authorities desired complete obedience from
the population and were ready and willing to violently suppress the local population.
The labor movement in the port was temporarily debilitated, but La Reforma, a labor
newspaper from Santiago, offered a critical view on the responses of the state and
the elite, and proposed working class solidarity to combat the disaster committee by
the state and elites.
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Introduction
“...los focos sísmicos se hallan esencialmente allí donde se encuentran
los contrastes, las oposiciones más considerables de relieve...”
Luis L. Zegers, El Terremoto de 16 de Agosto de 1906
On the night of August 16, 1906, the city of Valparaíso faced the most
devastating earthquake in its recorded history. On a rainy evening, with many
families home after a day of work, the earth shook for 90 seconds beginning at 7:55
PM, followed by 30 seconds of calm, and then 70 seconds of a less powerful
movement, and ten minutes later another strong aftershock rocked the city. Later
estimates calculated the size of the earthquake at a magnitude (M) of 8.2.
The earthquake sent water away from Chile at about 200 meters per second, with a
twelve foot wave to hitting Maui, and some contemporaries argued that the event
was felt as far away as Paris, Hamburg, Osaka and Washington D.C..1 Fires quickly
spread throughout the city, destroying more buildings than the actual earthquake.2 In
the immediate aftermath of the ‘natural disaster’ local authorities instituted martial
law and publicly executed an unknown number of people accused of breaking laws.
In the end, between 3,000 and 5,000 people died as a result of the disaster.3
Three years prior to the disaster a different form of urban violence took

1 D. Comte, et al., “The 1985 Central Chile Earthquake: A Repeat of Previous Great Earthquakes in
the Region?,” Science 233, no. 4762 (Jul. 25, 1986), p. 451; Luis L. Zegers, El Terremoto de 16 de
Agosto de 1906 (Santiago: Imprenta Cervantes, 1906), p. 26; Manuel Miranda Marrón, Las Catástrofes
de 1906 (Mexico: Imprenta y fototipia de la secretario de fomento, 1908), p. 35-36, 39-40; F.
Omori, “Notes on the Valparaiso and Aleutian Earthquakes of Aug. 17, 1906,” Bulletin of the
Imperial Earthquake Investigation Committee 1, No. 2 (March 1907), p. 108, 111-113. Zegers quote
from El Terremoto del 16 de Agosto de 1906, p. 15. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from
Spanish are my own.
2 Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe del 16 de Agosto de 1906 en la
República de Chile (Santiago de Chile: Imprenta, Litografia y Encuadernación Barcelona, 1906), p.
52.
3 This number will be explained in chapter 2.
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hold of the streets of Valparaíso. In May 1903, striking workers burned down the
customs building, attempted to take over the building housing the conservative
newspaper El Mercurio before employees of El Mercurio fired on them, looted for two
days and ended in the police killing nearly 100 workers in the process of putting the
strike down. While these forms of violence were quite different, the state violence
that accompanied the earthquake and fires of 1906 required the earlier 1903 strike
and urban violence, since, as discussed later in this thesis, the local plan in 1906 was
built on an idea of an urban riot. The 1903 maritime strike and violence anchors the
beginning of this study, offering some perspective on local and national history at
the beginning of the century, as well as an interesting look into the ‘social question’
at a turning point in Chilean history. The earthquake, fires, and the responses by the
state and labor extend this anchor, opening up a window into social relations, the
urban space and working class conceptions of the state, the elite, and solidarity in a
time of a massive disaster.
In the past few decades writers and researchers have de-naturalized the
‘natural’ in the term ‘natural-disaster’, proving the need to view the human element
in constructing the vulnerability of populations to disasters. Ted Steinberg has
pointed out the need to study the who of ‘natural’ disasters, particularly elite
politicians, policymakers and corporation heads, who “have tended to view these
events as purely natural in an effort to justify a set of responses that has proved both
environmentally unsound, and socially if not morally, bankrupt.”4 In a wide-ranging
analysis of disasters in Southern California, Mike Davis persuasively draws out a
connection between the social construction of disasters and their representation in
4 Ted Steinberg, Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural Disasters in America (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006), p. xiv.
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mainstream newspapers, books, advertising and literature. For Davis, the people
who have constructed Los Angeles, both the physical location and its image in
literature or movies, “deliberately put itself [Los Angeles] in harm’s way” by allowing
“market-driven urbanization” to ignore environmental concerns and social relations,
and “[a]s a result, Southern California has reaped flood, fire, and earthquake
tragedies that were as avoidable, as unnatural, as the beating of Rodney King and the
ensuing explosion in the streets.”5 These works have pushed how historians see
disasters and have opened up a space to think about disasters within unequal
relationships of power before, during and after a disaster.6
While the above authors emphasize elite use of disasters, some have gone a
step further, paying particular attention to how marginalized groups interpret and
respond to disasters.7 Writing on glaciers in the Peruvian Andes, Mark Carey argues
that “blaming poverty and racism for vulnerability can overlook the role marginalized
populations play in the decision-making processes affecting their livelihoods and

5 Mike Davis, Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster (New York: Metropolitan
Books, 1998), p. 9.
6 Perhaps the most emblematic piece from Davis’s book on the latter point is a one sentence quote
from graffiti on the side of a damaged building in the San Fernando Valley in 1994: “First the
earthquake, then the disaster” (p. 47). For other examples of the need to see the human element
in natural disasters, either before, during or afterward, see Piers Blaikie, Terry Cannon, Ian Davis
and Ben Wisner, At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability and Disasters (New York: Routledge,
1994); Charles F. Walker, Shaky Colonialism: The 1746 Earthquake-Tsunami in Lima, Peru, and its Long
Aftermath (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008); Mark A. Healery, The Ruins of the New Argentina:
Peronism and the Remaking of San Juan after the 1944 Earthquake (Durham: Duke University Press,
2011); Gregory Clancey, Earthquake Nation: The Cultural Politics of Japanese Seismicity, 1868-1930
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2006); Lauren Derby, The Dictator’s
Seduction: Politics and the Popular Imagination in the Era of Trujillo (Durham: Duke University Press,
2009), ch. 2; and any of the essays collected in Aftershocks: Earthquake and Popular Politics in Latin
America, Jürgen Buchenau and Lynman L. Johnson, eds. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 2009).
7 Steinberg and Davis both also discuss aspects of how marginalized groups respond, whether it is
local black workers asking for higher wages after an earthquake in Charleston in 1886 (Steinberg,
p. 8) or occupying public spaces (Steinberg, p. 10) or of a local gang member gaining hero status
by saving children and a couple from a burning building (Davis, p. 124), but these are more side
stories rather than the main focus of the argument. See also Lauren Derby, The Dictator’s Seduction,
p. 98-100.
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community relations and in their vulnerability to environmental hazards.”8 Carey
continues:
They were not simply passive populations forced into vulnerable
places by their poverty or historical marginalization, as disaster
scholarship often suggests. Instead, many of these urban inhabitants
affected their degree of vulnerability by rejecting plans within their
communities to protect them. They ignored hazard zoning laws that
would have removed them from potential flood paths because they
saw glacial lakes as controllable threats that state-funded science and
technology could contain.... Their rejection of zoning while
demanding lake drainage allowed them to shape the historical
evolution of science, technology, urban planning, and disaster
mitigation. But it was at their–and future generations–own peril.9
Carey’s argument goes much further than the plan of this thesis, but the importance
in Carey’s discussion is the move to look at the agency of groups thought of as
marginal, to see how they placed the disaster within particular frameworks of
understanding that allowed them to respond accordingly, whether through rebuilding
a city in the exact same location of recurring floods10 or through working class
actions of solidarity to overcome a difficult moment and build toward a more
egalitarian society.11
The last few decades have also seen a rewriting in the history of organized
labor in Chile as well. Beginning in 1979, Peter DeShazo questioned the popular
8 Mark Carey, In the Shadow of Melting Glaciers: Climate Change and Andean Society (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2010), p. 9.
9 Ibid., p. 14-15.
10 Ibid., p. 43.
11 For examples of work that have either placed marginalized groups’ response to disasters at the
center of their analysis, or briefly discuss it within a larger narrative, see Mark Healey, “The
Fragility of the Moment: Politics and Class in the Aftermath of the 1944 Argentine Earthquake”
and Deborah Levenson, “Reactions to Trauma: The 1976 Earthquake in Guatemala,” both in
International Labor and Working-Class History, No. 62 (Fall 2002), p. 50-68; Louise E. Walker,
“Economic Fault Lines and Middle-Class Fears: Tlatelolco, Mexico City, 1985,” in Aftershocks,
Jürgen Buchenau and Lynman L. Johnson, eds., p. 184-221; Alfredo Riquelma Sergovia y Bárbara
Silva Avaria, “Una identidad terremoteada. Chile en 1960,” Revista de Historia Iberoamericana 4, Núm.
1 (2011): 83-85; Jody Pavilack, Mining for the Nation: The Politics of Chile’s Coal Communities from the
Popular Front to the Cold War (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011), p.
110-111 [1938 earthquake]; Jeffrey Gould, To Lead As Equals: Rural Protest and Political Consciousness
in Chinandega, Nicaragua, 1912-1979 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1990) ,
p. 121 [mudslides] , 271-272 [1972 earthquake].
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conception in Chilean labor history–that the most important labor organizing in
Chile occurred in northern mining areas in Marxist inspired unions12–with the
argument that more workers organized, protested and struck in central Chile,
primarily in urban areas like Santiago and Valparaíso. Further, many of these
workers were not a part of Marxist unions, but rather organized with anarchist
oriented resistance societies. As noted above, DeShazo argues that the 1903 strike
and violence helped spur a new radicalism of labor unions in central Chile, with
almost as many strikes between 1905 and 1907 than in the entire time period from
1890 to 1904.13 Sergio Grez reinforces this argument, writing that beginning in 1905,
workers founded many new organizations, new newspapers began to circulate and
newspapers that had been closed saw a second light.14 This re-writing of the
traditional conception of organized Chilean working class history points to the need
for more research in the trajectory of labor in central Chile.15

12 For one classic example of this argument, see Charles Bergquist, Labor in Latin America:
Comparative Essays on Chile, Argentina, Venezuela, and Columbia (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1986), chapter 2. This perspective is also present in some recent works as well: Gabriel Salazar y
Julio Pinto, Historia Contemporánea de Chile: Actores, identidad y movimiento, Vol. 2 (Santiago: LOM,
1999), esp. p. 113-114; Lessie Jo Frazier, Salt in the Sand: Memory, Violence, and the Nation-State in
Chile, 1890 to the Present (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007).
13 Peter DeShazo, “The Valparaíso Maritime Strike of 1903 and the Development of a
Revolutionary Labor Movement in Chile”, p. 158-159 and note 40.
14 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas y el movimiento obrero: la alborada de “la Idea” en Chile, 1893-1915
(Santiago de Chile: LOM, 2007), p. 129
15 For other recent works on anarchism in Chile, see Raymond Craib, “Students, Anarchists and
Categories of Persecution in Chile, 1920,” A Contracorriente Vol. 8, No. 1 (Fall 2010): 22-60;
Alberto Harambour Ross, ““Jesto y palabra, idea y acción”. La historia de Efraín Plaza Olmedo”
in Arriba quemando el sol. Estudios de Historia Social Chilena: Experiencas populares de trabajo revuelta y
autnomía (1830-1940), Marcos Fernández et al, eds. (Santiago: LOM, 2004): 137-193. For a recent
study that discusses mostly contemporary anarchism in Chile, see Felipe del Solar y Andrés Pérez,
Anarquistas. Presencia libertaria en Chile (Santiago: RiL editores, 2008). Overlooking anarchist
organizing in favor of Marxist organizing is not a phenomenon peculiar to Chile. See, for
instance, Joan Casanovas, Bread, or Bullets! Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 1850-1898
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998; Evan Daniels, "Rolling for the Revolution: A
Transnational History of Cuban Cigar Makers in Havana, Florida, and New York City, 1853-1895"
(PhD diss., The New School for Social Research, 2010); Benedict Anderson, Under Three Flags:
Anarchism and the Anti-colonial Imagination (New York: Verso, 2005); Ilham Khuri-Makdisi, The
Eastern Mediterranean and the Making of Global Radicalism, 1860-1914 (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
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While the earthquake and fires devastated Valparaíso and the surrounding
areas in the midst of heightened organizing and action by radical labor groups,
relatively little has been written about their interconnection. DeShazo briefly
mentions the earthquake, arguing that in the aftermath of the earthquake the city
desperately needed construction workers. With too many construction jobs and not
enough laborers, workers began to have a temporary advantage in the market and
were able to demand more from employers.16 With such a market advantage and
consistently rising wages, according to DeShazo, labor in the city did not strike until
November, when boatmen went on strike.17 In the most recent study of this time
period from a labor perspective, Sergio Grez also briefly mentions the earthquake
and largely follows DeShazo’s argument about the demand for construction jobs and
lack of workers.18 While DeShazo and Grez do not analyze the direct aftermath of
the earthquake in any depth, it is only due to their previous research that I can build
on this extremely short, yet important, time period in Chilean and working class
history.
The literature on both earthquakes in Chile and on the history of Valparaíso
largely leaves out how workers and unions reacted to the earthquake and fires. In a
fascinating study of the historical and social construction of conventillos in Valparaíso,
María Ximena Urbina Carrasco discusses the building of ranchos with earthquakes in
mind, and describes the profits some property owners reaped by the sudden increase
in need for housing, coupled with the municipal government passing of decrees to

University of California Press, 2010).
16 Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers and Labor Unions in Chile 1902-1927 (Madison, Wisconsin: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1983), p. 44 and 98.
17 Ibid., p. 107 and 113
18 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 127-128.
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remove temporary settlements in the plazas.19 In a later article on the earthquake and
conventillos, Urbina Carrasco suggests that the earthquake and fires’ destruction
disproportionally affected the poorest people in the city due to their “precarious”
construction.20 The labor movement, though, is largely absent in both accounts.
In a thorough treatment of the construction and reconstruction of
Valparaíso, Samuel Martland discusses the earthquake and fires, the devastation of
the disaster, how the elite viewed governmental help after the disaster, and presents a
case for the function and ideology of work, namely that the elite believed that the
inhabitants of Valparaíso were born to work and that the army had the right to force
people to work in its reconstruction.21 In a later article on Valparaíso, Martland
expands his analysis of the rebuilding of Valparaíso as part of a transition from local
rule to rule by the central state from Santiago.22 More recently Martland has shown
the class aspect of the destruction, and revealed how contemporaries narrated the
disaster, state violence against supposed thieves, and reconstruction.23 In all three
pieces, though, the labor movement receives minimal attention.
To be fair to DeShazo, Grez, Ximena Urbina and Martland, their main
analytical pushes are not the interplay between ‘natural’ disasters and labor, making
the absence understandable. Drawing on their previous work, as well as others, on
19 María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, 1880-1920. Fisonomía y percepción de una
vivienda popular urbana (Valparaíso, Chile: Ediciones Universitarias de Valparaíso de la Universidad
Católica de Valparaíso, 2002), p. 67 and p. 102-103. Conventillos and ranchos are different types of
popular housing, and both are defined and briefly explained in the next chapter.
20 María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, “Terremoto Valparaíso 1906: El impacto en las viviendas
populares,” Revista CA: Ciudades y Arquitectura Nº 126 (Agosto-Septiembre 2006), viewed January
22, 2011 via http://www.revistaca.cl/2006/08/terremoto-valparaiso-1906-el-impacto-en-lasviviendas-populares/.
21 Samuel Martland, “Constructing Valparaíso: Infrastructure and the politics of progress in Chile’s
port, 1842-1918” (PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2003), p. 187-198.
22 Samuel Martland, “Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State,” p. 221-254.
23 Samuel Martland, “Social and Political Fault Lines: The Valparaíso Earthquake of 1906,” in
Aftershocks: Earthquake and Popular Politics in Latin America, Jürgen Buchenau and Lynman L.
Johnson, eds. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2009), p. 70-99.
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newspapers, contemporary accounts of the disaster and government documents, this
thesis will attempt to fill some of this blind spot in the history of the Chilean labor
movement, the disaster of August 16, 1906 and the aftermath. I will begin with a
brief look at the spatial construction of Valparaíso as a city, including a geography
of class. Where different people lived and worked played a key role in labor actions
and movement (or prohibition of movement) in the city was incredibly important for
the local authorities in the direct aftermath of the disaster. I will also develop some
of the local labor history in Valparaíso by briefly discussing mutual aid societies in
the 19th century, and argue that the basic forms of working class solidarity put
forward by these organizations informed early anarchist, socialist, and working class
reaction to the earthquake. I will also narrate the April-May 1903 labor strike, noting
the locations of labor actions.
Then I will discuss the actual earthquake and fires, the authorities’ desire for
complete control, and the punishment the state meted out against many in the city.
As is common today, the issue of domestic and international aid arose quite quickly,
and with it the means to distribute the aid. I will briefly talk about aid and the
apparent difficulties of distributing such a large amount of aid to various parts of
the country. With a good portion of the prized Almendral section of the city in
ruins from the earthquake and fires, local elites and the central government came
together to put forward ideas of how to reconstruct the Almendral. I will discuss
one of the early proposals, the complete expropriation of the Almendral, and show
that at the time a distinctly middle class vision competed against the elite and central
government’s proposal, while at the same time completely marginalizing any working
class perspective on the project, at least in the mainstream press.
8

From there, I will look at how the labor movement conceptualized the
disaster, what they thought about the state’s response, and the key issue of working
class solidarity to confront the disaster. I will argue that for workers, the earthquake
and fires certainly were terrible, but the real disaster came from the state’s response
and market owners’ price gouging of basic foods, which disproportionally affected
the working class, proving the importance of the human element in ‘natural
disasters.’ In this chapter I will also return to the issue of aid, as El Mercurio, a
notoriously conservative and elite newspaper, published a few articles against
privileging the working class that stirred a public discursive battle. Then I will close
the chapter with a description of a velada fúnebre, a funeral for the victims mixed with
radical cultural performances and speeches, organized in large part by La Reforma, a
distinctly working class newspaper linked to the Partido Demócrata (PD), and the
central issue of working class actions and solidarity in support of the victims and for
a more equal society in the future.
The conclusion will begin with a discussion of the fiestas patrias, which in
Chile fall on the 18th of September, just over a month after the earthquake. I will
look at how the Valparaíso edition of El Mercurio used the occasion to further an idea
of progress and modernization, and then move on to the treatment of fiestas patrias
by La Reforma. Following a recent appeal by Mark Healey to move beyond viewing
natural disasters only as a window into society and towards how disasters shape
larger trends, I will then briefly argue that the entirety of the earthquake, the state’s
response, and the working classes’ actions and rhetoric of solidarity were all
fundamentally important for the re-energizing of the labor movement in the post-
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earthquake months, particularly due to the experience of working class solidarity.24
The entirety of this paper must also be seen within the realm of the ‘social
question’ in Chile as well. The state’s actions and labor’s response and organizing all
open up a window into the ‘social question,’ revealing struggles over poverty,
discipline, punishment, inequality and working class organizations. Although I will
not explicitly return to the ‘social question,’ if we can broadly define the ‘social
question’ as a rapid increase in urbanization, increased class conflict, new forms of
work and discipline, and a spatially more condensed class inequality, then it is a
theme that runs throughout the narrative and analysis.25 In the end, this study aims
to combine issues of the social question, urban history, ‘natural’ disasters, and
society’s response to the disasters, particularly the organized working class, to create a
full, micro-history of Valparaíso and Santiago (essentially a one month time span)
that can, hopefully, shed light on late 19th and early 20th century Chile more broadly,
and perhaps on contemporary ‘natural’ disasters.

24 Mark Healey, The Ruins of the New Argentina, p. 12-13. Healey’s narrative represents a much longer
period of research and writing, and is thus much more extensive than the story I present here.
Louise E. Walker’s “Economic Fault Lines and Middle-Class Fears” also does this quite well.
25 See, for instance Sergio Grez Toso, “Presentación” and “Estudio Crítico” in La “cuestión social” en
Chile. Ideas y debates precursores (1804-1902), Sergio Grez Toso, ed.. (Santiago: Centro de
Investigaciones Diego Barros Arana, 1995); JuanCarlos Yáñez Andrade, Estado, consenso y crisis
social. El espacio público en Chile, 1900-1920 (Santiago: Centro de Investigaciones Diego Barros
Arana, 2003).

10

Chapter 1:
From the Rural to the Urban, and from the Wars of
Independence to Anarchist and Socialist Solidarity
Valparaíso and social-geography
In order to understand Valparaíso, its urban history, the social question and
the local labor movement, we need to briefly discuss the previous century in Chilean
history, particularly the shift from a primarily rural society to one increasingly
concentrated in urban cities. Beginning in the 1820s, elite land owners began to push
smaller producers off their land through various means, such as money lending to
grow wheat, a particularly risky crop at this point in Chilean history.26 In the 1840s,
two major developments would help push poor rural laborers to the cities: first,
transportation throughout the country was made easier with new or better bridges
and roads, the latter leading particularly toward urban centers and creating a country
more internally connected than ever before; and second, large rural land owners
initiated a process of mechanization of agricultural work, importing machines to
take the place of rural laborers, creating a surplus of labor in the country side.27 Less
a development than a tactic to accumulate more profit, the elite of the 1820s to
1840s used their new monopolization of production to sell in locations where they
could make the most profit, including abroad, while the rural poor died of hunger.
While some local government officials successfully stopped the exportation of the
food, it did not always work, and when food was allowed to leave the country,

26 Gabriel Salazar, Labradores, peones y proletarios. Formación y crisis de la sociedad popular chilena del siglo XIX
(Santiago: LOM, 2000), p. 102.
27 Arnold Bauer, Chilean Rural Society from the Spanish Conquest to 1930 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1975), p. 29; Gabriel Salazar, Labradores, peones y proletarios, p. 158-162. The chart
used by Salazar shows a dramatic increase in the importation of machines for agricultural work in
the 1854-1858 time period.
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famines ensued. In turn, as Gabriel Salazar argues, with all of these factors working
against continuing to reside in the countryside, one can see why so many rural
laborers decided to pick up and move to one of the growing urban centers.28
In the case of Valparaíso, the city grew more between 1830 and 1900 then in
its entire history, from a population of 5,000-6,000 in 1822 to 162,447 in 1905.29
Prior to this massive movement in the 19th century, colonial Valparaíso was a minor
port with a largely ‘plebian’ population (70% in 1795 according to Salazar). Perhaps
due to its relative unimportance to the elite, the ‘plebian’ population tended to live in
the center of the city, particularly the Almendral area, a pattern of settlement that
lasted through the early 1830s. As seen above, though, the 1820s through the 1840s
were decades of vast changes in the countryside, and with increased agricultural
production, elite land owners and merchants sought to increase exports, particularly
through the port at Valparaíso. As a result, local Valparaíso elites made a concerted
effort to displace ‘plebian’ settlements to both formalize land ownership, as poor
migrants rarely had land titles, and appeal to an image of the “prosperity” of an
increasingly important international port. In one instance, the settlement of La
Jarcia, situated between the Almendral and the ocean, was forced in 1844 by the local
court to leave their homes so that the city could build a main street called

28 Gabriel Salazar, Labradores, peones y proletarios, p. 139-143, 146 and 174. This is not to say that
hunger did not have a place prior to this tactic, of course. As an example, Arnold J. Bauer writes:
“At the end of the colonial period, [Manuel de] Salas could not fail to notice, even by
contemporary standards, the deep inequalities of income distribution: “Nothing is more common
than to see in the very fields that have just produced abundant crops, the arms of the workers
who have brought in the harvest extended to beg for alms and bread.”” “Industry and the
Missing Bourgeoisie: Consumption and Development in Chile, 1850-1950,” Hispanic American
Historical Review 70, No. 2 (May 1990), p. 237.
29 María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, p. 70-71. Samuel Martland’s
population numbers are similar: 5,000 in 1818, 52,000 in 1854 and 162,000 in 1907.
“Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State,” p. 227.
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Almendral.30 A similar process surely happened in other areas of the city as well.
The new spatial configuration of the city created the basis for where new
migrants would find housing or build their own for the rest of the century. Many
peasants arriving to Valparaíso in the later portion of the 19th century did not move
into the flat center of the city, but rather to the outskirts of the city, the portions
near the steep hills that surround Valparaíso.31 In María Ximena Urbina’s account of
Valparaíso, the city incorporated the new migrants into a social structure similar to
that of rural areas, “maintaining their poor, underemployed and marginal condition,”
despite the spatial move to the city.32 Similar to Santiago, this large influx of people,
both elite and peasant, created an urban space with the mixing of different classes in
a concentration new to Valparaíso.
The physical geography of Valparaíso formed the basis around which the
population would settle (see Figure 1). Near the port, a small section of relatively
flat land stretched inland, forming the basis of what would be called the plano,
consisting of three separate sections of the city: the port (from Plaza Wheelright to
Plaza Anibal Pinto), the center (from Plaza Anibal Pinto to Plaza de la Victoria) and
the Almendral (from Plaza de la Victoria to Avenida de las Delicias). All of these
sections, though, were relatively small in area, because the flat lands quickly jutted up
to create the cerros that surround Valparaíso (see Figure 1 for a look at the
topography of the bay and Figure 6 for an example of one street in a cerro). The
people living in each cerro would create their own neighborhood, and some cerros
would be known for particular populations, such as Cerro Concepción or Bellavista,
30 Gabriel Salazar, Labradores, peones y proletarios, p. 57-64; María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los
conventillos de Valparaíso, p. 61.
31 María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, p. 27 and 29.
32 Ibid., p. 34-35.
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which were typically populated by relatively well-off foreigners at the beginning of
the 20th century.33
With increasing urbanization and the mixing of classes in a dense area, the social
question in Valparaíso began to take on a new scope. As peasants arrived to the city,
as mentioned above, they tended not to have the money needed to move to the
center of the city, where well-built buildings and a relatively structured set of streets
already existed. Rather, at first they began to build ranchos in the outskirts of the city,
essentially rural style houses adapted to the slopes of the hills in Valparaíso, built
mostly of various cheap or found materials, many without enclosed common spaces,
windows and doors.34 Later, others began to move into conventillos, often times single
family homes renovated to become multi-family, collective living or “precarious”
collective housing buildings built specifically for this purpose, or into cités, basically a
conventillo-like building that tended to be inhabited by less people with facilities to
wash, a bathroom and potable water.35 In the 1885 census, Urbina Carrasco finds
that of the 21,249 port houses, 9,828 were in the form of conventillos or redondos, 616
in ranchos, and the remaining 10,805 in houses.36 According to a 1905 article in El
Mercurio, 54,794 individuals, about one-third of the total population, lived in
conventillos.37
Differences of popular housing aside, all three forms concerned all sectors
33 For a description of the different cerros in 1910, see Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso, 15361910. Recopilacion Histórica, Comercial y Social (Valparaiso: Imprenta Minerva, 1910), p. 28-39.
34 Ibid, p. 62-65.
35 Ibid., p. 36-37, 37 note 25 and 131. María Ximena Urbina Carrasco (p. 120-121) also notes that
conventillos were most likely more crowded in Valparaíso than in Santiago due to the topography of
the city and the severe lack of housing, particularly because of earthquakes.
36 Ibid., p. 68.
37 El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 13 de Febrero de 1905, quoted in María Ximena Urbina Carrasco,
“Terremoto Valparaíso 1906: El impacto en las viviendas populares.” A note on citing dates from
newspapers: I have decided to cite dates as the newspapers wrote them, which includes spelling
September in Spanish without the ‘p’, turning it into Setiembre.
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Figure 1
Topographic Map of Valparaíso
of Valparaíso society for understandable, yet differing reasons. All sectors were
concerned about the problem of health and death in popular housing. While the
newly arrived migrants living in these conditions recognized the health concern due
to death in their neighborhoods, the elite grew concerned about epidemics, such as
smallpox, yellow fever or typhoid, spreading from the outskirts to the center.38 As
DeShazo notes, referencing the Consejo de Higiene de Valparaíso in 1899-1900 and
the possible location of the beginnings of outbreaks, “In Valparaíso, the gullies or
quebradas behind working class hills became the resting place for mountains of
garbage and the subsequent breeding ground for swarms of rats.”39 William F. Sater

38 María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, p. 40-41. Whether or not the
epidemics came from the outskirts, the city did face a real public health problem. DeShazo in
Urban Workers (p. 69), notes that Valparaíso escaped an outbreak of bubonic plague in 1903, was
hit by the small pox in 1905, and confronted typhoid fever in April-May of 1905.
39 Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p. 69.
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has also called attention to the multi-class concern over epidemics in late-19th and
early 20th century Chile, calling them “one of Chile’s few egalitarian experiences
when all citizens, regardless of their social or economic status, ran the same risks.” 40
While Sater’s assessment may exaggerate the equality of risks, as the poor were
clearly more likely to be effected by epidemics, the argument does point to a
generalized fear and reality of epidemics.
Increasing urbanization in the beginning of the 20th century also concerned
the elite and police, with the outskirts of the city developing outside of the purview
of the state, creating winding streets in the hills of Valparaíso. For the police of
Valparaíso, the urbanization and expansion of the city created new spaces difficult to
oversee and guard, especially the cerros, where much of the new poor moved and, the
police claimed, crime (particularly public intoxication) increased. While the
geography made overseeing these areas more difficult in comparison to the center of
the city, the police also complained of a lack of personnel for the expanding areas of
the city: “If one looks at the topography of the city, and its extension, especially in
the neighborhoods in the cerros, one will understand the enormous work and zeal of
the police in order to bring to court such a growing number of delinquents.”41 In
the eyes of the police, moral citizens populated the rationally formed streets of the
plano while immoral criminals resided in the winding streets of the cerros.42
The Chilean state’s concern over housing and the city grew in this time
40 William F. Sater, “The Politics of Public Health: Smallpox in Chile,” Journal of Latin American
Studies 35, No. 3 (Aug., 2003), p. 517. Sater also points out that smallpox is a virus spread through
human contact, which means that constructing a more hygienic city was “laudable, [yet] protected
no one” (p. 521-522; quote on p. 522).
41 “La policia i la criminalidad de Valparaiso,” Revista de la Policia de Valparaíso, Año 1, N° 1, Octubre
31 de 1906, p. 13.
42 More generally, see James C. Scott, Seeing Like A State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human
Condition Have Failed (Binghampton, NY: Yale University Press, 1998).
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period as well, culminating in the first law on working class housing. After years of
discussion within the government, Congress passed the Lei núm. 1,838 sobre
habitaciones para obreros [Law on Working Class Housing] in January of 1906. The law
stipulated specific areas of improvement for working class homes, homing in on
issues of ventilation, hygiene, and light, and created a position for an Inspector of
Houses appointed by the President, all of which focused on the outskirts [periferia] of
cities.43 In a short essay probably written within a few years of the law and the 1906
earthquake, A. Barahona F. argued that one of the most popular forms of working
class housing, the conventillo, was the location that taught immorality to working class
youth, naturalizing immorality, and was a space where they “vegetated in their
miserable slums,” a clear reference to the image of a non-existent work ethic in
conventillos. If “moral housing” was built, though, they could be taught to be moral,
good workers, and “excellent fathers of families,” as many others not born into
popular housing had already proven.44 In conjunction with this conception of
conventillos as a space producing immoral people, some took the argument to its
logical extension and claimed that, as a result of their ‘vegetative’ (i.e. non-work)
time, they would turn toward crime.45
Elite and state concern over popular housing may have also been directed
toward working class forms of sociability and solidarity created in collective housing
as well. There were two major forms of conventillos in Valparaíso at the turn of the

43 Lei núm. 1,838 sobre habitaciones para obreros (Santiago, Imprenta Cervantes, 1906), p. 3-15,
particularly p. 5-6 and 11. More broadly, see Juan Carlos Yáñez Andrade, Estado,consenso y crisis
social, p. 164-167.
44 A. Barahona F., “Habitaciones para Obreros,” no page numbers, printed in Juan de D. Ugarte
Yávar, Valparaiso, Sección Literaria, p. I-III. After page 299, each individual piece (essay, poem,
etc.) is individually numbered.
45 María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, p. 165.
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century: one which was an old elite house reconfigured for multiple family use, which
tended to be in the plano and constructed with sturdy materials, and one which was
built specifically as a conventillo in the hills or at the bottom of the hills surrounding
the plano, which were built with lower-grade materials. The latter form of conventillos,
with thin walls and many families living side by side, was not conducive to ‘private’
family lives; conversations and disagreements surely could not be contained by the
thin walls of the conventillo.46 Both forms of conventillos, moreover, tended to revolve
around a central area that functioned as a space to cook and wash, which created a
place of community within the conventillo. The cooking area also served to help in
times of material needs, as a place where people could pool their supplies and
provide food for the residents. From these circumstances, some conventillos created
communal forms of cooking and eating and informal systems of borrowing from
others in order to meet basic needs.47 This mutual help in conventillos probably led to
a sense of community, on the one hand, and to organizing collectively as a
community, on the other. The first law on housing for the working class mentioned
above may have been put into place as a way of challenging perceived problems of
popular organizing that could lead to attacks on property, riots or violence.48

46 June Nash, writing on the living situation of miners in Oruro, Bolivia, describes a similar
phenomenon: “In the old row houses, the immediate contact of neighbors leads to a forced
cooperation and a sharing of misery as well as the joys of family life.... There are few secrets that
can be contained within families; neighbors can hear almost all conversations carried on in a
normal voice, and the disputes between husband and wife are immediately communicated. When
a worker is fired, neighbors share their own food because, as one woman told me when her
neighbors were left in this condition, “We could not bear the sound of the children crying with
hunger at night.”” We Eat the Mines and the Mines Eat Us: Dependency and Exploitation in Bolivian Tin
Mines (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 94.
47 María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, p. 176-180.
48 Ibid., p. 227-228. After witnessing residents of conventillos organize in Buenos Aires, Luis E.
Recabarren wrote an article for La Reforma on the need for the same thing to happen in Chile. “La
huelga en los conventillos,” Recabarren. Escritos de prensa, Tomo 2, 1906-1913 (Santiago: Editorial
Nuestra America y Terranova Editores, 1986), p. 90-92. For more on the 1907 renters strike, see
Juan Suriano, La huelga de inquilinos de 1907 (Buenos Aires: Centro Editor de América Latina, 1983).
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Yet the city was not a simple binary of popular classes and housing, on the
one hand, and business owners and elite, on the other, as the elite and authorities of
the time may have liked to imagine.49 Rather, residents of the city were forced to mix
through the spatial arrangement of work in the city. Many of the recently arrived
poor migrants would fill the ranks in port labor, textile factories located in the plano,
as well as in construction, printing, leather-work, as fishers, street vendors or as day
laborers, much of which meant that the inhabitants of the cerros needed to travel
through the city to arrive at their job site. Many of the women living in conventillos in
the cerros were employed as washerwomen, which typically required them to leave the
conventillos for the plano, pick up the clothing or other materials, return to the
conventillos, wash and then travel again to drop off the washed clothes. The
mainstream press of the time also connected this movement of people for the
purpose of work to disease; as seen above, for the elite diseases began in popular
housing, and the logical extension of this reasoning resulted in seeing workers
traveling across the city as literally carrying diseases with them.50 In addition to the
movement of people across the space of the city, other things such as trash, sewage
and diseases flowed throughout. When the city was hit with heavy rains, pieces of
the make-shift housing from the cerros broke apart and traveled down the hill, taking
trash along with the rainwater. Some of the materials lost from homes in the cerros
to the rain were also reused by the residents of the cerros, bringing them back uphill
to re-construct homes in the same vicinity and others hauled materials washed onto
the beach across the city and uphill in order to use them in home construction as

49 The Dirección de Sanidad, for instance, imagined the city as split between the cerros and the plano
in 1915. See María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, p. 204-205.
50 Ibid., p. 166
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well.51 Moreover, the center of the city also contained a sizable number of
conventillos, home to many unskilled laborers (gañanes), many of whom worked in the
maritime industry or survived on occasional work throughout the city.52 As Samuel
Martland describes the Almendral area of the city, “mansions had coexisted uneasily
with tenements, factories with theaters, and railroad yards with parks.”53 Indeed,
María Ximena Urbina shows the dispersement of conventillos across the plano through
a detailed map of conventillos in 1886.54 Thus while there certainly was a geography of
class division in Valparaíso, the lines separating classes was much less strict and much
more porous than the imagination of the elite.
Earthquakes and tsunamis in Chilean history
Given the geological location on the border between the South American
and Nazca plates, it is not surprising that Chilean history is plagued with earthquakes.
Prior to the arrival of the Spanish to Chile, indigenous Mapuche’s located mostly
south of the Bio-Bio river, apparently had specific words for earthquakes and
tsunamis, and even had religious stories with both events woven into them.55 The
Spanish first arrived to Valparaíso via the “Santiaguillo” boat, which carried the
conquistador Diego de Almagro, in 1536. By 1625 the Spanish began to fortify the
coast and the population quickly grew.56 Twenty-two years later, in May of 1647, an

51 Ibid., p. 53, 55-56 and 68; Samuel Martland, “Social and Political Fault Lines,” in Aftershocks, p. 89.
52 Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p. 7-8 and 22-29; María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de
Valparaíso, p. 160-162. Also, Maria Ximena Urbina (p. 77), looking at the registry at the Hospital
San Juan de Dios in 1874, finds that the most common workers were gañan, cortero, shoe maker,
sailor, clerk, servant, baker, military personel, and carpenter amongst men, and seamstress, clothes
washer, cook, servant and aparadora [women’s showmaker] among women.
53 Samuel Martland, “Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State,” p. 241.
54 Maria Ximena Urbina, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, no page number (between p. 110 and 111).
55 Rodolfo Lenz, Tradiciones e ideas de los Araucanos acerca de los Terremotos (Santiago de Chile: Imprenta
Cervantes, 1912).
56 Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso, p. 88 and 96.
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earthquake devastated Valparaíso, “destroying the small population” living in the
port.57 In Santiago, people fled to the main plaza and cried out for the clergy to hear
their confessions, thinking they would all soon die.58 For the entire month of May
the ground shook, keeping the residents of the port on edge.59 On July 8th, 1730,
when the population of Valparaíso had reached around three thousand inhabitants,
the city was hit again with an earthquake and two aftershocks, this time followed by a
tsunami. Most of the houses in the city were destroyed, and the water from the
tsunami “swept” away nearly 80,000 bushels of wheat in the port area of the city.60
Twenty-one years later, on May 25th 1751, an earthquake shook much of the coast of
Chile, including Valparaíso, bringing down many of the buildings in the city yet
again. While the inhabitants of Concepción asked Governor Domingo Ortiz de
Rosas to move their city to a new, safer location, meaning more inland to protect
against future tsunamis, the inhabitants of Valparaíso quickly began to rebuild the
port, revealing the “virility” of the local population for one later author.61 On
November 19th, 1822, another earthquake hit the coast of Chile, bringing down a
large portion of Valparaíso and “leaving an impression on more than a generation”
of central Chilean inhabitants. Some counted as many as 36 different tremors, many
fled to the hills to avoid the dangers of a possible tsunami, and the Almendral

57 Ibid., p. 96.
58 Diego Barros Arana, Historia General de Chile, quoted in Miguel Lawner, “Chile: una historia
milenaria de terremotos y maremotos,” in El Terremoto social del Bicentenario, edited by Silvia Aguilera
(Santiago: LOM, 2010), p. 14. Interestingly, Valparaíso is not mentioned in relation to this
earthquake.
59 Luis L. Zegars, El Terremoto del 16 de Agosto de 1906 (Santiago de Chile: Imprenta Cervantes, 1906),
p. 13-14.
60 Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso, p. 104; Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat,
La Catástrofe, 20-22.
61 Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso, p. 104; Miguel Lawner, “Chile: una historia milenaria de
terremotos y maremotos,” p. 17; Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La
Catástrofe, p. 26-27.
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section of the city “suffered extraordinarily.” Sixty-six people reportedly died and
110 were injured, including Bernardo O’Higgins, who helped general Zenteno
organize local guards to fight against theft.62 Maria Graham, a recently widowed
British traveler in Valparaíso, wrote in her travel account of the earthquake:
Mr. M. says that there is not a house standing whole in the
Almendral. The church of the Merced is quite destroyed. Not one
house in the port remains habitable, though many retain their forms.
There is not a living creature to be seen in the streets; but the hills are
covered with wretches driven from their homes, and whose mutual
fears keep up mutual distraction. The ships in the harbour are
crowded with people; no provisions are to be had; the ovens are
ruined, and the bakers cannot work.63
A few days later, Graham went to the Almendral and saw for herself the “sad
spectacle” of “all that is ugly and painful in a recent ruin.”64 In March of 1843,
houses and merchandise valued at over $700,000 went up in flames to the first major
fire in the growing port, and eight years later the city was hit with a minor
earthquake.65 In March of 1896, Valparaíso residents felt a small tremor, but this
time the movement was not strong enough to cause any major damage.66
By the time of the 1906 earthquake and fires, then, the port already had a
long relationship with disasters stretching back centuries.67 Moreover, Chilean
identity as a whole had become intertwined with earthquakes. As Alfredo Riquelme
Segovia and Bárbara Silva Avaria show in a wide ranging article, Chileans across
62 Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso, p. 117-118; Luis L. Zegars, El Terremoto del 16 de Agosto de
1906, p. 14; Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 31-33. El
Mercurio (Valparaíso) printed a portion of Diego Barros Arana’s writing on the 1822 earthquake in
its August 31st, 1906 paper.
63 Maria Graham, Journal of a Residence in Chile during the year 1822, and a voyage from Chile to Brazil in
1823 (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2003), p. 153.
64 Ibid., p. 158.
65 Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso, p. 122; Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat,
La Catástrofe, p. 34-35.
66 Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 36.
67 For a broad, list-like book on catastrophes in Chile, from floods to fires and earthquakes, see Rosa
Urrutia de Hazbun y Carlos Lanza Lazcano, Catástrofes en Chile, 1541-1992 (Santiago: Editorial La
Noria, 1993).
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political lines had incorporated earthquakes into their vision of what it meant to be
Chilean. Thus, the prize winning poet Gabriela Mistral could write that the
earthquake regions, essentially the entirety of the country, are the places that,
because of the reality of consistent earthquakes across time, “are precisely the
regions that fend off death the most, because the fire makes them more alacritous,
more heroic.”68 And in the aftermath of the 1960 earthquake centered near Valdivia,
conservative papers such as El Diario Ilustrado could argue that earthquakes had
created a stronger Chilean race, built from the adversity of earthquakes, and that this
“spirit of the race would overcome the grand test” of the earthquake.69 Moreover,
the Communist Party emphasized the inequalities that the earthquake brought to the
fore, and for Segovia and Bárbara Silva Avaria they placed it within a larger historical
continuity of the Chilean nation, with inequalities as a constitutive aspect of the
nation.70
Artisans, mutual aid societies and the Valparaíso labor movement
Labor’s reaction to the disaster must also be situated within a larger historical
narrative of working class solidarity. In a well-researched and persuasive essay, María
Angélica Illanes has argued that artisans in the early 19th century began to organize
around ideas of solidarity, equality and morality in the aftermath of the Wars of
Independence from Spain. Their ideas drew from a rhetoric of equality that
circulated during the anti-colonial struggle, which, unfortunately, did not come to
fruition in the decades after independence. One artisan, for instance, wrote that his

68 Cited in Alfredo Riquelme Segovia y Bárbara Silva Avaria, “Una identidad terremoteada,” p. 77.
Mistral was referring to the 1939 Chillán earthquake.
69 Cited in Ibid., p. 78.
70 Ibid., p. 83-84.
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father had fought for independence because of ideas of freedom and equality, yet
were he alive in the 1840s, his father would surely cry due to the vast inequality in
Chile.71 Another artisan lamented the working classes’ terrible material reality: “sad
clothing covers their body and he never has the pleasure of seeing his wife or
children: trouble, misery, they are only presented with faces that ask for things but
cannot give them anything.”72
Initially their way out of this misery involved the creation of independent
societies for artisans and workers. Perhaps the most emblematic of these groups,
and the one most written about since, was the Socieded de la Igualdad [Society of
Equality]. The Sociedad de la Igualdad was formed in March of 1850 by eleven or
twelve men from different backgrounds: some were intellectuals recently returned
from Europe (Francisco Bilbao and Santiago Arcos), others worked in various trades,
such as hat maker, shoe maker, tailor, one was a musician and another, perhaps most
clearly connecting the past forty years of Chilean history to the present, was an exsoldier from the wars of independence (Luciano Piña Borcoski).73 While the actual
politics of the society may have been a bit vague, as Sergio Grez points out,74 they
did promote the idea that the ‘people’ were not simply a group of immoral, lazy
individuals; rather they pushed the notion that from their experiences they had come
to the conclusion that “the most numerous class” in Chile was “intelligent,
honorable and patriotic.” They saw that the working class had gradually improved
71 María Angélica Illanes, “Revolución Solidaria. Las sociedades de socorros mutuos de artesanos y
obreros: un proyecto popular democrático. 1840-1910,” in Chile Des-centrado. Formación socio-cultural
republicana y transición capitalista (1810-1910) (Santiago: LOM, 2003) , p. 270
72 Ibid., p. 271.
73 Sergio Grez Toso, De la “Regeneración del Pueblo” a la Huelga General. Génisis y evolución histórica del
movimiento popular en Chile (1810-1890) (Santiago: RiL editores, 2007), p. 329-330; María Angélica
Illanes, “Revolución Solidaria”, p. 278.
74 Sergio Grez Toso, De la “Regeneración del Pueblo” a la Huelga General, p. 332, referencing Benjamín
Vicuña Mackenna writing on the subject.
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their position in society year after year, and that this improvement was not due to
help from the government, but rather was a direct result of the initiative of the
working class themselves.75 In essence, the Sociedad de Igualdad helped put forward
a “spirit of class”76 that would leave a lasting impression on working class
organizations for years to come.
Within a year Valparaíso workers and artisans founded two other societies,
influenced by the Sociedad de la Igualdad, that pushed working class organizing
further in the direction of a politics of class solidarity. The Sociedad de Artesanos
[Society of Artisans], formed in July of 1850, called for “a society to protect us
through mutualism, in our physical needs as well as moral,” a society that rejected
political involvement in parties since both political parties at the time, Conservatives
and Liberals, were “detrimental to the advancement of our class.”77 The society
asked for potential members to pay one peso as an entrance fee and four reales
monthly, which would then be saved in order to help other members when they were
sick and could not work or in the event that a member died.78 The Sociedad de
Carpinteros y Calafates de Valparaíso [Society of Carpenters and Ship Caulkers of
Valparaíso] formed the next year and, similar to the Sociedad de Artesanos, wanted
to help its members in times of sickness or death. These two societies “prefigured
that which would become the principle form of organization of Chilean urban

75 El Amigo del Pueblo (Santiago), Mayo 10 de 1850, quoted in María Angélica Illanes, “Revolución
Solidaria”, p. 277.
76 María Angélica Illanes, “Revolución Solidaria”, p. 306. Illanes (p. 306 and 311) argues that the
radical democratic vision begun in this era also created “la vía chilena” in a broad sense of the
phrase.
77 “Una esperanza fallida”, La Reforma (Valparaíso), 30 de Julio de 1850, quoted in Sergio Grez Toso,
De la “Regeneración del Pueblo” a la Huelga General, p. 387.
78 Sergio Grez Toso, De la “Regeneración del Pueblo” a la Huelga General, p. 388.
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workers during various decades,”79 helping to create the formal organizational
structure of mutual aid between workers in times of need.
Almost four decades later, female artisans in Valparaíso created the Sociedad
de Obreras de Socorros Mutuos [Mutual Aid Society of Women Workers] in 1887.
The society grew out of a need to protect working class people, particularly women,
in a city that had recently been devastated by a cholera and smallpox outbreak and
high levels of death; records show 7,788 deaths from smallpox in 1886 alone. In
1885, 40,711 children under the age of 15 died throughout Chile, and according to
Illanes, Chile as a whole experienced a negative growth of population in the same
year, with 61,965 births and 66,818 deaths.80 Facing poverty, a high infant mortality
rate, deaths from viruses and diseases, and poor working conditions, women in
Valparaíso called for the creation of a mutual aid society specifically for women.
Although problematic in terms of who was allowed into the society–domestic
workers and washerwomen were not allowed to join–, the group continued the
tradition of mutual aid societies: potential members needed to pay an entrance fee
and weekly dues, and in the event that a member was sick and could not work, the
society would give her 70 cents each day to eat, help her with medicine and find a
doctor if need be, and in the event that the sickness was quite bad, called for other
members to check in on the member and give updates on the their health to the rest
of the group.81
The thread connecting these groups through the decades is that of workers
organizing to help other workers in their most vulnerable times. The actions of the

79 Ibid.
80 María Angélica Illanes, “Revolución Solidaria,” p. 324-325.
81 Ibid., p. 327.
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mutual aid societies may fundamentally be seen as actions of solidarity. Although
mutual aid societies would gradually lose prominence to unions and resistance
societies, the basic tenet of working together to help those in need, remained. While
solidarity in mutual aid societies was manifested through the distribution of funds to
allow the sick to buy medicine, the ideas and relationships of solidarity transferred to
unions and resistance societies in the form of joining a strike or labor action in the
city, a public action that could potentially result in repression from the state or ‘white
guard’ groups.82
These actions of solidarity in the public tend to take center stage for
historians or writers due to the ability to read about them in newspapers or because
they provide a compelling narrative, but the basic element of partially alleviating the
dire material circumstances of the working class surely remained as a key strategy in
the recruiting and retaining of members, as well as trying to help people live a
somewhat better life. Although I have not seen any evidence of elements of the
organized working class directly mentioning mid-19th century mutual aid societies as
the source of their acts of solidarity in the aftermath of the disasters in August of
1906, the parallels between both time periods reveal a genealogy of solidarity: when
fellow workers were in need, collective help and action was necessary.83 In this sense,
calls for workers to help other workers in need may be seen as fitting within a longer

82 White guards were essentially armed, well-off young men that were involved in repressing worker
class actions in this time period. To my knowledge, the white guards have not received much
academic attention. For brief discussions of them, see, amongst others Fabio Moraga Valle,
“Muchachos casi silvestres.” La federación de estudiantes y el movimiento estudiantil chileno, 1906-1936
(Santiago: Ediciones de la Universidad de Chile, 2007), p. 75-76; Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p.
124; Simon Collier and William F. Sater, A History of Chile, 1808-2002 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2004), p. 196.
83 Resistance societies did occasionally see mutual aid societies as sacking the revolutionary potential
of the working class, but the general trajectory of a genealogy holds. For resistance societies’
critical view on mutual aid organizations, see Sergio Grez, Los anarquistas, p. 78.
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history of working class organizing, not simply a response to a natural disaster;
organized labor’s response after the earthquake built on a previous history of
working class organizing and solidarity.
One of the more important places this genealogy of solidarity transferred to
was a radical union movement, and perhaps the most important sector of that
movement in Valparaíso in the late 19th and early 20th century was anarchism.84
Anarchist ideas in Valparaíso began to develop in the 1880s and early 1890s,
particularly with the creation of the Centro de Estudios Sociales [Social Studies
Center] in 1891, which helped in creating and distributing anarchist ideas.85 As Igor
Goicovic describes, the Centro de Estudios Sociales was particularly important as a
space for “debate and anarchist formation that greatly expanded the distribution of
pamphlets, journals and periodicals.”86 For the next decade anarchist and some
socialist organized unions and social centers in Valparaíso that created the intellectual
and organizational space for the re-publishing of La Antorcha [The Torch] in 1900, a
periodical previously edited by the Peruvian intellectual Mario Centore and mostly
socialist in content, but more open to anarchist oriented ideas at its re-launch date.87
(By 1898 Centore had embraced anarchist thought himself, moved to Iquique in the
north and founded a revolutionary newspaper called La Voz de Abajo [The Voz from
84 Peter DeShazo notes that a fundamental difference between mutual aid societies and resistance
societies (the typical form of anarchist organizing) was that of “goals and tactics,” namely a
difference between dues to help in dire circumstances to gradually improve workers’ conditions
compared to low dues and their use for propaganda and strikes in order to overturn capitalism.
Urban Workers, p. 94-95. While this is certainly true, many anarchists remained in mutual aid
societies and both groups practiced a form of working class solidarity by workers and for workers.
85 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 26; Igor Goicovic Donoso, “El discurso de la violencia en el
movimiento anarquista chileno (1890-1910),” Revista de Historia Social y de las Mentalidades N° 7
(Primavera 2003), p. 48-49; Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p. 92. The “beginning” of anarchism in
Chile is a contested subject. For a brief description on the debate, and one that does not take
sides, see Felipe del Solar y Andrés Pérez, Anarquistas. Presencia libertaria en Chile, p. 30 note 35.
86 Igor Goicovic Donoso, “El discurso de la violencia en el movimiento anarquista chileno (18901910),” p. 48-49.
87 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 51.
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Below].88) The working class in Valparaíso opened up a new political and social
space for organizing in support of a working class agenda, such as wages, workers’
rights and even revolution.
Magno Espinoza, a bronze worker and a recent migrant to Valparaíso in 1900
from Santiago, would play a key role in the port city’s labor movement for years to
come. In 1897, while in Santiago, Espinoza participated in a meeting with other
radical workers and listened to the idea of creating a Unión Socialista [Socialist
Union] by a twenty-year old Alejandro Escobar y Carvallo, the son of a small
furniture store owner from Spain and a mother from a small agricultural family from
Rancagua, Chile. After leaving the meeting, Espinoza, along with the painter Luis
Olea Castillo and the carpenter Belarmino Orellana (who already knew Escobar y
Carvallo), approached Escobar y Carvallo and offered their friendship and
partnership in creating a socialist option for workers, an organization that today is
considered the first socialist party in Chile.89 Although the group was initially
socialist and rejected anarchist thought, by the next year Espinoza, along with many
others including Escobar y Carvallo, developed politically to include the anarchist
alternative, glimpses of which came through the founding of El Rebelde [The Rebel]
in 1898 and El Acrata [The Anarchist] in February of 1900. Both papers opened
their first issues by calling their perspective ‘anarcho-communist’ and saw no
reconciliation with the political system, leaving social revolution as the only solution
88 Ibid., p. 93; Julio Pinto Vallejos, “¿Cuestión social o cuestión política? La lenta polítización de la
sociedad popular tarapaqueña hacia el fin de siglo (1889-1900)” in Trabajos y rebeldias en la pampa
salitrera (Santiago: Editorial Universidad de Santiago, 1998), p. 291. Both Grez and Pinto note that
today there are no known surviving copies of the publication Mario Centore edited in Iquique,
making it somewhat difficult to discuss it and the ideas in it at any length. Grez also draws
attention to the “explosive mix” that Centore combined, commenting: “a Peruvian anarchist at the
head of a revolutionary newspaper on lands recently snatched away from Peru by Chile!” (p. 93).
89 Alejandro Escobar y Carvallo, “Chile a fines del siglo XIX,” Mapocho (2005), p. 351-352 and 366;
Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 35-36; Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p. 94.

29

to society’s problems.90 The publishers of El Acrata also formed the Ateneo Juventud
[Youth Club], a central place for young radical thinkers to meet and discuss ideas,
which, along with the Centro de Estudios Sociales, would help to radicalize workers and
youth in Valparaíso for years to come.91
Magno Espinoza’s time organizing in Santiago also opens up a window into
state and police repression and fear of anarchism as well. Shortly after founding the
El Rebelde newspaper in 1898, Espinoza and Escobar y Carvallo were both arrested
for the contents of the paper and their activities with the newly created Centro de
Propaganda Anarquista [Anarchist Propaganda Center]. The newspaper was easy
enough for the police to read, but how did they know what went on inside of the
Centro de Propaganda Anarquista? According to an account published in El Rebelde
in May of 1899, the police paid spies to infiltrate the organization, pretend to have
anarchist sympathies, and collect information for the police. After the police
released Espinoza from jail two days later, an unknown individual attacked Espinoza
on a public street. The attack was denounced at the time as an act of the police, and
the police of course denied any involvement.92 Within two years Espinoza published
an article in the anarchist newspaper El Acrata claiming that he had been blacklisted
from work in Santiago due to his revolutionary activities, and shortly after moved to
Valparaíso to find work and continue organizing.93 This brief period of two years in
Espinoza’s life reveals that the state and police tried to stamp out anarchist activities
with force, while business owners used their power as employers to simply not allow
90 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 53-54; Igor Goicovic Donoso, “El discurso de la violencia en
el movimiento anarquista chileno (1890-1910),” p. 49.
91 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 53-54
92 Ibid., p. 45-47; Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p. 92
93 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 60-61 and p. 61 note 158; Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p.
93.
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radical workers into their work site. At best these strategies were temporary fixes, as
workers and artisans upset about inequality in Chile continued to organize a radical
movement that increased in strength each month in the coming years.
Shortly after moving to Valparaíso, Magno Espinoza gained wide influence
with workers in various industries. The historian Sergio Grez describes Espinoza’s
early years in Valparaíso as “moving like a fish in water through the workers’ unions
of the port and Viña del Mar.”94 Workers quickly voted Espinoza into the
presidency of the Federación Obrera de Valparaíso, while Espinoza also began to
organize with bakers, helped publish the paper El Panadero [The Baker], and worked
toward founding a night school for workers. By October of 1901, Espinoza and
Eduardo Gentoso, president and secretary of the Comité Obrero de las Artes
Mecánicas de Valparaíso, led a massive movement of workers from the state railroad,
with the aim to remove a few particularly hated bosses, which resulted in Espinoza
meeting with Liberal President Germán Riesco in the Moneda, and the setting up of
a commission to decide on the conflict. The commission apparently was not
satisfactory, though, because by the end of the month workers were back in the
streets, this time with workers from other trades, such as port workers.95 Soon after,

94 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 62.
95 Ibid., p. 62-63. Grez argues that the meeting between Espinoza and Riesco is a fundamental
contradiction of anarchist ideology: “...from strict anarchist doctrine there was an incongruence
between the discourse... and the practice...” This judgment, though, may be a bit too ‘strict’ in that
it does not allow for any room within the broad idea of anarchism, an idea to which Espinoza was
still relatively new and surely still developing. This line of argument also does not allow for a
certain amount of play between discourse and action, where a discussion with a government
official may lead to drastically better wages for workers and a strengthening of the union, and
complete distance from a discussion with the government may result in stagnant wages and
distrust in the union. Grez does, though, mention that this more open view of anarchism may
have been in play at the moment. Yet Grez is also certainly aware of the nuances to the practice
of anarchism in the first decades of the 20th century, as shown in his perceptive article on
arbitration and conciliation processes. See “¿Autonomía o escudo protector? El movimiento
obrero y popular y los mecanismos de conciliación y arbitraje (Chile, 1900-1924),” Historia
(Santiago) Vol. 35 (2002).
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Espinoza and Escobar y Carvallo helped local shipwrights form a resistance society
as well.96 In two years time Espinoza’s trust with militant workers’ continued to rise,
adding to anarchist ranks new local adherents and drawing experienced anarchist
militants to Valparaíso, such as the carpenter Manuel A. Montano, the mechanic Luis
A. Guerra and perhaps most importantly Luis Olea from the initial socialist
alternative in Santiago mentioned above. Thus, militant anarchist unions and
workers had experienced the struggle and gains of anarchist approaches to
organizing for a few years by 1903, a year that would forever change the outlook on
labor organizing in Chile. But before arriving at the 1903 maritime strike, we must
turn to how the elite viewed this upsurge in anarchist organizing.
The elite of the country also increasingly took notice of anarchist unions.
While anarchist newspapers, protest and strikes caught the elite’s attention, there
were also foreign influences at play as well. In February of 1901, for instance, the
Spanish ambassador to Chile, who surely had plenty of experience with anarchist
organizing in Spain, warned the state about anarchism and supposed foreign
anarchist agitators. The Chilean state, in turn, stepped up its intelligence and
repression of the rising movement and circulated within the government names and
descriptions of workers suspected of having radical sympathies.97 Four years later, in
October 1905, elite and police concern over foreign labor agitators and nomadic
criminals resulted in a meeting in Rio de Janeiro by the heads of police of Santiago,
Montevideo, Buenos Aires, La Plata and Rio de Janeiro. They discussed “the
necessity of the common defense against habitual criminals that go from one
96 Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 62-63.
97 Ibid., p. 64-65 and 65 note 170. Prior to this, in 1894, the Minister of the Interior, Enrique MacIver, sent a letter to the Intendents of Santiago and Valparaíso, asking them to check on rumors
of French anarchist crossing into Chile from Argentina. Discussed in Ibid., p. 27.
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country to the other,” many of which they thought desired to “subvert the social
order” of society, and against labor “agitators” who also crossed state lines and
clearly wanted to overturn society. The heads of the police lumped common
criminals and labor organizers into the same category since, in their eyes, both of
them attacked property, people and the authorities, in essence, the entire social order
of society.98 Moreover, the conference may have also led to a greater
internationalization of policing methods. In March of 1906, the Prefect and
Secretary to the Prefect of the Policia de Orden planned on traveling to Buenos
Aires and Europe to study their methods of policing, and by the end of the year the
police saw a need to implement European methods of recording information on
criminals, such as fingerprints.99
It should be pointed out, though, that Chilean state preoccupation with
foreign and transnational agitators was largely a fabrication. While some of the labor
movements leaders were indeed foreign born, most of them were Chilean born.
Peter DeShazo, for instance, has shown that in 1920, only 5.1% of workers were
98 “Convenio celebrado entre las policías de La Plata i Buenos Aires (Arjentina), de Rio de Janeiro
(Brasil), de Santiago de Chile i de Montevideo (R. O. del Uruguai),” Anuario del Ministerio del Interior
correspondiente al año 1906 (Santiago de Chile: Imprenta Nacional, 1909), Section 1, p. 239-242.
99 “El prefecto de policia,” El Chileno, 22 de Marzo de 1906 and “La Dactiloscopia o Sistema de
Identificacion,” Revista de la Policia de Valparaiso, Diciembre 31 de 1906, p. 65-72. A few years prior
(October 1902 to January 1902, at the Second Pan American Congress in Mexico City, the
Mexican state, worried about traveling anarchist, proposed a broad list of crimes that were
supposedly related to anarchist activities, which they wanted other states to support with
extradition laws. “The cited offenses ran the gamut of criminal behavior, from murder and
robbery to sabotage. The last crime listed was a catch all: “los delitos de anarquismo,” [which was] still
undefined. While delagates agreed with and adopted the first twenty-one offenses as anarchist
crimes, they dropped the last category “anarquismo” from the declaration of the conference.” John
M. Hart, Anarchism & the Mexican Working Class, 1860-1931 (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1978), p. 84-85. More broadly, see Richard Bach Jensen’s two articles, "The International AntiAnarchist Conference of 1898 and the Origins of Interpol," Journal of Contemporary History, Vol.
16, No. 2 (April 1981): 323-347 and "The International Campaign Against Anarchist Terrorism,
1880-1930s," Terrorism and Political Violence Vol. 21, No. 1 (January 2009): 89-109; and Mathieu,
““Wild Beasts Without Nationality”: The Uncertain Origins of Interpol, 1898-1910,” in Handbook
of Transnational Crime & Justice, Philip Reichel, ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2005),
p. 275-285.
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foreign born, and that the highest percentage of foreign born workers in any one job
title was 33% amongst merchant seaman.100 Sergio Grez has also argued that while
there is no doubt that Chilean anarchism must be seen as a part of the international
anarchist tendency at the turn of the century, the less rigid and more practical sides
of the movement suggest a certain distinctiveness to Chilean anarchism.101
Moreover, Grez argues, while the elite may have imagined a group of foreign
agitators as the main culprits in rise of a radical labor movement, the main base of
support and growth came from the local labor movement that had been organizing
and building for years.102 Indeed, if the historian Mario Garcés is correct in his
assertion that many in the elite did not want to acknowledge the existence of the
‘social question’ in Chile, then the image of foreign agitators fits quite easily into that
mode of thinking: since the social question did not exist in Chile, the elite may have
reasoned, workers organizing along radical anarchist lines must come from other
countries, for local Chileans would do no such thing.103
For many, the 1903 Valparaíso maritime strike exemplifies the birth of a
radical labor movement in the time of the social question.104 On the 17th of April
the Pacific Steam Navigation Company rejected stevedores’ demands for an increase
in wages, and the stevedores escalated from demands to action by calling for a strike.
Other unions and mutual aid societies quickly joined in a show of solidarity at first,
and then added their own demands as well. By the 20th of April as many as 4,000

100Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p. 22.
101Sergio Grez, Los anarquistas, p. 70.
102Ibid., p. 29.
103See the end of this chapter for Gracés’ take on the elite and the social question.
104The section on the strike is based on: Peter DeShazo, “The Valparaíso Maritime Strike of 1903,”
p. 148-156; Mario Garcés Durán, Crisis social y motines populares en el 1900 (Santiago: LOM, 2003,
segunda edición), p. 99-116; Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 85-92.
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workers were on strike and port activity ceased due to the labor actions. A week
later, though, the employers in the port found scabs to replace striking workers, and
protected with police lines, business activity largely resumed. In the face of what
appeared to be a losing battle, Magno Espinoza, now the elected president of the
resistance society, delivered a fiery speech on May 4th, telling workers that they must
never “giv[e] in to the bosses, we should prefer to have our chests run through by
bayonets. And in the midst of our agony, we can take pleasure in watching flames
devour the property of our tyrants and the churning waters of the bay as they sink
the steamers of the companies which today oppress us.”105 The speech re-energized
the striking workers and for the next week they pushed ahead with their actions.
On the 11th of May the strike leaders wrote to the Intendant to tell him that
beginning at 8pm on the 13th, the leaders could no longer be held responsible for
the actions of the rank and file. The next day worker’s gathered at the dock to stop
scabs from entering the work site, while others gathered in the Plaza Sotomayor and
Plaza Echaúrren. The latter group attacked a tram that was trying to pass a group of
stevedores on strike and began throwing stones at the police circling the plaza. A
police officer in turn fired and killed Manuel Salazar, one of the protestors, enraging
workers, who then carried the body four blocks to the Plaza Sotomayor, meeting up
with thousands of other workers. They demanded that José A. Bravo, the Intendant,
restrain the police from violence, but Bravo was not able to calm the crowd from his
balcony in the Plaza Sotomayor. Bravo then ordered the police to head toward the
Alemendral section of town in anticipation of further worker class actions. (This

105Quoted in Peter DeShazo, “The Valparaíso Maritime Strike of 1903,” p. 150. Sergio Grez Toso
(p. 88) quotes the same section of the speech. With Grez’s quote in the original Spanish, I have
taken the liberty to remove one word from DeShazo’s translation.
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action by Bravo reveals the importance of the Almendral for the city authorities and
elite, as well as a possible key location for workers’ actions, as protest in the Plaza
Sotomayor and Echaúrren were quite a distance away from the Almendral, over 4000
feet to the beginning of the Almendral section of the city.106) By 1 PM workers
attacked and burned the customs house, and Marine units joined workers in looting
nearby warehouses. Many workers then went to the building housing the publication
most antagonistic towards the labor movement, El Mercurio. Their attack on the
building was less successful, though, as the management had armed its employees in
anticipation of receiving years of working class anger against their publication, and
they resisted the attack, killing seven workers in the process. Soon thereafter
protestors and some of the poorest in the city began to take goods from businesses,
while others stoned the aristocratic houses of Jorge Montt and Juana Ross.107 The
taking of goods continued until the afternoon of the next day, stopping only due to
infantry units arriving from Santiago and machine gun presence in the main plazas.
Between 50 and 100 people died and close to 200 injured during the strike and
aftermath. In the end, the two sides entered into an agreement to bargain over work
issues, and workers received a raise of 10-20 percent, overtime pay for some and
shorter hours for stevedores.
The importance of the strike is four fold. First, in the face of what many
saw as a losing battle, direct action and full on confrontation with the elite forced
employers to listen to their demands or be subjected to thousands of workers’
militant actions. The lesson of working class militancy resulting in large gains would
106This measurement is based on descriptions of streets and plazas in relationship to the various
parts of town plotted on a google map, and then measured using the google map measuring tool.
See Fig. 4 for a map.
107Mario Garcés Dúran, Crisis social y motines populares en el 1900, p. 111.
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not easily be lost on workers’ organizations in the early years of the century. Second,
as Mario Garcés argues, workers’ actions exemplify that the ‘social question’ was not
simply an idea the elite created in response to an increased presence of the working
class in the cities, but also a material reality the working class lived through in the city,
a reality that pushed them to action in order to collectively change their
circumstances.108 Third, the violence of May struck fear in the hearts of elite
Chileans. By the end of the strike the elite knew they had to deal with a strong,
militant and organized working class.109 Fourth, and particularly important for this
paper, the violence of the state and elite groups against working class organizing
revealed the primary modality of confrontation with the social question by the state
and elite groups. If working class people organized to confront the state and elite
groups on anything related to the broad idea of the ‘social question’ in the beginning
of the 20th century, the response would invariably reach the point of violent
repression. As Mario Garcés explains, “[i]t is the intent of disciplining society–
particularly popular society–not through the path of consensus and negotiation, but
rather through the silencing and their negation as interlocutor. Thus, in the first
years of the century, although they did not recognize the existence of the ‘social
question,’ it was necessary to resort to the metallic language of machine guns and
sabers in order to demonstrate that the social question effectively ‘did not exist.’”110
The violence of the strike and its repression, though, would be outdone three years
and three months later when the city of Valparaíso would face destruction unlike any
labor action the elite could dream up.
108Ibid., p. 85.
109According to Garcés (p. 133), the elite would use the memory of the strike to justify violently
repressing other labor actions.
110Ibid., p. 85.
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Chapter 2:
The Disasters, Punishment, Aid and Reconstructing the
Almendral
The earthquake and fires of August 1906
On a rainy night on the 16th of August, 1906, an earthquake shook the city
of Valparaíso stronger than any living person had experienced. After between
fifteen and thirty seconds of calm, residents braced themselves for an aftershock
which lasted almost as long as the initial earthquake. Many residents fled their
homes in search of the open air to avoid falling debris, “converting the streets into
rivers of people.”111 Minutes later the ground shook again. Although some had
found the open air, few made it to large areas of open space, like a plaza, meaning
they were in narrow streets with rubble all around them and a much smaller space to
maneuver in the event that more buildings crashed down around them.112 Small
aftershocks would continue to shake the city and its residents for weeks on end.113
Soon thereafter the city was engulfed with up to 100 different fires, and according to
two residents, the city looked like a bonfire.114 In the coming weeks El Mercurio
published lengthy lists of the people dead or missing from the disasters, a list that
grew each day. El Mercurio also printed notices from people separated from loved
ones in the hopes that someone they knew would read the paper and find out that
their sister, brother or cousin was still alive. In a city with a population of 160,000,

111Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 45
112Ibid., p. 48.
113“These tremors do not stop in their work of alarming the few inhabitants that remain; there are
nights when you feel almost twenty of them.” “Ecos de la catastrofe,” La Reforma (Santiago), 6 de
Setiembre de 1906.
114Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 52 and 54.
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between 3,000 and 5,000 died.115
As the sun rose the next morning, residents began to realize the vastness of
the destruction. Much of the Alemdral, which had been the place of looting three
years earlier during the strike, was almost entirely in ruins. Rodriguez Rozas and
Gajardo Cruzat, in their book on the disaster published months later the same year,
walked the reader through many of the major streets of the city, and while a few
seem to have escaped with little damage, the overwhelming feeling is of a city, once
thought of as the ‘Pearl of the Pacific,’ in total ruins.116 One writer visiting
Valparaíso from Santiago described Las Delicias as “a terrible picture” with nearly all
of its buildings destroyed. The same writer also described the Almendral: “the
names of the streets are the only parts of the streets that remain.”117 Some of the
hill portion of the city resisted the earthquake quite well, such as Cerro Barón,
Rodriguez, Polanco, Concepción and Alegre, while others, such as Cerro de la Cruz
and de la Merced, were completely destroyed by either the earthquake or fires.118
People quickly built temporary camps in the main plazas and streets, turning the
Gran Avenida de Brasil into a “half-mile-long refugee camp.” Some even turned the
city’s trams into their homes, while others used boats in the bay as temporary

115Samuel Martland, “Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State,” p. 235-236 proposes the
figure “over 3,000” while Luis L. Zegers, El Terremoto de 16 de Agosto de 1906, p. 34 estimates 5,000
dead. Martland’s number is based on Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat’s La
Catástrofe (p. 168), which did not take into consideration the numerous people that died in the days
after the disaster. In the case of the 1944 San Juan, Argentina earthquake, the death tole was also
left unknown. Healey (The Ruins of the New Argentina, p. 60-61) argues that "[t]his silence reflected
state incapacity more than political intent. This was less a matter of failing to recognize pain than
of being unable to name and master it." At this point, the reason for the unknown total figure for
the Valparaíso earthquake is less clear.
116Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 66-154.
117“Ecos de la catastrofe,” La Reforma (Santiago), 2 and 4 de Setiembre de 1906.
118Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 93, 104 and 164; Samuel
Martland, “Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State,” p. 235.
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Figure 2
Destruction from the earthquakes and fires at the intersection of Edwards and
Blanco.
Source: memoriachilena.cl

Figure 3
Plaza de la Victoria after the earthquakes and fires.
Source: memoriachilena.cl
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housing.119 Priests walked the streets offering help to victims, men began to
construct temporary housing and women helped prepare meals with the little
available.120
The destruction of the city was not a total destruction, though. In the first
telegram to Santiago, Intendant Larrain Alcalde wrote of an “almost completely
destroyed” city. Yet, as Martland has pointed out, the city was not “almost
completely destroyed”; rather, the entire section of the most elite part of the city, the
Almendral, was destroyed, which reflected a “restricted definition of Valparaíso.”121
In the telegram, the Almendral was the only part of the city that carried any
significance, and its destruction equated with the destruction of the entire city. Local
archival documents reinforce this idea as well. After not being able to meet due to
the earthquake, the municipal government talked of the “almost total disappearance
of the city as a consequence of the earthquake of August 16.”122 It is safe to say that
in the aftermath of the earthquake, the political elite revealed their feelings about
which parts of the city they valued, and which were negligible.
As noted earlier, though, even if the Almendral was the most elite section of
the city, conventillos made up a significant portion of the Almendral. Thus, if one
were to overlay María Ximena Urbina Carrasco’s map of conventillos in 1886 (Figure 5)
with Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat’s map of the destruction
in the city (Figure 4), both from the earthquake and the fires, it is absolutely clear

119Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 61; “Asilados en los buques
– en busca de viveres,” El Mercurio (Valparaiso), 20 de Agosto de 1906; Samuel Martland,
“Constructing Valparaíso,” p. 193.
120Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 53-54 and 61-62.
121Samuel Martland, “Social and Political Fault Lines,” in Aftershocks, p. 85.
122Archivo Nacional Histórico, Fondo Actas Municipalidad de Valparaíso, Mayo 6 de 1906 –
Noviembre 9 de 1906, Tomo 45, Vol. 182, p. 876.
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1. Plaze Echaúrren
2. Plaza Sotomayor
– Affected by the earthquake

Figure 4

3. Plaza de la Victoria
4. Gran Avenida de Brasil
– Affected by the fire

Source: Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, no page number (between
p. 130 and 131).

that the disasters brought down both elite and popular buildings.123 For example, if
we look at Calle del Olivar, the last street labeled in the bay in Figure 5, in 1886 there
were seven conventillos in the three blocks after the Gran Avenida. Even if some of
the conventillos were transformed into other forms of housing in the twenty years
between the 1886 map and the 1906 earthquake and fires, it is probable that some of
the conventillos remained. Now, taking that same three block span of Calle de Olivar,
the map of the destruction from the earthquake and fires of 1906 shows that all
three of those blocks were affected by either the earthquakes or fires, depending on

123María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso, no page number (third map, between
p. 110 and 111); Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, no page
number (between p. 130 and 131).
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Figure 5
Map of conventillos in the Almendral section of Valparaíso in 1886.
Each darkened square represents a conventillo in 1886.
Source: María Ximena Urbina Carrasco, Los conventillos de Valparaíso,
no page number (third map, between p. 110 and 111).

the side of the street. Nonetheless, both the writing from the most circulated books
and newspapers from the time and government documents show a concern only
with the destruction of elite buildings and institutions.
While the private notes of the local government confirm a restricted
definition of the city, it also reflected a discursive production of the space of the
Almendral. If, as some have pointed out, space is never a given, and must be
produced,124 then elite exclusion of working class housing in descriptions of the
disaster in the Almendral was an attempt, either conscious or unconscious, to
produce a new spatial imagination of the Almendral that excluded any elements of
working class life. In a perceptive analysis of space in Mexico, Raymond Craib has
124See, for instance Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005);
Raymond B. Craib, Cartographic Mexico: A History of State Fixations and Fugitive Landscapes (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2004), esp. “Introduction: Writing a Spatial History of Modern Mexico.”
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Figure 6
Unlabeled cerro after the earthquake.
Source: AA. VV., Terremotos en Chile, p. 49.

persuasively argued that maps are anything but objective reflections of the space they
represent, and in many cases can be used to “reorder” the ground they supposedly
represent.125 While Craib’s analysis is based on the distance between the terrain and
the creation of the physical map, his analysis fits with my discussion of the discursive
map the elite were attempting to create at this moment. It was a private discursive
creation of an elite-only Almendral past in order to create an elite-only future; in a
sense, it set up discursive parameters necessary for the material reconstruction of the
Almendral, a point we will return to later in this chapter.

125Raymond Craib, Cartographic Mexico, p. 123.
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The New Space of the City: Crime, Theft, Punishment
In the aftermath of the disaster the authorities in the city saw the need for
complete control over the city, particularly due to the historical strength of the labor
movement. In the first issue of El Mercurio released after the disaster, the writer
argued that “public order should be maintained at all cost, general orders fulfilled
with military exactness” and that citizens should obey all representatives of the
authorities, the police and other armed people working for order in the city. Enrique
Larrain Alcalde, the Intendant of the Province, instituted a curfew from 6 PM until 7
AM for all areas of the city with damaged or fallen buildings, except for those with
written permission from the Intendant’s office.126 A day later on the 20th of August,
El Mercurio writers reinforced the need for the curfew (now shortened to 6 AM), and
added that workers in a fit state to work should help with the cleaning of public
streets and the tearing down of badly damaged buildings.127 Larrain Alcalde
essentially instituted martial law, and those who did not conform to the strict military
rules of the new order faced tough punishment. As Samuel Martland has argued,
the militarization of the city may have been a reflection of the previous urban strikes
and riots, with the state focusing more on security and obedience than on services
and supplies for the population in the immediate aftermath.128 Indeed, decree 4,526,
which created a General Commission of Aid and named the people on the
commission, dates from August 24th, over a week after the initial earthquake,
suggesting that in the first few days afterward, the city authorities were much more

126“Ordenes de las Autoridades,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 19 de Agosto de 1906.
127“Los deberes del momento,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 20 de Agosto de 1906.
128Samuel Martland, “Social and Political Fault Lines,” in Aftershocks, p. 74 and 92.
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concerned about order than helping those in need.129
With the destruction of much of the Almendral section of the city, the state
reorganized its spatial functioning in the city. In the direct aftermath, the office of
the Intendant, the Police, the General Command of the Armed Forces and many
other public offices all relocated to the Plaza de la Victoria, the plaza marking the
geographic dividing line between the Almendral and the Centro.130 Many of the local
decrees by Larrain Alcalde began and were distributed from the Plaza de la Victoria,
published under the title “Ordenes de la Plaza.” In one of these “Ordenes de la
Plaza,” released four days after the earthquake, Intendent Alcalde decreed that store
owners were to bring provisions to the plaza, most likely in order to then be
distributed to people in the plaza.131 While the authorities distributed functions of
the state to other plazas, such as sanitary services, the directions and authority of the
state centered in and emanated from the Plaza de la Victoria.
The Plaza de la Victoria measured 112 meters wide and 109 meters long,
offering plenty of space to conduct local government affairs. The plaza also offered
quick access to other parts of the city, as Condell and Salvador Donoso streets ran
on either side of the plaza and the Gran Avenida Brasil, the main street in the city
was located within two blocks, connecting the plaza and state functions to the
Almendral, the Centro and Puerto. Just outside of the plaza, the earth rose to create
Cerro Bellavista, on top of which stood a monument to “Cristo Redentor”

129“Decreto que nombra la Comision Jeneral de Socorros. Núm. 4,526,” 2.a Seccion, Anuario del
Ministerio del Interior correspondiente al año 1906 (Santiago de Chile: Imprenta Nacional, 1909), p. 183185.
130El Mercurio (Valparaiso), 19 de Agosto de 1906; “Ordenes del Dia,” El Mercurio (Valparaiso), 22 de
Agosto de 1906; and Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso 1536-1910. Recopilacion Histórica, Comercial
y Social (Valparaiso: Imprenta Minerva, 1910), p. 26-28.
131“Detalles de la catastrofe,” El Mercurio (Valparaiso), 21 de Agosto de 1906.
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[Redeeming Christ]. As one local described, the monument was composed of a large
figure made of cement and brick, with a space for a lamp in front of it, where a
small angel playing a trumpet also sat. The figure of Christ, “in a situation full of
charity” had his “arms wide open toward the city.” The shaking of the earthquake
greatly damaged the monument, leaving a broken monument at the top of the
cerro.132 Functionaries of the state, people coming to receive food or help, and
people using the plaza for any other reason, most likely looked to the monument
with a variety of thoughts: some may have offered thanks for surviving the disaster,
others may have seen the damaged monument as a reflection of the moment, and
those who had listened to or read anarchist speeches and newspapers denouncing
religion may have reconsidered their religious faith.133
In the time directly after the disaster, anyone suspected of stealing or causing
fires was punished with public lashes or death.134 In the first few days after the
disaster the local police and groups of “guards of order” formed by firefighters and
some residents executed numerous people by means of the bullet for theft, many in
the Gran Avenida de Brasil, previously the most important avenue in the city and in
the aftermath of the earthquake one of the main places for temporary housing by

132Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaiso, p. 40, 50, 56-58.
133In the aftermath of the 1891 Nōbi earthquake and fires in Japan, some people lost their faith in
Buddhism; “There were also recordings of the loss of faith. People said openly (according to one
reporter) that “Buddhism has not power.”” Gregory Clancey, Earthquake Nation, p. 134.
134As Samuel Martland has noted (“Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State”, p. 236), Alfredo
Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, the authors of La Catástrofe del 16 de Agosto de 1906 en
la República de Chile and a key primary source for any study of the disaster, were quite impressed
with the work of the authorities in their handling of the aftermath of the disaster. It is worth
mentioning, as well, that Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas was a lawyer, and despite the punishments
without any type of trials, discussed below, he nonetheless thought it nearly impossible that any
lawyers would find fault with the process of punishment in the days after the earthquake: “On my
part I can declare that not in the slightest has the constitution not been applied due to the
situation in Valparaíso and I think that between my collegues, there is not a single one that would
have words of not only admiration, but also of gratitude for our authorities.” “La reunion de
abogados,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 6 de Setiembre de 1906.
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those displaced from the disaster. The police publicly displayed their bodies and tied
them to posts with a sign that read “For Stealing” as a warning to all others in the
city.135 Others were executed for setting fire to debris.136 The exact number of
people executed is unclear, with numbers ranging from “about 15 people” to “a little
over 100,” but the number is less important than the method; the executions seem to
have been more important as public statements regarding unacceptable behavior and
state power to survivors of the disaster than as punishment for individual acts.137
Those found alarming residents with false information about a recurring disaster in
order to make people want to leave their residence, most likely in order to steal,
received between 80 and 100 lashes the first time, and execution on the second
occurrence.138 Days later, on August 24th, Augustin Rojas was punished with 150

135“El orden publico,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 20 de Agosto de 1906; “El Orden Publico” and “Los
fusilamientos en Valparaíso,” El Chileno (Valparaíso), 23 de Agosto de 1906. Martland, following
Rodríguez Rozas and Gajardo Cruzat (p. 195), writes of “about 15 people” being executed.
Samuel Martland, “Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State,” p. 237. Martland also points
out the the location of the executed bodies out for display. “Social and Political Fault Lines,” in
Aftershocks, p. 76. On the “guards of order,” see “Disolucion de las guardias del órden” and “La
guardia nocturna,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 30 de Agosto de 1906 and 10 de Setiembre de 1906.
These guards of order play a particularly mixed role, as they appear to have acted in conjunction
with the military apparatus in punishing people, but also seem to have helped pull people out of
rubble and distributed aid as well. For this aspect in Santiago, see “La Noche triste,” La Reforma
(Santiago), 17 de Agosto de 1906.
136“Estado de la ciudad,” La Reforma (Santiago), 24 de Agosto de 1906. Martland suggests that some
of those setting fire to debris may have been well off residents looking for insurance
reimbursements, although he admits this is only a suggestion and that he has not found much
evidence for this, besides a few newspaper articles that are based on suspitions more than anything
else. Samuel Martland, “Social and Political Fault Lines,” in Aftershocks, p. 77 and 94 note 22.
137Martland, following Rodríguez Rozas and Gajardo Cruzat (p. 195), writes of “about 15 people”
being executed. Samuel Martland, “Reconstructing the City, Constructing the State,” p. 237. For
the higher number, see “El Orden Publico,” El Chileno (Valparaíso), 23 de Agosto de 1906.
138“Los fusilamientos en Valparaiso,” El Chileno (Valparaíso), 29 de Agosto de 1906. The article “
Zozobras e Inquietudes...” in La Reforma (Santiago), 21 de Agosto de 1906, also writes of
“criminal spirits” attempting to scare residents. El Ferrocarril apparently still saw the need to
reinforce the idea that people warning about new earthquakes on September 5 th, writing that “the
everybody asks the competent authorities that they apply the punishment of one hundred
lashings” against those warning of new earthquakes. Quoted in an attack on the Church, in “¡Si,
que se les azote!,” La Reforma (Santiago), 6 de Setiembre de 1906. Residents scaring others into
thinking another disaster was soon to come is not something unique to Chile. Charles F. Walker
notes, for instance, that after the 1746 earthquake-tsunami in Lima, a “black man on horseback
screamed that another, even larger wave would soon strike, this time reaching Lima” and despite
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lashes for assaulting a police Sergeant, followed by another 150 lashes the next day.139
The authorities punished almost any crime with a public display, much of the time in
the Avenida de Brasil and thus in the midst of those who had lost their homes to the
disaster and had set up temporary housing on the Avenida de Brasil or others
traveling from one part of the city to the next. They very easily could have used less
populated and traveled streets to execute people, display their corpses or lash people,
but they specifically chose the most populated and traversed places in order to
perform the power of the state to an audience, to show the population their fate if
they were suspected of breaking any laws.140
This method of punishment may have been suitable for recently committed
crimes, but how would they deal with those already locked away in jail for crimes
committed prior to the disaster? While the physical structure of the Valparaíso jail
was not in sound condition prior to the earthquake,141 the disaster complicated the
problem of prisoners and the jail, as it, according to El Chileno, looked like the

efforts by the viceroy, many residents panicked and left the city. Shaky Colonialism, p. 158.
139“Azotes,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 24 de Agosto de 1906. Samuel Martland also mentions this
case. “Social and Political Fault Lines” in Aftershocks, p. 76.
140The police proudly proclaimed in their journal that they helped calm the chaos after the
earthquake and fires, and should be rewarded for their work during the difficult aftermath of
disaster. See “La policia de Valparaiso,” Revista de la Policia de Valparaiso, Año 1, N° 1, Octubre 31,
1906, p. 18-19. For some conservative historians, state punishment and execution were entirely
justified. Gonzalo Vial, for instance, writes that the earthquake was terrible enough, but “to top it
off, the lumpen appeared and began to act” as conservative historians would expect the ‘lumpen’
to act, “causing and spreading fires for the mere pleasure of destroying.” The initial executions
may have been without trials, but the authorities acted with “unselfishness” in punishing those
seen as exacerbating the disaster with their own acts of theft or arson; in essence, the punishments
were justified considering the circumstances. As will be shown below, this argument
fundamentally misses the working class view of the aftermath and is, in my opinion, historically
inaccurate. Historia de Chile (1891-1973). Triunfo y Decadencia de la Oligarquía (1891-1920), Vol. II
(Santiago: Editorial del Pacifico, 1983), p. 430.
141In an article published on the 13th of August, three days before the earthquake, writers from El
Mercurio describe an interview with local criminal celebrity Emilio Dubois, in the middle of which
it began to rain, wetting the writers. In a later article from El Mercurio, the newspaper laments the
“deplorable” condition of the jail damaged from the earthquake, yet also notes that the structural
condition of the jail was terrible even before the earthquake. See “El proceso contra Dubois” and
“Carcelo Modelo,” El Mercurio (Valparaiso), 13 de Agosto de 1906 and 22 de Marzo de 1907.
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earthquake “lashed the prison,” resulting in a jail open to the public and open for
prisoners to escape.142 According to El Chileno, the guards did not waste a single
moment during the earthquake, confronting prisoners who had the idea of escaping.
Marcial Lois Solar, the warden, quickly visited the prison and on seeing the
devastation of the jail, agreed to set free almost 80 people whose prison sentences
were close to completion. On hearing the news, the prisoners fell to their knees and
pleaded not to throw them out, since in the plano they were executing people and in
the jail they had some security of food and a place to stay.143 The account given by
Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat concerning the prison is quite
different than the El Chileno coverage. Their story is one of a minor revolt by the
inmates, which the guards repressed with violence, resulting in a few deaths among
the prisoners.144 From the newspapers and documents I have read, it is not yet clear
whose story is closer to what actually occurred.
In the aftermath of the earthquake and fires, the local authorities and the
elite found it necessary to force the working class to begin working for the city. In
order to complete this task, the local authorities attempted to halt public movement
in the city by requiring workers to carry a paper with them that described the type of
work they were doing.145 This paper functioned as the workers’ pass to traverse the

142“La Carcel de Valparaiso,” El Chileno (Valparaíso), 29 de Agosto de 1906
143Ibid. Although this story may sound like a justification for the jail and its methods, it may be true.
In the case of a 1941 flood due to melting glaciers in Huaraz, Peru, Mark Carey describes the
opening up of a hole in the local prison, the fleeing of inmates and then the return of some of
them, who would then be released for “valiant conscience” while others never returned. Mark A.
Healey, as well, found that after the 1944 San Juan earthquake, the warden released all of the
prisoners on the condition that they promised to return so that they could find their families.
Some of these same prisoners later helped the warden get his car out of a ditch, cheered his
decision, and “[a]ll but twenty-five [out of almost 400] would later return on their own.” See Mark
Carey, In the Shadow of Melting Glaciers, p. 27; Mark A. Healey, The Ruins of the New Argentina, p. 55.
144Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 160-162.
145“El Gobierno a los habitantes de Valparaiso,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 23 y 24 de Agosto de 1906.
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city, but most likely also restricted their movement to particular spaces: if the paper
described one type of work, then the worker would probably be questioned if found
walking in a section of the city where that type of work did not take place; some
types of work, though, may have allowed for greater movement, such as collecting
the bodies of those killed in the disaster and then burying them.146 One of the
“Orders of the Day” from Larrain Alcalde on the 25th of August called for workers
to begin reestablishing communication with other cities, and that in order to do this
the state required all the collective effor of as many workers as possible. Those that
did not want to work and did not have a suitable excuse would be taken to the plaza
to meet with Capitan Gomez Carreño, who would then make a decision on their
punishment.147 The punishment for a working class person who refused to work was
most likely severe, and given the violence of the authorities discussed above,
punishment may have ranged from a jail sentence to execution and everything in
between.
International and Domestic Aid
Within days the international community began to send notices to Chile
concerning the collection of aid money for the victims of the disaster. By August
22nd, the government of Argentina had approved at least 200,000 nacionales in aid,
delegates at the Pan-American Congress, in session in Brazil during the earthquake,
began collecting money, and the governments of Germany and Ecuador were also in
the process of gathering aid.148 The delegates at the Congress passed a resolution in

Comparatively, see Lauren Derby, The Dictator’s Shadow, p. 92-93
146Ibid.; “La primera comisaria,” 20 de Agosto de 1906.
147“Orden del Dia,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 26 de Agosto de 1906.
148“Noticias del estranjero sobre el terremoto,” El Mercurio (Valparaiso), 22 de Agosto de 1906. The
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support of Chile in the aftermath of the disaster, “hop[ing] that the catastrophe will
not prove so grave as indicated by the first news, and that out of the actual ruins
there shall shortly arise a new prosperity and greatness for their sister Republic.”149
In the coming days, many other countries sent notice of donations as well: local
authorities in London wrote of 23,265 pounds sterling, the Peruvian government
would donate at least 2,000 pounds sterling as well as supplies and jackets, the Club
Urugai wrote that they would not celebrate the anniversary of their nation in order
to give the funds usually used for the celebration to Chile, and the Brazilian
government voted in favor of sending one million pesos to Chile.150 Alfredo
Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat’s later account of the disaster provide
different totals for international aid from particular countries, sometimes less aid, but
the vastness of the aid, both numerically and geographically, is still significant.151 In a
showing of solidarity from a city also recently wrecked by an earthquake, the city of
San Francisco raised $15,000, the first donation money from the United States, to
give to Chile, the city of Los Angeles donated $5,000 and New York residents
donated $10,000 as well.152

Pan-American conference passed the following recolution on August 21, 1906:
149The full resolution reads: “Resolved. That on behalf of the Third International Conference of the
American States assembled in special session at Rio de Janeiro, August 21, 1906, the Brazilian
Government be requested to express to the Government of Chile the deep sorrow with which it
has received the news of the disaster which has befallen a sister nation; the sincerity with which
the American Republics share its grief; the hope that the catastrophe will not prove so grave as
indicated by the first news, and that out of the actual ruins there shall shortly arise a new
prosperity and greatness for their sister Republic.” Report of the Delegates of the United States to the
Third International Conference of the American States held at Rio de Janeiro Brazil, July 21, to August 26
1906 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1907), p. 24.
150“Telegramas,” El Mercurio (Valparaiso), 25 de Agosto de 1906; Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and
Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 310-311 and 317.
151Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat’s La Catástrofe, p. 301-332
152US Minister Hicks to the Secretary of State, August 23, 1906 and December 31, 1906, House
Documents: Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States with the Annual Message of the
President Transmitted to Congress December 3, 1906 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1909),
p. 157 and 159; “Estados Unidos y la catastrofe,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 6 de Setiembre de 1906.
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The notification of aid created the need for a group of people to oversee its
distribution, and on the 24th of August, Liberal President Germán Riesco decreed
the creation of a “General Commission of Aid.”153 Although Valparaíso was hit the
hardest by the disaster, the members on the commission were primarily from
Santiago, with the Minister of the Interior, the Intendant of Santiago, and the mayor
of Santiago all part of the the commission. This initial commission was then
followed up with another, local Valparaíso based commission on September 7th.154
The actual distribution of aid, though, confused the Chilean bureaucracy and was
slow to reach those in need. According to Minister Hicks from the United States,
“[t]he aggregate sums received by the Government are so vast that the work of
distribution is a puzzle to the authorities, and I understand only a small amount has
been actually disbursed up to date [December 31st], and, of course, only a portion of
the sufferers have been assisted.”155 This assessment by Hicks is at least partially
confirmed in the Presidential decrees of 1906. While President Riesco created the
above commission, he left office on September 18th and was followed by recently
elected Pedro Montt. On the 13th of December, it appeared that the authorities
would begin to distribute funds shortly. In Decree Number 6,354, Montt created
small commissions in localities throughout the country that would oversee the
distribution of the two million pesos in aid from foreign countries, one million of
which was specifically directed for Valparaíso.156 At the same time that Montt and
153“Decreto que nombra la Comision Jeneral de Socorros. Núm. 4,526,” 2. a Seccion, Anuario del
Ministerio del Interior correspondiente al año 1906, p. 183-185.
154“Decreto que nombra comision de socorros para Valparaiso. Núm. 4,794,” 2.a Seccion, Anuario del
Ministerio del Interior correspondiente al año 1906, p. 199.
155US Minister Hicks to the Secretary of State, December 31, 1906, House Documents, p. 159.
156“Decreto que distribuye fondos de los erogados por las naciones estranjeras, i nombra comisiones
al respecto. Núm. 6,354,” 2.a Seccion, Anuario del Ministerio del Interior correspondiente al año 1906, p.
209-213.
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the authorities were figuring out how to distribute foreign aid, they were also issuing
a series of decrees on aid to state employees affected by the earthquake, to be paid
with what appears to have been domestic funding. Between November 14th and
December 13th, Montt issued four different decrees, with each successive decree
modifying small sections of the previous decree, such as requiring public employees
eligible for money to bring a written request to the Intendent or Governor. The final
decree of the 13th of December offered the Intendent of Valparaíso 680,000 pesos
(the Intendent of Santiago received 39,900 pesos, in comparison), and limited the
amount a worker could receive to a maximum of three months of their typical
salary.157
However, even after a month of decrees and time to organize, funds were
still slow to arrive. Employees at the Empresa de Agua Potable [Water Company]
waited until mid-January to receive aid, while funds for employees at the Telegrafo
del Estado [Telegraph Company] did not arrive until the beginning of March.158
These employees had to wait months on end for state aid despite the fact that the
state and elites viewed these employees as more important than blue collar
workers.159 While foreign aid surely did not arrive directly after the earthquake and
the local authorities probably took some time to gather domestic money for
157“Ausilio a los empleados públicos damnificados por el terremoto de 16 de agosto de 1906. Lei
Núm. 1,881”, “Decreto reglamentario de la lei 1,881, que concede un ausilio a los empleados
públicos damnificados. Número 5,949”, “ Decreto que modifica el anterior. Núm. 6,035”,
“Decreto que distribuye los fondos concebidos por lei núm. 1,881, de 14 de noviembre de 1906, a
los empleados públicos damnificados por el terremoto. Núm. 6,379”, all in 2. a Seccion, Anuario del
Ministerio del Interior correspondiente al año 1906, p. 123-124, 204-208.
158Archivo Nacional Histórico, Fondo Intendencia de Valparaíso, Terremoto de 1906, Vol. 1204.
The idea of directing funds into the hands of public employees had been around for months, too.
See “Los empleados publicos,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 9 de Setiembre de 1906 as well as the
articles discussed below in chapter 3.
159In Chile there was a legal distinction between employees [empleados] and blue collar workers
[obreros], with employees higher than workers on the social hierarchy of society. This distinction
would come up in La Reforma when discussing aid, a point I will return to in the next chapter. See
“¡Los únicos felices!,” La Reforma (Santiago), 2 de Setiembre de 1906.
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distribution, the creation of the smaller commissions to distribute foreign aid nearly
four months after the earthquake and the series of decrees and then delay in aid for
state employees points to either an increasingly complicated method needed for
distribution that itself must have delayed the actual distribution of aid or, in the case
of aid for state workers, a lack of concern for non-elite sectors of society.160
Reconstructing the Almendral161
A brief browsing through El Mercurio in the weeks after the disaster reveals a
quite curious phenomenon: the hunger, loss and death felt by residents and the
destruction of the city began to compete for space in the newspaper with updates of
a recently formed group called the “vecinos” [neighbors/residents]. The first article
on the group appeared on the front page on August 23rd, a week after the disaster.
The article described their initial motives as one of helping the general population of
the port, of helping with cleanliness in the temporary housing camps, and the
moving of debris.162 While this may seem like a benevolent act by concerned
citizens, one must be cautious of their aims and locate the group and its actions
within the class politics playing out in the direct aftermath of the earthquake and
160I will complicate this idea and return to the issue of aid in the next chapter.
161Due to my short time in Santiago, I did not have the time to read a thesis on the reconstruction of
Valparaíso after the earthquake that would surely have made this section much better. Simón
Castillo Fernández, at the Universidad de Chile, mentioned Pablo Páez G.’s masters thesis, “La
oportunidad de la destrucción en la urbanística moderna: planes y proyectos para la
reconstrucicón de Valparaíso tras el terremoto de 1906” (Instituto de de Estudios Urbanos y
Territoriales, Pontifica Universidad Católica de Chile, Santiago de Chile, 2008), which will be
essential reading for any project on the earthquake and its aftermath in the future. For
reconstruction after disasters in other places, see Mark A. Healey, The Ruins of the New Argentina;
Charles F. Walker, “The Upper Classes and Their Upper Stories: Architecture and the Aftermath
of the Lima Earthquake of 1746,” Hispanic American Historical Review 83, No. 1 (Feb. 2003): 53-82.
162“La reunion de vecinos ayer,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 23 de Agosto de 1906. Unfortunately the
microfilm quality in the collection held by the US Library of Congress is terrible for the second
page of El Mercurio, making it incredibly difficult to read the second half of the article. Articles
on the meeting of the vecinos would remain on the front page of El Mercusio, moving from the far
right of the page to the top of the first or second column in the next few days, then move around
the paper.

55

fires; indeed, their first meeting took place in a room of the Banco de Chile and the
list of the people involved included the primer alcalde Enrique Bermudez and
various other elite names.163
The next meeting of the group took place three days later, and despite the
short notice to the members, they were able to gather thirty people to meet in a
room in the Banco de Chile.164 Two special guests attended this meeting, both
recently arrived from Santiago: President Germán Riesco and President-elect Pedro
Montt, which again speaks to the type of people present at the meeting. Indeed, it
appears that Riesco and Montt asked for the group to convene a meeting so that they
could discuss the current situation with the newly formed group. Riesco opened the
meeting by telling those present that the government realized the extent of the
damage from the earthquake and fires, and truly hoped that they could begin to
rebuild their homes and businesses as quickly as possible. The vecinos all thanked
Riesco for his support, and emphasized that they would need the central
government’s help in rebuilding. E. J. J. H. Sandiford, a foreigner in Chile connected
with the Compañia de Salitres y Ferrocarril de Agua Santa in Tarapacá who
mentioned that he represented other foreigners as well, told Riesco that the damage
was much too vast for them to rebuild themselves, and suggested that he create a
commission of “respectable neighbors” to assess the damage and put forward ideas
on how to rebuild.165 Anjel Guarello spoke next, and his comments reveal an almost
163For a very different interpretation of the group, see María Teresa Figari G., “Bien comun y orden
publico. A propósito del terremoto de Valparaíso de 1906,” Revista Archivum Nº 5, año IV, p. 48.
164“La reunion de vecinos ayer,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 27 de Agosto de 1906. Unfortunately the
first page of the August 26th edition of El Mercurio is missing from the microfilm, which means
that they may have had another meeting between these two dates, but without the front page we
cannot know for sure.
165For information on Sandiford, see Juan Ricardo Couyoumdjian, “El alto comersio de Valparaíso y
las grandes casas extranjeras, 1880-1930. Una aproximación,” Historia 33 (2000). Arnold Bauer,
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ecstatic joy at the prospect of rebuilding: “I support the ideas of señor Valdes
Vergara [who spoke before Sandiford], it [reconstruction] can be a measure to help
the relative progress of Valparaíso, the expropriation and reconstruction in the form
of a model, all of the Almendral. This was an idea that I had, even before the
earthquake, for the future of Valparaíso.” Riesco completely agreed and they created
the list of members for the commission at that very moment. They closed the
meeting with applause for the local authorities that took charge after the disaster,
who “gave confidence to the inhabitants and remedied the consequences of the
calamity as best as they could” and protected the city and its inhabitants from those
who wanted to create “disorder.” Their next scheduled meeting convened one day
later in the office of El Mercurio.
These two initial articles on the group, which would call itself the “Comision
Jeneral de Vecinos” [General Commission of Neighbors/Residents], reveal two
important aspects of reconstruction. First, as Samuel Martland has shown, the
earthquake and fires set in motion a process of increasing central government (i.e.
Santiago) control over Valparaíso. Local elites clearly wanted, and perhaps needed,
financial support from the central government, and these early meetings solidified
the link between local elites and the central government. Thus, if this indeed marks
the transition to rule by the central government, it was a transition that local elites
desired and pushed forward. Second, local elites viewed the destruction of the
Almendral as an opportunity to reconstruct it to their benefit. Indeed, some, such as
Anjel Guarello quoted above, had already been thinking about radically changing the

following the work of Sergio Villalobos, writes that “[b]y 1850, two thirds (674 out of 909) of the
taxpaying businesses and seventy per cent of the most important merchant houses in the port of
Valparaíso were foreign-owned.” Chilean Rural Society from the Spanish Conquest to 1930, p. 87.
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landscape of the Almendral prior to the disaster. While the commission members
were ‘officially’ named by President Riesco, the basic group had formed prior to
Riesco’s arrival, meaning that Riesco essentially gave an official name to the group.
The situation seems rather paradoxical: the central government in Santiago began to
take more control at the exact same time that local elites began to think about
reconstructing the Almendral. Yet this was the coalition of groups that would
combine the funds of the central government and local, elite knowledge and power
to put forward the first ideas on how to rebuild the Almendral, in a vision partially
created prior to the disaster, and developed more fully when the opportunity of vast
destruction arose.
In the next meetings of the commission, the members set out a few specific
tasks in their project of reconstruction. The members put their heads together to
think about the best way of reconstructing the Almendral, as well as the possibility
of creating a dock. They came to the conclusion that a dock would not be
“convenient,” and suggested that they “expropriate” all of the land considered part
of the Almendral in order to truly rebuild the Almendral. They then began to think
about ways of expropriating the land, of how much they would need to pay each
land owner for their building or plot of land, “taking in account the interest of the
property owners.” The money to fund this expropriation, they hoped, would come
directly from the central government in Santiago.166 The next day they met again,
and voted to ask the local mayor to issue a decree prohibiting the construction of
two story buildings with “heavy materials” and agreed on the need to begin moving
people from temporary housing in open spaces and onto open land away from the
166“Comision Jeneral de Vecinos,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 28 and 29 de Agosto de 1906. Quotes are
from the later.
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city center, particularly toward the Playa Ancha area and the cerros.167 The final
assessment of total land to be expropriated by the commission’s suggestion reached
564,000 square meters, which they argued was “absolutely necessary” for the future
security of the city from “floods, fires and earthquakes.”168
In the following weeks El Mercurio opened up its columns to property owners
in the Almendral to write opinion pieces on the suggestions of the commission, with
particular emphasis on the prospect of the vast expropriation of land. The first
letter published by El Mercurio, signed by “Un Propietario” [a landowner], wrote of
their complete support of the planned expropriation, and mentioned that the
specifics of the expropriation should be left to “los tecnicos” since they know what
is best for “commerce and the interest of the country.” The second letter, written by
E. C. Eberhardt, also supported the expropriation and desired to leave the technical
aspects of the buildings to “men of the profession.” Eberhardt’s letter also
mentioned that the “magnificent idea” of total expropriation calmed the fears of
numerous merchants and industrialists that, with uncertainty in the days after the
disaster, had thought about leaving the country.169 In another letter, L., an owner of
multiple properties in the Almendral that lost nearly all of his buildings from the
disaster, wrote of his complete support of the expropriation.170 The vast majority
of the letters published by El Mercurio were in enthusiastic support of the
expropriation, thinking of a more modern, comfortable Almendral, with few
suggestions on how to do it differently. One letter, for instance, supported the
expropriation, but thought that the work should focus on half of the area first, then
167“Comision Jeneral de Vecinos,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 30 de Agosto de 1906.
168“Comision jeneral de vecinos,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 2 de Setiembre de 1906.
169“La espropiacion del Almendral,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 6 de Setiembre de 1906.
170“La espropriacion del Almendral,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 15 de Setiembre de 1906.
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when that was completed, to switch to the second half. The reason for this
suggestion had nothing to do with a rational of constructing slowly in order to make
sure the new builders were structurally sound, nor due to a worry about finding
enough construction workers to actually rebuild such a large section of the city.
Rather, the suggestion was due to the amount of workers a complete expropriation
would require. Cesar Salinas R., the author of the article, estimated that a project of
such magnitude would require 20,000 workers, plus an extra 4-5 thousand more since
many of them would inevitably get sick or celebrate “Saint Monday” on a regular
basis. The prospect of so many workers in a condensed area did not sound
appealing to Salinas.171
There were critics of the planned expropriation too, though, and these critics
seem to have been mostly middle class people. One letter, signed by Carlos Delano,
argued that if the government was going to help the property owners in the
Almendral, then they should do the same in the hills.172 Another letter, signed by X.
X., criticized the composition of the commission, calling it a “shame” that “small
property owners are not represented” in the slightest. If small property owners were
on the commission, surely the plan would be different. The letter also argued that
people should have the option to opt out of the expropriations since small property
holders most likely held an emotional attachment to their property.173 Two days later
another small property owner wrote a scathing critique of the planned expropriation,
arguing that “the expropriation of the Almendral would be even more serious and of
worse consequences for the poor property owner than the earthquake itself.” The

171“La espropriacion del Almendral,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 9 de Setiembre de 1906.
172“La espropriacion del Almendral,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 11 de Setiembre de 1906.
173“La espropriacion del Almendral,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 12 de Setiembre de 1906.
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letter, signed by X. Y. Z., continued:
For a young man, for the rich property owner, that received
the property through inheritance, perhaps the projected
expropriation does not mean anything for them; but for the man that
has a family and passed the second half of their life [in the property],
the above mentioned project would be the biggest disaster, as proven
[above].
The benefit of the expropriation would be for the trusts; for
the large companies; for the millionaires, to the detriment of the
poor property owner that would never be able to obtain property of
an equal number of [square] meters that he had before and at a price
similar to the expropriated price.
In a word, the middle class, that class which has so often been
talked about and is the real victim, would one more time be repressed
if the project in question reaches its end.
We think that the government really should take our
reasoning into account. Our reasoning may not be written with
elegance, but it is born from the fear that we have of the realization
of the project that would be called: ‘the final earthquake.’174
These few letters reveal that the middle class residents of the Almendral
conceptualized the expropriation project as a profoundly class based plan, designed
by the local elite for the benefit of the elite. Financially the elite would benefit from
the plan, while middle class property owners would never be able to live as they did
prior to the earthquake. Emotionally, too, the middle class property owners felt a
particular connection to their homes, and had spent years in them with their families,
while the elite, through the eyes of the middle class, were more concerned about the
possibility of financial gain from the project than with personal connections to the
property.
The difference in attitude toward the expropriation is clearly marked by a
class division between middle-class and elite residents. This class division is also
marked by the connection and attachment residents felt toward their homes. In
174“La espropriacion del Almendral,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 14 de Setiembre de 1906. To the
author’s credit, the original Spanish is much more elegant than my translation.
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letters supportive of the expropriation there is rarely a sign of an emotional
connection to their damaged homes; rather, their connection is to a space in the
future, to a modern port and Almendral. The implication is that with a modern port
and Almendral, elite residents would have access to more business and live in houses
appropriate for their incomes, without any working class people in the(ir)
neighborhood. Their fight, then, is about the potentiality of the Almendral, of a
future space that would create new avenues for them to accumulate wealth,
disconnected from social relations created in the old Almendral. Middle-class
residents, as shown above, invoked the social relations, bonds and emotional
connections created over years in and around their homes, to the social lives and
connections built within those spaces; they were writing of the relationships built in
their homes; they were, in essence, writing of their places.175
The plan to completely expropriate the Almendral was later approved by the
commission, and then by the Intendencia of Valparaíso. In the end, though, the
project was abandoned, due in part to resident disagreement about the vastness of
the project and to the amount of money necessary for the expropriation of the
entire Almendral. Nonetheless, a discussion of the debate about the expropriation is
important because it sheds light on a real class division between middle class and
elite residents of the Almendral and shows a route that the city very well may have
went. For many of the authors of the letters in support of the expropriation either
mentioned or implied, drastic times called for drastic measures; if they wanted a
modern port city, then the vast destruction of the earthquake and fires gave them the

175This paragraph is indebted to Raymond B. Craib’s analysis in Cartographic Mexico, particularly to
footnote 102 that appears on page 123: “Abstract space and lived space thus have their analogues
in Marx’s conceptualization of, respectively, exchange value and use value.”
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perfect opening to rebuild it properly. As one letter signed by LS put it,
expropriation was a “radical remedy” for the port, and the disaster gave them the
“opportunity” to put reconstruction into motion.176
Another important part to these published debates about the future of the
Almendral is that it modifies the analysis of some other authors on this initial plan
of full expropriation. Ugarte Yávar, for instance, wrote that the plan fell through
due to the cost and because the property owners saw the expropriation as more
harmful than the earthquake itself.177 Samuel Martland’s most recent article on the
earthquake comes to the same conclusion, citing Ugarte Yávar’s work.178 While it
certainly is true that some of the property owners did see the expropriation as more
harmful than the earthquake, as shown above, these letters also show that some
wealthier property owners were ready and willing to begin with the expropriation as
soon as possible. For the elite property owners from the Almendral, a complete
expropriation of the land was the only way for the city to become truly modern. As
Julio Perez Canto, the chief editor of the Santiago edition of El Mercurio, would
comment a few years later, “the new Valparaiso will be better planned in every
respect.”179 What the above analysis shows is that the plan was abandoned, at least in
part, due to a disagreement between elite and middle class politics of space and
place.
One element missing from this discussion, though, is the working class. As
discussed in the previous chapter, working class housing was both concentrated in

176LS, “La espropriacion del Almendral,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 8 de Setiembre de 1906.
177Juan de D. Ugarte Yávar, Valparaíso, 1536-1910, p. 53.
178Samuel Martland, “Social and Political Fault Lines,” in Aftershocks, p. 91 and 98 note 116.
179Julio Perez Canto, Chile: An Account of its Wealth and Progress (New York: Rand McNally & Co.,
1912), p. 180.
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the outskirts of the city and spread throughout the plano as well. In a discussion of
rebuilding the Almendral, then, working class housing was also a factor, yet it was
completely marginalized in the published debate in El Mercurio. One reason for this
could be that many of the working class families living in the Almendral may not
have had formal documents for their homes, such as property titles, which would
make payment for expropriation incredibly difficult. Another more likely reason is
that the elite simply did not care about working class thoughts on expropriation. If
anything, complete expropriation and reconstruction may have been seen as a way of
gentrifying the Almendral entirely, pushing as much of the working class out of the
area as possible. This is a question, though, that needs more research.

64

Chapter 3:
“We take with love...”: Working Class Solidarity in the Aftermath
of Disaster
"Scientific societies and congresses, international lifeboat and
Red Cross associations, laborer’s unions, peace societies,
volunteers who hasten to the rescue at times of great
public calamity, are all examples, among thousands, of that power
of the spirit of association which always shows itself when a
need arises or an enthusiasm takes hold, andthe means do not fail."
– Errico Malatesta, Anarchy: a pamphlet
On the lack of Anarchist newspapers and anarchist and socialist social and
political overlap
The exact way the Valparaíso labor movement responded to the disaster in
the port is difficult to ascertain for a number of reasons. First and foremost, the
anarchist press at the turn of the century was irregular in general, and it is not
surprising that they did not publish in the weeks after the most devastating disaster
any of the writers had ever seen.180 Even La Alborada [The Dawn], an anarchofeminist newspaper initially based in Valparaíso that published biweekly in the
months prior to the earthquake, was forced to cease production when the disaster
destroyed their printer, and move the operation to Santiago, releasing their first

180In the Biblioteca Nacional in Santiago, there is not a single anarchist journal published in
Valparaíso in the catalog for the time period directly after the earthquake and fires. In Max
Nettlau’s early book on anarchism in Latin America, there is not a single anarchist paper in all of
Chile for the month of August, 1906. Contribución a la bibliografia anarquista de la America Latina
hasta 1914 (Buenos Aires: Carl Slienger [?], 1975) p. 26. For a comparative perspective, Mark
Healey finds that “grassroots networks of labor and opposition activists were quiet in the
aftermath” of the 1944 San Juan, Argentina earthquake. Deborah Levenson, writing on the 1976
earthquake in Guatemala, argues that the earthquake helped to spur left organizing, particularly
under the umbrella of Theology of Liberation. Louise E. Walker, moreover, argues that the 1985
Mexico City earthquake tapped into a longer history of social protest and helped to end the reign
of the PRI. See Mark Healey, “The Fragility of the Moment: Politics and Class in the Aftermath
of the 1944 Argentine Earthquake” (p. 53); Deborah Levenson, “Reactions to Trauma: The 1976
Earthquake in Guatemala” (p. 63-65); Louise E. Walker, “Economic Fault Lines and Middle-Class
Fears.”
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newspaper after the disaster on November 11th.181 (El Mercurio of Valparaíso, surely
the newspaper with the most funds and advanced equipment in the area, stopped
production for two days, and when they did publish on the 19th of August, it printed
a free, single page edition, much different than their 10 page, 5 centavo edition of
the 16th of August.) Second, the anarchist labor movement in Valparaíso was
comprised of the working class, who tended to live in some of the most structurally
weak buildings. It is likely that concern for their families (if they had them) and
homes shaped their actions in the direct aftermath of the disaster. Moreover, union
offices were also devastated by the earthquake and fires. In a report from Valparaíso
weeks later, the writer noted that thirteen different workers societies “found
themselves in complete ruin.”182 Third, the curfew and restriction on traveling
through the city were not conducive to holding meetings, and even if they did hold
meetings, conversations may have been more about the members’ house, family, and
friends rather than on the class war of anarchism. Looking at the announcements
section of La Reforma from Santiago, for instance, there is a definite transition from
announcements about meetings to talk about labor actions to meetings in order to
find out who had been hurt, who needed help, and how they could help others.183

181“La Alborada,” La Reforma (Santiago), 16 de Setiembre de 1906; La Alborada (Santiago), 11 de
Noviembre de 1906. Surprisingly, this edition barely mentioned anything about the earthquake.
182“Ecos de la catastrofe,” La Reforma (Santiago), 4 de Setiembre de 1906. The list of societies reads:
Artesanos, Protectora de cigarreros, José Ignacio Vergara, Tipográfica, Anibal Pinto, Amantes del
progreso, Zapateros Benjamin Vicuña Mackenna, Jornaleros José Maria Valenzuela, que tambien
ha perdido varios miembros; Veteranos del 79, Blanco Encalada, Hojaleteros i gasfiters,
Temperaucia La Cruz Roja, Mancomunal de obreros,” and also notes that the “Sociedad Albañiles
i Estucadores” was not too affected by the disaster.
183On the 18th of August the Resistance Society of Shoemakers announced a meeting to unite the
union, “the only means of combating capitalist exploitation in either large or small scale”, but it is
unclear if this is an announcement planned from before the earthquake, since many of the
announcements ran for days on end until the date of the actual meeting, or if its was an
announcement written after the earthquake. See La Reforma (Santiago), 18 de Agosto de 1906.
One aspect not taken up in this paper because I have not seen any explicit or implicit evidence for
it, is the possibility that the local authorities shut down working class newspapers. In previous
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Fourth, in the years preceding the earthquake, some of the major figures in the
anarchist movement, thinking that the anarchist presence in central Chile was
expansive enough and needed to reach the rest of the country, began to send
militants to other parts of the country, particularly the north.184 Thus, some of the
main anarchist militants that helped radicalize the local movement may not have
been in Valparaíso at the time of the earthquake.
The difficulty in finding sources written by local anarchists after the
earthquake that either did not last over the past century or never existed in the first
place creates, on the one hand, an historiographic difficulty, and on the other, an
interesting moment to question the usefulness and historical accuracy of a strict
division between anarchist and Marxist influenced labor organizations in late 19th
and early 20th century Chile. Before advancing to labor’s reaction, we must briefly
look at this question since the main newspaper consulted, La Reforma, was not an
anarchist paper. In this era there certainly were real differences between these
groups that resulted in the fragmentation of the labor movement in the realms of
tactics, strategy, and political involvement or non-involvement.185 Yet to focus only
on these differences and conflicts misses the considerable overlap between these
groups, an overlap that is occasionally mentioned but rarely taken seriously.186

years, the authorities had closed down various newspapers due to their content. In this time
period, though, I have not read anything to suggest that the authorities took part in these tactics.
184Sergio Grez, Los anarquistas, p. 97.
185For a brief look at these differences, see the published exchanges between Luis Emilio Recabarren
and Alejandro Escobar y Carvallo, reprinted in Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 293-323.
186Some have pointed to this overlap. Raymond Craib, for example, has also recently commented on
this overlap in the beginning of the 20th century: “Anarchism then, as now, eluded precise
definition. For one, the line between state socialists and revolutionary socialist (anarchist) was
relatively fluid. Socialists and anarchists attended each other’s rallies, and at times meetings; they
met, mingled and discussed ideas regularly at workers’ centers, union halls or the FECh’s club; and
they were at their root united by their opposition to the bourgeoisie and wage labor system rather
than divided by particular philosophical specificities.” “Students, Anarchists and Categories of
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During this time period Marxist influenced unions used plays written by Spanish
anarchists in their projects of popular culture and nitrate workers traveled to
Santiago in the down time of the nitrate cycle, often staying with other militant
workers or connecting with them while in the city and “serv[ing] as mobile shock
troops for the strike actions and protest rallies of the period.”187 And as DeShazo
has argued, most of the unions and strikes in Santiago and Valparaíso in this period
were influenced by anarchist ideas, which points to a probable direct connection
between these two groups of workers. In the nitrate north of Chile in the 1920s,
anarchist and Marxist groups still worked together, with the anarchist newspaper El
Surco [The Open Groove] and the communist newspaper El Despertar [The
Awakening] supporting each other in their organizing efforts and an anarchist leader
named Carlos Garrido who “emulated Lenin.”188 Although this example is spatially
and temporally different than this study, it again reveals a real overlap between
anarchist and Marxist oriented groups in Chile.
While anarchist and socialist groups worked together, many of the people
who today are considered the leaders of Chilean anarchism themselves began their
organizing as socialists. As discussed above, Alejandro Escobar y Carvallo, a leading
anarchist in the beginning of the 20th century, made his initial name in the world of

Persecution in Chile, 1920,” p. 40. Julio Pinto makes a similar argument about the overlap
between reformist, socialist and anarchist in the early labor movement, both in central Chile and
the north, and in the formation of the Partido Demócratica. See “¿Cuestión social o cuestión
política?”, in Trabajos y rebeldia en la pampa salitrera, p. 260-261, 280 and 286-290. Peter DeShazo
also points out overlap through Appendix 2 in Urban Workers (p. 285-286), titled “Anarchosyndicalist and anarchist sympathizers who held important positions in the Socialist Party of Chile,
1933-40.” On overlap in Mexico, see Donald C. Hodges, Mexican Anarchism After the Revolution
(Austin, University of Texas Press, 1995); Barry Carr, “Marxism and Anarchism in the Formation
of the Mexican Communist Party, 1910-19,” Hispanic American Historical Review Vol. 63, No. 2 (May
1983): 277-305.
187Charles Bergquist, Labor in Latin America, p. 49 and 63.
188Lessie Jo Frazier, Salt in the Sand, p. 101.
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radical organizing with the creation of the Unión Socialista in 1897 with Magno
Espinoza and Luis Olea, who would also later become leading members of the
anarchist movement, Espinoza perhaps best known today due to his involvement in
the 1903 maritime strike in Valapraíso and Olea for the 1907 strike in Iquique.189
One year later, in 1898, Escobar y Carvallo helped found the newspaper La Tromba,
with Luis Olea, which Sergio Grez has characterized as somewhere between the
socialist and anarchist camps, especially considering that Escobar y Carvallo still
occasionally wrote for the socialist newspaper El Martillo [The Hammer] and
consistently made announcements for events organized by socialist groups.190 The
shifts in political thought from these organizers reveals both a real difference
between the organizing, as one would only shift if there were indeed real differences,
yet also how these leaders were familiar with socialist politics and leading members
of socialist organizations. In times of need, whether due to the possibility of a
strike or in the aftermath of a disaster, these connections and overlap helped to
create a more unified movement against capitalism or, in this case, in support of
workers affected by a disaster.
The most insightful view onto labor’s reaction to the disaster, therefore, does
not come from an anarchist newspaper from Valparaíso, but rather from a Partido
Demócrata (PD) newspaper from Santiago. La Reforma, a newspaper published by
members of the Partido Demócrata and closely linked with Luis Emilio Recabarren,
189Alejandro Escobar y Carvallo, “Chile a fines del siglo XIX,” p. 365-366, “Inquietudes políticas y
gremiales a comienzos de siglo,” p. 367-368, both in Mapocho Nº. 58 (2005), segundo semestre;
Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 36.
190Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 42-44. Escobar y Carvallo would eventually shift even further,
first towards individualist anarchism and then to the center left, joining the Partido Democráta.
See Ibid., p. 77. Osvaldo Arias Escobedo places this paper within the ‘Socialists Periodicals’
section of his book on the labor press, while at the same time recognizing that the paper
published excerpts from the anarchist Peter Kroptkin. La prensa obrera en Chile, 1900-1930 (Chillán:
Universidad de Chile-Chillán, 1970), p. 89-90.
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a socialist recently elected as a Deputy for the Partido Demócrata, will be the basis
for much of the discussion from a working class perspective. While La Reforma was
not an anarchist inspired newspaper, it did have connections to anarchist groups,
running advertisements, for instance, in the anarcho-feminist newspaper La
Alborada.191 In broad terms, La Reforma was a newspaper designed to “arrive in
[working class] houses, bringing with it the perfume of the most pure moral
teaching” for the uplift of the working class by the working class.192 Certainly not as
radical as some of the anarchist newspapers, it does, nonetheless, provide an opening
into how working class people conceptualized the disaster and how they responded.
(Sergio Grez describes the relationship between the PD and anarchists, up to about
1907, as occasionally quite close, while at other times somewhat distant.)193 Although
communication between the two cities was temporarily cut off–prompting one writer
from La Reforma to write of the “hours of anguish,” of the pain and tears that
“await[ed] us at the hour that the telegraph gives us knowledge of the unknown but
undoubtedly unlucky Valparaíso and other cities”194–some residents and union
members from Valparaíso began to move east to Santiago, bringing with them
information about the city hardest hit by the earthquake and fires.

La Reforma and working class solidarity
Before receiving news from Valparaíso, though, La Reforma dealt with their
immediate surroundings in Santiago. Although the writing from the first few days
after the earthquake is specific to Santiago, it provides a base point of how a portion

191La Alborada (Santiago), Noviembre 11 de 1906.
192Luis E. Recabarren, “La Reforma. Diario demócrata”, Recabarren, p. 66.
193Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 166-167.
194“Horas de agustia,” La Reforma (Santiago), 18 de Agosto de 1906.
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of labor reacted to the earthquake in general. According to the writers of La
Reforma, the center of the city, with sturdy buildings, remained largely intact, while
the working class neighborhoods of the city turned into “camps of misery and
desolation.”195 As described above in the case of Valparaíso, public spaces in
Santiago immediately became places of impromptu housing, including the Plaza de
Armas, Avenida de las Delicias, the banks of the Mapocho river and Cousiño park.196
Despite the spatial and class difference in the destruction of buildings, La Reforma
declared that facing a disaster of such magnitude, class differences no longer existed:
The creaking of buildings that swayed, the crash of the
falling walls, the men running towards their homes to help or find
death in the midst; the cries of women that ask for mercy from the
God they believe in; cries of children that clamor for their father and
their mother; fainting of large and small; and, like a somber
background of that horrible and anguished picture, the atmosphere
charged with electricity and copious water consistently pouring down
from the rain that bathes the stretched out groups – without distinction
to class –because before Nature we are all equal – in the center of streets
fleeing from the danger andcomforting ourselves in our misery.197
In another article published the same day, the writers remarked that “the division of
classes disappears before the danger [of the earthquake].”198 Despite the recognition
of a clear class difference in destruction from the earthquake, the authors articulated
a view of nature that superseded class, a nature that treated all classes as equals.
Nonetheless, by the next day the writers of La Reforma began to insert the
earthquake and its aftermath into a class analysis. They argued, for instance, that
industrialists, traders and capitalists must help working class victims of the
catastrophe, since it was the workers who created their fortunes in the first place.
The state was also obligated to help those that it governed, particularly the working
195“La Noche Triste...,” La Reforma (Santiago), 17 de Agosto de 1906.
196Ibid.
197“Horas de angustia,” La Reforma (Santiago), 18 de Agosto de 1906. Emphasis added.
198“El duelo popular...,” La Reforma (Santiago), 18 de Agosto de 1906.
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class. Further, in this hour of need, the working class must show its solidarity with
others affected by the situation: “And us, compañeros of poverty that may still have
bread, we will break it in half and take it with us wherever misery looms.”199 One
day later, on the 20th of August, they reported that the police had begun to throw
people out of the Alameda, “even when it was women carrying children in their
arms, [they] argued that rotos and the rich were not permitted to be together” in the
Alameda. They called it disgusting that in a time when people were simply
attempting to find some type of refuge away from danger that the police would still
uphold privileges for the elite.200
The first article published by a specific labor organization in La Reforma
concerning the earthquake began circulating on the 20th of August. The statement
was titled “Worker Solidarity” and was signed by Esther Valdés de Díaz, a seamstress,
writer for the labor press and president of the Asociación de Costureras
[Seamstresses Association], an all-female association formed exactly one month
earlier in order to defend women against the “inhuman demands of capital,” and a
group La Reforma previously praised for “the awakening of feminism.”201 Valdés de
Díaz wrote that the Association formed in order to spread social fellowship and
solidarity to other women workers, and that in a time when many women workers
did not even have a roof over their heads or a piece of bread, each member of the
Association should work their hardest to fulfill the mission of the organization.
Valdés de Díaz then laid out three ways in which the Association and its members
199“Ante el catastrofe,” La Reforma (Santiago), 19 de Agosto de 1906.
200“Inepcias Pacunas,” La Reforma (Santiago), 20 de Agosto de 1906.
201“Solidaridad Obrera,” La Reforma (Santiago), 20 de Agosto de 1906; Elizabeth Quay Hutchison,
Labors Appropriate to Their Sex: Gender, Labor, and Politics in Urban Chile, 1900-1930 (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2001), p. 114. “Inhuman demands of capital” is from a letter quoted in
the newspaper El Obrero Ilustrado, used by Hutchison. See Ibid., p. 290 note 66.
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could help: 1) donate to a fund to help those in need, 2) donate clothing, particularly
for women, who no longer had any, and 3) donate some of the money in the
Association’s fund to those in need. The closing of the statement pulled on the
gendered aspect of its membership, writing of the “love and tenderness” of women,
who, more than anyone else, should take in those without a home or children
orphaned in the earthquake.
While newspapers like El Mercurio and El Chileno wrote with implicit or
explicit support of martial law and the punishment that came with it, La Reforma
took a few days to weigh in on the discussion. Instead the writers chose to publish a
few articles critical of rising prices for meat, milk and bread.202 On August 20th José
Luis Aguayo and J. J. Salinas, the directors of the publication, met with the Díaz
Garces i Ugarte, the Alcalde, in order to demand that the state use “an iron fist”
against working class repression, which they primarily saw in price gouging by
business owners. In their conversation, Salinas even offered the Alcalde working
class support to help maintain prices at before earthquake levels.203 This meeting
suggests a willingness by the directors of La Reforma to work with the state as long as
the partnership focused on supporting working class goals. The meeting also
reveals the strength of La Reforma as an organization: the Alcalde probably only held
meetings with groups or people of some importance in direct the aftermath of a
disaster of such magnitude, and his willingness to talk with the directors of La
Reforma shows the Alcalde’s recognition of the newspaper’s power and reach within
the working class.

202“Lo que nos espera” and “La catastrofe i el partido democrata,” La Reforma (Santiago), 18 and 21
de Agosto de 1906.
203“La catastrofe i el partido democrata,” La Reforma (Santiago), 21 de Agosto de 1906.
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The next day, on the 21st of August, the first trains from Valparaíso began to
arrive in Santiago, bringing with them residents and their stories of the earthquake,
fires and state actions. Writers for La Reforma traveled to the train station to offer
help, and they found Hércules Beltrami, an “old compañero,” and his family, to
whom they offered shelter and food in the printing office of La Reforma, also called
the Casa del Pueblo. While at the office, Beltrami told the writers of the massive
destruction of Valparaíso due to the earthquake and “wave of fires” afterwards.
Beltrami also spoke of the problem of rising food prices, such as meat, condensed
milk and sopaipillas [fried squash-dough] in Valparaíso, a problem the writers from
Santiago knew all too well. With people arriving to their printing office for shelter,
La Reforma writers asked the police to help with blankets, to which the police replied
that they would not give blankets to the office but could offer those in need a place
to stay in their commissaries. La Reforma “naturally” declined the offer, most likely
due to the message accepting the offer would send to workers leaving Valparaíso,
namely that the police and state were ready and willing to help the working class.204
The next day, when more people arrived from devastated areas, La Reforma noted the
distinct absence of a state presence to help those arriving in their search for housing.
For La Reforma this was emblematic of the state, to “run over and tyrannize” the

204“Desolacion i miseria...,” La Reforma (Santiago), 22 de Agosto de 1906. Eight days later, La
Reforma published the following statement on its front page: “It has come to the knowledge of the
directors of this paper that a rumor, designed to show that our office has requested money or
supplies from the authorities to help with the costs of sustaining the victims of the disaster in the
Casa del Pueblo. [¶] We have the need to declare that our paper has not solicited for any help
from the authorities...” “Aclaracion,” La Reforma (Santiago), 30 de Agosto de 1906. This was
obviously an exaggeration considering they published their account above which talks about
asking the authorities for help, but in both cases the emphasis is working class help. The later
announcement may have also been published because of the rise of anger at the authorities for
their handling of the situation, as well.
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working class, something the people should not forget.205
La Reforma’s articles in this time period reveal a changing view of its
relationship to the state. On the one hand, it saw the state as providing an
organizational structure of power capable of controlling prices of staple food
products across the city. In addition to a structure with the potential to control
prices, La Reforma thought it was necessary for the state to step in and help, and that if
need be the working class would help enable enforcement of order and price
controls.206 The relationship between state and radical labor, then, was sometimes
one of cooperation toward a common goal of working class support.207 On the
other hand, the state was always already a tyrannical apparatus, not willing to help the
working class in their time of need, and, implicitly, when the effects of the disaster
calmed, the working class would not forget the states lack of action and organize
against it. While this may seem like a contradiction in ideology, La Reforma’s
conception of its relationship to the state was constantly in motion, and the disaster
caused two views of the state to rise at almost the same time, although a view of the
state as a possible apparatus of support quickly lost prominence to the state as a
repressive apparatus. In addition, an important aspect of both attitudes towards the
state was the role the working class played; in both accounts the working class was
205“Indolencia infame,” La Reforma (Santiago), 23 de Agosto de 1906. This is a stark difference to
the 1944 San Juan earthquake, where Mark Healey notes that the Juan Perón met the first train of
evacuees in Buenos Aires and had his picture taken with the newly arrived. See Mark Healey, The
Ruins of the New Argentina, p. 73-75.
206Outside of La Reforma, even anarchist oriented workers during the May 1903 strike demanded the
state take control of the police force, entering into a relationship with the state that to some, such
as Grez, may seem paradoxical, yet is quite emblematic of how labor in general conceptualized the
state.
207This also plays out in the broader labor movement. The Congreso Social Obrero put out an
announcement in La Reforma with a list of things people could do to help victims of the disaster.
Number seven on the list asked for people to write a note of thanks to the Alcalde and Governor
for their “energetic attitude” against store owners raising prices on food. “Congreso Social
Obrero,” La Reforma (Santiago), 25 de Agosto de 1906.
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Figure 7
“Waiting for the distribution of aid at the door of the Casa del Pueblo”
Source: La Reforma, 28 de Agosto de 1906.

the mobilizer, the group pushing for solidarity andcalling for action.
The issue of popular solidarity in Santiago runs throughout the pages of La
Reforma in the days directly after the disaster. La Reforma quickly opened its doors to
working class families displaced from the disaster, began a donation fund for those in
need, and held benefits to raise money. Other working class organizations also
publicized their actions and aims at working class solidarity in La Reforma as well: the
Gas fitters and Hojalateros society called for a general meeting to raise funds, the
Daniel Platila Resistance Society opened their office as a place for workers to stay,
and the Cosmopolitan Painters Resistance Society, Seamstress Association and
Ateneo de Obreras [Women Workers’ Club] all announced meetings in order to help
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working class people affected by the disaster, particularly women in the case of the
last two organizations.208 A few days later La Reforma ran an article entitled “Nuestra
Accion” [Our Action], in which they described the most important aspect of action
in these critical moments: working class solidarity. For the writers, “the most positive
and progressive is that which we did ourselves, without ever waiting for the help of
the powerful, of our current and eternal executioners.”209
With more and more working class people arriving in Santiago from
Valparaíso–US Minister John Hicks claimed that nearly 30,000 people, nearly onefifth of Valparaíso’s population, reached Santiago by December, although it is
unclear how Hicks arrived at this calculation210– La Reforma writers began to solidify
their conceptualization of the ‘natural’ disaster and class relations. As argued above,
La Reforma published a dual account of the relationship between the working class
and the state in the days directly after the disaster. By the 26th of August, though,
their attitude seemed to lean more towards the antagonistic side, of viewing the state
as the real cause of the ‘natural’ disaster. On August 26th, La Reforma published an
article describing a conversation the writers had with a recently arrived worker from
Valparaíso who fled the city not because of the fear of a new earthquake, but rather
due to “the abuses that they [the state] are committing.”211 The newcomer told
stories of workers being forced into cleaning the streets from rubble and cadavers or
working on the railroad and being given only a small cup of beans and raw corn meal
208La Reforma (Santiago), 24-25 de Agosto de 1906. Similarly to the Ateneo Juventud, the Ateneo de
Obreras served as a space to discuss ideas, and the women involved in it “subscribed to La Alborada
and distributed La Reforma every Sunday on the streets of Santiago.” See Elizabeth Quay
Hutchison, Labors Appropriate to Their Sex, p. 113.
209“Nuestra Accion,” La Reforma (Santiago), 28 de Agosto de 1906.
210US Minister Hicks to the Secretary of State, December 31, 1906, House Documents, p. 161.
211“Los sucesos de Valparaíso. Abusos que se cometen,” La Reforma (Santiago), 26 de Agosto de
1906.
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to eat. According to the worker, those who did not submit to the work were
executed. He also told the writers that some people who had taken jars of food that
were thrown near sites of fires or from the worker’s old work site had been executed
without any type of process and labeled as thieves.212 Another story described a
young worker walking down the street who saw a handkerchief fall out of a man’s
pocket. The young worker picked it up and approached the owner from behind,
who turned and accused the young worker of stealing the handkerchief. A guard
approached, and without caring to hear the young worker’s story, took him to the
Gran Avenida de Brasil and executed him, leaving a sign on his body to mark him as
a thief. According to the worker from Valparaíso, workers from the cerros were not
allowed to travel through the city without a special note from “some capitalist,” and
if a worker was found without a note, they were forced to work without pay.213
For the writers of La Reforma, this example, as well as many others not
published in the paper but implied in the article, revealed the true disaster in
Valparaíso: that which the state was committing against the working class. While the
earthquake and fires destroyed buildings and killed people across the city, the state
and the elite targeted and coerced working class people into work, fed them barely
enough to survive, shot those who refused to work, and killed others for no reason
at all other than appearing to be a worker.214 The example of the interaction and
then execution of a young worker in the story of the handkerchief above suggests
212Ibid; “En Valparaíso lo que sufren los proletarios,” La Reforma (Santiago), 26 de Agosto de 1906.
213“En Valparaíso lo que sufren los proletarios,” La Reforma (Santiago), 26 de Agosto de 1906. The
article specifically mentions the cerros, but it would appear that any worker would need a note,
since it would be hard to differentiate between a worker from the cerros and one from the plan.
214Samuel Martland (“Constructing Valparaíso,” p. 190) writes: “Assumptions about class and
appearance are implicit in published decrees warning that looters would be shot on sight.... How
else would they be distinguished from looters but by the clothes they wore, and if given the
chance to speak, the way they talked?” Although this is specifically about looting, it is not hard to
transfer this attitude from suspected looters to people traveling through the city.
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that elite and state fear of the working class was quite clear for all to see. For La
Reforma, people who barely escaped the disaster of the earthquakes and fires certainly
should not be repressed with violence or the threat of violence by the state. Indeed,
the repression by the state was the real disaster, as it allowed for the state to revoke
the working class’s constitutional guarantees and converted them into “slave[s] of the
authorities.”215 While it appears doubtful that they inserted state repression into a
longer history of violence against the organized elements of the working class–see
the section on the fiestas patrias in the next chapter–it is clear that their response,
working class solidarity, was part of a much longer trajectory of working class action,
as discussed above.
Yet this analysis is much too neat and tidy for such a complicated time.
While La Reforma certainly published articles and stories of the naked violence
against working class people in Valparaíso, their overall assessment of the situation
was not one of complete disgust. In one highly critical article, cited above, the writer
discusses how working class people had borne the brunt of the repression, writing
that “they have not only been the victims of hunger and desolation, but also they
have had to suffer from the rigors of despotic and hateful militarism as well.” But
the author then immediately applauded the authorities for maintaining some public
order against vandalism.216 A few days later, La Reforma published another article
that thanked organizations and people that helped keep calm and order in the direct
aftermath of the disaster, despite ‘natural instincts’ that would lead towards people
taking part in criminal activities. For the writers, the earthquake and fires awoke “the
human beast, boosted for its savage instincts and relying on the transitory disorder
215“En Valparaíso lo que sufren los proletarios,” La Reforma (Santiago), 26 de Agosto de 1906.
216Ibid.
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and began to rob, start fires and rape.” The argument is complex: they could not
“accept” the methods used by the authorities, yet they could “tolerate” the method
of punishment given the circumstances, while reserving the right to protest the
excesses of the process. Thus, the author of the article went on to ask for an
investigation into the executions since the earthquake, with the idea that some of the
executions may have been justified, while other executions were unjustified and
therefore the people involved in the punishment should be put on trial for their
excess.217 These are the only two articles I have read that point towards this type of
opinion on punishment in Valparaíso, which suggest that La Reforma quickly moved
away from this argument.218 But it is important to remember that in such a difficult
time, opinions varied and shifted.
Working class aid
The above section briefly mentions working class aid, but it needs to be
explained in more detail. From the beginning, August 17th to be exact, La Reforma
published a call for the working class to donate what they could to help those
affected.219 In the weeks following this announcement, La Reforma regularly
published a running tally of the amount of money they had raised, accompanied
with the names of the people or organizations that donated the money. La Reforma
also held an open book in their office, which people could sign and write what they
had donated.220 Other organizations put on benefits to help those affected by the

217“Las desgracias de Valparaiso. La human bestia contra la destia humana,” La Reforma (Santiago), 29
de Agosto de 1906.
218Osvaldo Arias Escobedo also mentions this shift in La Reforma’s analysis. La Prensa obrera en Chile,
p. 27-28.
219“La Noche Triste,” La Reforma (Santiago), 17 de Agosto de 1906.
220See La Reforma (Santiago), 6 de Setiembre de 1906. This book, of course, would be a wonderful
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earthquake as well, the funds of which would be given to La Reforma so that they
could in turn distribute the aid. The Asociacion obrera de foot-ball [Workers
Association of Soccer], for instance, organized a soccer game to help those affected
by the earthquake. They charged forty centavos for adults and twenty centavos for
children. The idea seems to have been a great success, as La Reforma published a
statement from the organization after the game announcing that they had raised fifty
pesos.221 Some local bakeries, most likely with anarchist bakers in the kitchen,
donated bread to the Casa del Pueblo, the other name for La Reforma’s office.222 The
Sociedad La Aurora began its own commission that helped gather aid and then hand
that over to the Casa del Pueblo, and thanked the Casa del Pueblo for all its work
helping the working class in the aftermath of the disaster.223 A group called the “18
de Setiembre” held a meeting on August 30th with about twenty of its members
present. The group, which organized celebrations for the anniversary of the nation
(fiestas patrias), decided to give the money they planned on using for the celebration to
La Reforma so that they could distribute it to those in need.224
Other organizations raised aid money for the victims on their own. The
Sociedad de Carpinteros i Ebanistas Fermin Vivaceta [Fermin Vivaceta Society of
source for a broad view of who donated what. I am not sure if it is saved in any archive, though.
221“Asociacion obrera de foot-ball. En favor de los damnificados” and “Pro-Victimas,” La Reforma
(Santiago), 30 de Agosto and 7 de Setiembre de 1906.
222“La cooperacion de las panaderias,” La Reforma (Santiago), 29 de Agosto de 1906. The comment
on anarchist bakers is based on Peter DeShazo’s Urban Workers and Juan Carlos Yáñez Andrade,
“Por una legislación social en Chile. El movimiento de los panaderos (1888-1930),” Historia Nº 41,
vol. II (julio-diciembre 2008): 495-532. Bakers and anarchism seemed to go hand in hand at this
point in time. On the Peruvian case, see Peter Blanchard, The Origins of the Peruvian Labor
Movement, 1883-1919 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1982), esp. 58-59, 63-64, 72-74
and 81-82; on Argentina, see Juan Suriano, Paradoxes of Utopia: Anarchist Culture and Politics in Buenos
Aires, 1890-1910 (Oakland: AK Press, 2010), p. 14-15, 82-85 and passim. Juan Carlos Yáñez
Andrade, in the above cited article (p. 503), makes a similar point about bakers in Argentina, Chile
and Peru, and adds Mexico as well.
223“Sociedad La Aurora,” La Reforma (Santiago), 29 de Agosto de 1906. I have not been able to find
much information on this society.
224“18 de Setiembre,” La Reforma (Santiago), 4 de Setiembre de 1906.
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Carpenters and Cabinetmakers] called on its members to donate money and when
they had gathered a sufficient amount, 100 pesos, they held a meeting and voted on a
few people that would personally travel to Valparaíso to distribute the aid money.225
The Federacion Grafica announced that it was asking its members to all donate one
peso to a fund to help their compañeros in Valparaíso.226 Some societies published
announcements for help in other ways as well. Fernando Rojas, the secretary of the
Partido Demócrata, published an early article calling on workers and workers
organizations to help victims of the disaster find work in Santiago where possible.227
The Sociedad de Resistencia Daniel Pinilla called for its members to do the same.228
Many other societies announced “extraordinary” meetings, i.e. meetings out of the
typical schedule, in order to discuss how they could help the victims as well. One of
the most discussed events in Santiago, according to La Reforma, was a velada fúnebre
for the victims held in the Caupolican Theater. But before discussing the actual
event, we need to discuss two articles published in El Mercurio that would inspire a
trenchant critique in La Reforma and turn into a target in one of the speeches at the
benefit.
El Mercurio published two articles in the span of two days that argued against
giving priority to working class people affected by the earthquake, basing their case
on the idea that the working class was actually better off than the middle class in the
aftermath of the earthquake.229 “Los mas perjudicados” [The most injured/harmed],

225“Sociedad de Carpinteros i Ebanistas Fermin Vivaceta” and “A Valparaiso,” La Reforma (Santiago),
29 de Agosto de 1906 and 7 de Setiembre de 1906.
226“Federacion Grafica,” La Reforma (Santiago), 29 de Agosto de 1906.
227“Los demócratas i los damnificados,” La Reforma (Santiago), 22 de Agosto de 1906.
228“Sociedad de Resistencia Daniel Pinilla,” La Reforma (Santiago), 29 de Agosto de 1906.
229“La poblacion obrera de Valparaiso” and “Los mas perjudicados,” El Mercurio (Valparaíso), 2 de
Setiembre de 1906.
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first published on September 1st in Santiago and then reprinted on the 2nd in the
Valparaíso edition, argued that while both classes obviously suffered due to the
earthquake and fires, the working class was in a better situation than the middle class
because working class wages had recently risen with the need for labor, while small
business owners did not see the same rise in wages. For the writers, “the proletariat
relatively gains and the middle class losses.” The second article, “La poblacion
obrera de Valparaiso” [The working class of Valparaíso], reiterated the first article’s
argument, but took it a step further. In the second article, the working class again
obviously suffered from the disaster, but since the working class was already in a
terrible material condition prior to the earthquake, they should, in turn, be
accustomed to dire circumstances and therefore be able to cope with the situation
“because their social condition has prepared them in some form … to resist the
tortures of life, in situations like our present one.” The middle class, on the other
hand, was not used to hard times, lost years of hard work, savings, and family
members due to the disaster, and because of this should be given priority in the
distribution of foreign aid. At the same time that El Mercurio published these
articles, La Reforma published a quote from a report recently completed by Guillermo
Rivera, a deputy from Valparaíso, which speaks for itself: “The rich have less fortune,
as commerce has suffered, but the poor, the worker, is in better conditions than
before [the earthquake].” The quote went on to suggest that foreign aid should be
distributed to all, but particularly to public employees and commercial workers.230

230“¡Los únicos felices!,” La Reforma (Santiago), 2 de Setiembre de 1906. Another article, signed by “a
victim” that lived in the Almendral, wrote that while all social classes were affected by the disaster,
at least the working class still had jobs. “La reparticion de víveres en la ciudad,” El Mercurio
(Valparaíso), 3 de Setiembre de 1906. This is quite different than in the aftermath of the 1944 San
Juan earthquake, when a Conservative journalist wrote: “We have very present in our memories
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Needless to say, many working class organizations did not look too kindly on
these statements, and La Reforma published three pieces in response. The first, titled
“¿Siempre seremos fantoches?” [Will we always be puppets?], was a short, front page
section that printed the quotes from the El Mercurio articles and ended with a
statement to the working class: “If after all of this we continue being puppets, we
would be doing quite badly.”231 The second article, “¡Los únicos felices!” [The only
ones happy!], called River’s assessment of the working class being in a better
situation than the bourgeoisie a product of “ignorance and perversity” and replied to
the idea that the middle class lost more than the working class in the disaster with a
question: “And what is it that the working class has saved? Their skin and soul, as
one would vulgarly say.”232 In another article, titled “Sarcasmo!” [Sarcasm] and
published the next day, the writers labeled Rivera’s quote a “bloody joke thrown at
the face of a tormented and hungry people.” Rivera’s aim, they opined, was the
same as El Mercurio’s, to begin to create a public discourse that would marginalize the
working class and emphasize the middle class when the time came to distribute
foreign aid.233 As a whole, these were relatively short and to the point articles in La
Reforma. Another push against the arguments in El Mercurio and Rivera’s report and
for working class solidarity would come with the publishing of the speeches from
the velada fúnebre, held on September 9th.

and our hearts the more than fifty thousand people – the whole of the people we could say – who
are living outdoors, largely the poor and the modest. They are used to all kinds of suffering, but
not to this: to see onself die of terror, whipped by the frequent rains and the Andean winds that
burn through already weak bodies... or the cold that leaves shivering children with no cover and no
protection but the shriveled bodies of their mothers.” Quoted in Mark A. Healey, The Ruins of the
New Argentina, p. 125.
231“¿Siempre seremos fantoches?,” La Reforma (Santiago), 2 de Setiembre de 1906. The Spanish
phrasing is weird here, so I have translated loosely.
232“¡Los únicos felices!,” La Reforma (Santiago), 2 de Setiembre de 1906.
233“Sarcasmo!,” La Reforma (Santiago), 3 de Setiembre de 1906.
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Towards the end of August the Partido Demócrata began to plan towards a
velada fúnebre as a “posthumous homage to the memory” of the “fallen workers in the
catastrophe of Valparaíso.”234 At the time, anarchist and other radical groups
organized veladas as a means to recruit new members and spread radical ideas; veladas
typically took the form of theater, music, song, poetry and speeches on
contemporary history, current events and society.235 By organizing a velada fúnebre for
the victims of the catastrophe, they inserted the catastrophe into a historical form of
radical cultural and political organizing. From the initial meetings they formed a
committee that would be responsible for organizing the event, finding speakers,
creating the structure of the event, and finding materials for the night.236 The
committee seems to have met almost daily in preparation for the event, and in these
meetings they decided to hold the event on the 9th of September in the Caupolican
Theater. (They did not know it at the time of planning, but the state funeral for the
victims of the disaster in Valparaíso would not be held until September 30th.237) On
September 4th, La Reforma wrote that they noticed quite a bit of working class
excitement for the event, and the day before the event they published the program
for the evening, which had turned into not only a “posthumous homage to the
memory” of the “fallen workers in the catastrophe of Valparaíso,” but also a benefit
for those affected by the earthquake and staying in the Casa del Pueblo.238 Most
likely due to the heavy involvement of writers from La Reforma in the event, the
234“Ecos de la catastrofe” and “La gran velada fúnebre,” La Reforma (Santiago), 28 and 29 de Agosto
de 1906.
235For the Chilean case, see Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 182-196. For Argentina, see Juan
Suriano, Paradoxes of Utopia, 25-26, 82, 101-104; Auge y caída del anarquismo. Argentina, 1880-1930
(Buenos Aires: CI, Capital Intelectual, 2005), p. 47-50.
236“La gran velada fúnebre,” La Reforma (Santiago), 29 de Agosto de 1906.
237Alfredo Rodríguez Rozas and Carlos Gajardo Cruzat, La Catástrofe, p. 242.
238“Movimiento social” and “El gran acto fúnebre de mañana,” La Reforma (Santiago), 4 and 8 de
Setiembre de 1906.
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paper did not publish on September 10th. The issue released on September 11th
provided a lengthy account of the event, to which we now turn.
The event took place in the Caupolican Theater and was decorated for free
by the A. Boher i C.a funeral home.239 Luis B. Diaz, the president of the Partido
Demócrata opened the evening by reading a lengthy poem not published in the La
Reforma recount, but published two months later in the newly created paper El
Combate. The poem recalled working class support for independence, despite the fact
that they were also fighting for their future oppressor. The poem also called on the
working class to help those in need:
To the child and to the elderly the desperation
lacerating their souls, without piety...
today they look to the people who have a heart
and in muted silence they implore help!
We hear their laments, that clamor for a favor
and though it might be small, we take with love
to the desolate field of need.
The poem went on to discuss working class solidarity, and closed with a line that
surely touched the crowd:
and to the people that work we ask, confidently
bread for those alive! Peace for those passed.240
The actor Julian Garcia followed the poem with a monologue written specifically for
the event, based on firsthand accounts of the earthquake and fires. Then the main
part of the event began, with speeches by Luis E. Diaz C., from the committee
organizing the event, J. Joaquin Salinas, the editor of La Reforma, and the night closed
with a speech by Esther Valdés de Diaz, president of the Asociacion de Costureras
[Seamstresses Association] mentioned above. La Reforma printed each of the three
239This section is based on “Homenaje fúnebre de anteayer en honor de las victimas de Valparaíso,”
La Reforma (Santiago), 11 de Setiembre de 1906.
240“Homenaje,” El Combate (Santiago), Noviembre de 1906.
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speeches in their entirety so that those who could not attend the event would at least
be able to read to them.
Luis E. Diaz C. began his speech with an appeal to gather more aid money
for those affected by the disaster, even if what people could give was a small amount.
Diaz told the attendees that the event was fundamentally about working class
solidarity, that the success of the event was a testament to solidarity, and that “in
every circumstance [the working class] knows how to fulfill their obligation [of
solidarity].” It was this compañerismo that the working class needed, both in a time of
disaster and in normal times when battling against the elite for equality. Further, if it
was not clear before the disaster, it was now all too clear that the working class could
not expect nor ask for anything from the elite:
In this country it is now completely useless to ask for protection
from those from above; sterile to implore justice from the authorities,
and time is wasted waiting for something from those that will never do
it, from those that, without producing or creating anything, live full
of everything... passing in pompous carriages with shiny jewels,
diamonds and pearls, that represent hunger, nakedness and the tears
of millions of the unfortunate. There is no other means left for the
proletarian than to join the strength [of other proletarians] to
mutually protect themselves. (Emphasis is in the original.)
Diaz’s speech explicitly connected working class solidarity in actions to help those
affected by the disaster and in the future when the working class would still live at
the bottom of society, produce the wealth of society and have that wealth
appropriated by the elite.
J. Joaquin Salinas’s speech also explicitly called on working class solidarity.
Salinas explained that the working class may not have had much in the material sense,
but it certainly did have heart, which made the working class “fulfill its obligation of
solidarity.” Even in “precarious” times, one could always at least help with a piece of
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bread for the hungry. He finished his speech by recalling the memories of those that
died in the disaster, and noted that their “energies” and “consciousness” did not die
with them. “We should honor the memory of fallen compañeros, resuming our
struggle with more luster, committing ourselves to go straight into establishing a
complete division between the proletariat, which is love and nobility, and the
oligarchy, that is all egoism and ambition, that laughs at death and mocks misery.” In
many ways this speech echoed the sentiments of Diaz, emphasizing working class
solidarity, showing the need to struggle against the elite, and arguing that the elite live
in another world completely separate from the proletariat, both materially and
emotionally.
Esther Valdés de Diaz opened her speech by calling the crowd’s attention to
the seamstresses’ organization and its mission of social struggle and solidarity, the
reason she was speaking on that day, and to pay “tribute” to the victims, both living
and passed away, of the disaster. Valdés de Diaz told the crowd that she wanted to
write a poem for the occasion, but simply could not because of the “caws of crows
that celebrate our misfortune.” The crowd surely knew what she was referring to,
and if they did not, Valdés de Diaz made it clear by quoting the section of the “La
poblacion oberera de Valparaiso” article in El Mercurio that argued that the working
class was more used to a tortuous life and therefore could deal with the disaster more
easily. Similar to the previous two speeches, Valdés de Diaz praised the working
class’ solidarity: “We have come to show that worker solidarity is the most
transcendent manifestation of being moral that one can do.” Moreover, worker
solidarity was something that came specifically from workers’ sense of love and
affection, from their own work. Valdés de Diaz ended her speech with a call to
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action, asking the various members of unions and resistance societies in the crowd to
take part in the construction of a building to help house the victims of the disaster
that arrived daily from Valparaíso.241
If we can extrapolate from the articles in La Reforma about a general trend in
organized working class sentiments, then by September 9th it was absolutely clear to
the working class that the state and elite were not sectors of society ready and willing
to work with them. Rather, these sections of society were consistently either
allowing or enforcing repression aimed at the working class. We can also speculate
that this experience of repression quickly radicalized many working class
organizations, some of which may have previously looked at the state as an
institution that could be used to protect them from the elite. Indeed, the general
trend in the articles from La Reforma is one of a transition, from looking towards the
state to fight against price increases, with working class support, to one of the
working class organizing as a class to help other working class peoples, against the
elite and state.

241I am not sure if this building was ever actually built, but if it was then that could certainly provide
an interesting look at different working class organizations working together to build a house of
solidarity, and then how that house functioned thereafter.
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Chapter 4:
Conclusion and General Thoughts on Disasters and Labor
Towards las fiestas patrias
Fiestas patrias celebrates the independence of Chile and falls on September
18th. In 1906, fiestas patrias also coincided with the national transition of power, from
the presidency of Germán Riesco to that of Pedro Montt. Only a month in the
past, the August 16th disaster was still in the minds of the population: many people
still resided in temporary housing, foreign aid was arriving on a consistent basis, the
major port of the country was still in ruins, and memories and stories of state
repression in Valparaíso circulated through the labor press. One would think, then,
that the fiestas patrias would provide an interesting avenue through which to view the
earthquake within a short and long historical memory framework, as a way of
viewing how El Mercurio and La Reforma each conceptualized the disaster within their
own frameworks in the context of a celebration of independence. To a certain
extent the overlap did produce some interesting comments, yet much less than one
might expect.242
El Mercurio in Valparaíso published relatively little on the fiestas patrias in the
days leading up to the 18th of September, and it did not publish a newspaper on the
18th, 19th and 20th of September. On the 21st it published a full page article on the
celebrations of fiestas patrias, and the earthquake played a central role in the narrative

242Alfredo Riquelme Segovia and Bárbara Silva Avaria’s article “Una identidad terremoteada” is an
excellent example of what type of history the use of a commemoration like this can produce.
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of the article.243 The article began in Valparaíso with a meeting of delegations from
Argentina, France and Germany. Luis V. Lopez, a Chilean captain of a local boat
gave a toast, “lamenting that the unfortunate events of August 16th” meant that they
must celebrate the fiestas patrias in such difficult times. Lopez told the crowd that all
Chileans were thankful for the help the Argentine government gave in the aftermath,
that Chile now had an “immense debt” to Argentina, and asked that when the
Argentine delegation returned to Argentina, that they would relate to the Argentine
people and government how much the Chilean people and government appreciated
their help. After a brief toast by Anstite de la Colle from the French delegation, a
toast he dedicated to Chile and Argentina, the two “nations that are in the vanguard
of progress and civilization in South America,” the groups went to Viña del Mar to
apparently take part in military exercises. In Santiago, the Argentine delegation
received great praise wherever they went, and José Ignacio Garmendia, a retired
officer from the Argentine military, toasted to the idea that the Chilean work ethic
would help rebuild a more modern Valparaíso.
While the earthquake and fires are the basis for much of the article, it is a
circumscribed disaster. The article emphasized international aid and reconstruction
over all other aspects of the disaster, and both international aid and reconstruction
fit well within a narrative of national independence: with the end of Spanish
colonialism, Chileans were able to construct a nation that, ninety-six years later, the
French would praise as the vanguard of civilization in South America. With a fresh
start and a break with the past of Spanish colonialism and the old Valparaíso, Chile
could become even more modern through reconstruction. In the aftermath of the
243“La delegacion Arjentina. Los festejos en su honor en Santiago y Valparaiso,” El Mercurio
(Valparaíso), 21 de Agosto de 1906.
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disaster, the reconstruction required international aid, and thus the importance of
Argentina. All of this marginalizes the actual disaster, state repression and
competing visions of reconstruction in an attempt to create a unitary, elite, and
positive vision of the prospects for the future.
Working class organizations published notices in the weeks leading up to
fiestas patrias that many of them would suspend their planned activities. The Sociedad
hojalateros i gasfiters, for instance, announced that it would not go on its trip to the
countryside due to the disaster, and the Centro Social Tipográfico, Sociedad por la
Humanidad, and Sociedad La Aura all also announced that they would suspend their
planned celebrations.244 Unlike El Mercurio, La Reforma published on September 18th,
and while most of the paper did not discuss the fiestas patrias in great detail, they did
publish two articles on it.245 One, “El dieciocho,” was largely a matter of fact
account of events in Santiago that reads much more like a bullet-point list of the day
than an excited or critical account of the fiestas patrias.246 The other article published
on the same day, titled “Noche que pasa!,” listed a series of state sponsored
persecutions and killings of workers during the presidential term of Riesco, but did
not mention the repression of the working class after the disaster in Valparaíso.247
The next day La Reforma published a follow up bullet-point-esque article on the
events of fiestas patrias and an article highly critical of the aftermath of
244“Sociedad hojaleteros – Union es Fuerza,” “Centro social tipográfico,” Sociedad por la
Humanidad,” “Sociedad La Aurora,” La Reforma (Santiago), 24 and 29 de Agosto de 1906.
245In his La prensa obrera en Chile (p. 28), Osvaldo Arias Escobedo writes that La Reforma has no
references to the fiestas patrias in its publications on September 18th. The reading here, though,
changes this narrative.
246“El dieciocho,” La Reforma (Santiago), 18 de Setiembre de 1906.
247“Noche que pasa!,” La Reforma (Santiago), 18 de Setiembre de 1906. The list reads: “The
persecutions of Iquique and Coronel in 1902, the killings of 12 th of May, 1903 in Valparaíso, the
persecutions of January, March and September of 1904 in Tocopilla, Taltal and Chañaral, the
inhuman killings of the 22nd and 23rd of October in Santiago and the 6th of February in
Antofagasta!”
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independence, arguing that the anti-colonial struggle was made up of both bourgeois
and proletarian forces, but that after the revolution the bourgeoisie took the reins of
the government and left the proletariat behind.248 Both articles, though, did not
mention the recent disaster. The only article that did mention the disaster and
connected it to the fiestas patrias came two days later, on the 21st of September, when
an article by Luis Alvarado T. connected the post-colonial oligarchic yoke, as
opposed to the colonial monarchic yoke, to forced work and executions of the
working class in the aftermath of the disaster. As a result, Alvarado argued, the
proletariat cannot wait for any handouts from the elite, and must struggle to
construct a more equal and free future.249 But this type of argument seems to have
been an exception to working class discourse around the fiestas patrias rather than the
main line of argument.
With such little published on the fiestas patrias, I would like to suggest that at
this moment in history, the fiestas patrias were simply not all too important for La
Reforma and elements of the organized working class. As shown above, many
working class societies quickly suspended their planned celebrations for fiestas patrias
in order to focus on relief work for the victims of the disaster, which means that
they saw issues of working class solidarity as more important than the celebration of
independence. La Reforma’s articles on fiestas patrias suggest a similar idea, namely
that while the working class should be thankful for no longer being under the yoke
of colonialism, they must also recognize that independence merely marked a
transition to new rulers and a new oppression. The logical extension of La Reforma’s
articles and the announcements of suspended celebrations is that working class
248“El dieciocho” and “Efeméride revolucionaria,” La Reforma (Santiago), 19 de Setiembre de 1906.
249“¡Libertad!,” La Reforma (Santiago), 21 de Setiembre de 1906.
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people needed to organize within their own ranks and struggle for a more equal
society.
From a disaster to increased union activity
In a certain way, we must return to the observations of Peter DeShazo and
Sergio Grez on the earthquake and the organized working class movement postAugust 1906. As discussed above, both authors argue that the incredible destruction
of Valparaíso created a corresponding large demand for workers to rebuild the city.
This demand for labor created a market advantage for the working class, salaries rose
and unions knew that they could either threaten to strike or actually strike and arrive
at a successful end due to their market advantage.250 According to an interview in
the newspaper Las Colonias Latina, a paper for foreigners in Santiago, with Vicente
Santa Cruz, the Minister of the Interior, the government was acutely aware of a lack
of workers in Valparaíso.251 And as shown above, El Mercurio was worried about
rising wages for the working class in the first few weeks of the disaster, particularly
with so many people fleeing towards Santiago and thus creating a shortage of labor,
which suggest that DeShazo and Grez are indeed correct in their assessments. Yet
these analyses miss an important part of the time period. The union movement did
not experience an upsurge merely because of a market advantage, however
important that advantage may indeed have been at the time; something else
happened after August 16th that seems to be quite significant, and something that
happened on the level of working class consciousness and solidarity.
What I would like to suggest here is that the small and large scale acts of
250Peter DeShazo, Urban Workers, p. 44 and 98; Sergio Grez Toso, Los anarquistas, p. 127-128.
251“Nuestro reportajes con el jefe del Gabinete señor don Vicente Santa Cruz,” Las Colonias Latina
(Santiago), 15 de Noviembre de 1906.
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working class solidarity in the aftermath of the disaster, on the one hand, built on a
previous history of mutual aid societies and union solidarity, and on the other hand
helped to build a more solidified working class that created the upsurge in union
activities in the coming months, which was facilitated by the market advantage held
by labor. People reading La Reforma, participating in local meetings or attending
large events must have felt an extreme sense of class solidarity when they saw other
working class people donating money or some other form of aid, despite surely not
having much themselves. Workers in Valparaíso must have felt an intimate
connection to their compañeros in Santiago, who sent aid to the port or visited the port
themselves to pass along the aid others in Santiago donated, gave support through a
conversation, housed working class victims in Santiago or helped them look for
work. Indeed, the pages of La Reforma are filled with letters of thanks to the paper
and the Casa del Pueblo for all it did to help support the working class through a
terrible time. La Sociedad Aurora [The Dawn], for instance, published a list of five
things to do, the last of which was to “congratulate La Reforma for its valiant attitude
in favor of the victims.”252
This experience of solidarity created a necessary base from which the labor
movement could continue to grow, and grow it did. Announcements for the
formation of new societies slowly begin to appear in La Reforma, and the list of
meetings planned in one weekend (from September 14th to the 16th) in Santiago
reached a total of 29 different meetings for various reasons!253 By September 4th, the

252“Sociedad La Aurora,” La Reforma (Santiago), 29 de Agosto de 1906.
253I have included Monday in the weekend count, although there was only one scheduled for
Monday, and thus even if it is not included in the total, the number is still quite high. Below is a
list of the meetings announced in La Reforma, as well as the time and location of the meeting, if
available. Meetings on the 14th: Comité pró Casa del Pueblo (8:30 pm), Centro de Tapiceros de
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resistance society of Painters went on strike for better wages, an eight hour work day
and a closed shop in Santiago, on the 8th cigarette makers declared a strike for an
increase in their pay rate and on the 11th leather tanners went on strike for a wage
increase. Moreover, much of the negotiations between employers and painters took
place in the offices of La Reforma.254 In October of 1906, El Alba, the newspaper of
the Federación de Trabajadores en Chile, published a short but clear article on the
earthquake, comparing the state’s response to that of California and Italy, arguing
that now it was clear that the state valued money more than the well-being of the
working class.255 Luis E. Diaz C., one of the organizers of the velada in honor of the
victims of the disasters discussed above, went on to begin his own paper in Santiago
called El Combate in November, and the connection to the government and elite
response to the earthquake could not be more clear: nearly the entirety of the second
page is a reproduction of the poem Luis B. Diaz read at the velada.256 This suggests a

Santiago (8-10), Sociedad Traccion Eléctrica Ramon Allende Padin (8:30 pm), Federacion
Litógrafos (no time, office of La Reforma), Sociedad Confederacion del Arte Culinario (9:30),
Sociedad Cosmopolita de Resistencia de Pintores (7:30, office of La Reforma), Comité de
Socorros en pro de los caidos de los sucesos de octubre último (3 pm, Moneda 1450). Meetings
on the 15th: Sociedad Union de Melineros i Carpenteros (8 pm.), Estudiantina La Union Obrera
(9:30, Andes 2069), Centro El Arte Teatral (7:30), Centro Social Libertad (Providencia) (8 pm,
with a dance to start the meeting). Meetings on the 16 th: Socieded de Socorros Mutuos Proteccion
de la Mujer (calls for a meeting every Sunday, 3-5 pm, Nataniel 643), Sociedad Inválidos del 79 i
Veteranos del Ejército (3pm, their office), Sociedad Mártires del Trabajo de los Ferrocarriles (1
pm, Esposicion 181), Centro Ex-Alumnos de la Escuela Olea (10am, Santa Rosa, corner with
Victoria), Centro Social Obrero de Ambos Sexos El Arte (2 pm), Sociedad Resistencia de
Talladores en Madera (3 pm, offices of La Reforma, society in formation), Sociedad Cosmopolita
de Resistencia de Cortadores de Zapateria (2 pm, Moneda 2557), Sociedad de Artesanos La Union
(2:30pm), Centro Social de Socorros Mutuos Bella Vista (2 pm), Ateneo Obrero (2 pm), Sociedad
de Resistencia de Cigarreros Daniel Pinilla (1 pm, Riquelme 859), Sociedad de Socorros Mutuos
La Universal (2 pm), Asociacion de Costureras Proteccion Ahorro I Defensa (2:30 pm, Gálvez
472), Sociedad Resistencia de Fundidores (no time), Sociedad de Resistencia de Barnizadores (3
pm, Escuela Manuel Meneses, San Francisco between Copiapó i Coquimbo), Sociedad de
Socorros Mutuos La Patria (10-12 am, Cármen 617). Meeting on the 16th: Sociedad Hojaleteros i
Gasfitters (8 pm).
254“Huelga de pintores,” “Sociedad de resistencia de cigarreros Daniel Pinilla,” “Huelga de
curtidores,” La Reforma (Santiago), 4-5, 7-9, 11 and 14 de Setiembre de 1906.
255“El lecho de las fieras,” El Alba (Santiago), Octubre de 1906.
256“Homenaje,” El Combate (Santiago), Noviembre de 1906.
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quickly revived and growing labor movement in Santiago. Although we do not have
any working class newspapers from Valparaíso to confirm the same trend, it is not
hard to imagine that the labor movement in Valparaíso experienced a similar
upsurge, although perhaps a month or two down the line when they began to
reconstruct new union offices, re-connect with members and rebuild their movement
on the base of working class solidarity they had just experienced. Building on
previous forms of working class solidarity, the organized working class was able to
turn the disaster into a new experience of solidarity, which in turn pushed the labor
movement to an upsurge in the months after the disaster. While this is a suggestion
and not proven with newspapers or accounts from Valparaíso in the months after the
disaster, given its place within a larger working class movement in Chile and
organized labor in Santiago after the disaster, the suggestion seems to fit quite well.
Final Thoughts
This thesis began with a brief discussion of recent studies in natural
disasters, moved towards a broad history of the social and urban structure of
Valparaíso, and proposed a genealogy of solidarity from the Wars of Independence
through mutual aid societies and early 20th century anarchist and socialist unions. All
of these items were necessary in order to view the 1906 earthquake and fires within
broader trends in Chilean history. And only within these larger trends in Chilean
history can one understand the reactions of the elite, the state and the working class
when faced with a disaster of such magnitude. The introduction and first chapter
are broad in scope, covering nearly a century, and surely leave out quite a bit of
history, while the second and third chapters have attempted to narrow down the time
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period studied to a month, give or take a few days. This narrowed time span, I hope,
has made it possible to see some of the intricacies of class politics in the direct
aftermath of the disaster.
On August 16, 1906, an earthquake, followed by numerous fires, destroyed a
large portion of Valparaíso, the port-city many had labeled as the Pearl of the
Pacific. The state and elite, fearful of any type of organization from the working
class, instituted a strict military code that forced working class people to work,
restricted their movement through the city and publicly lashed and executed people
for anything that could be considered non-compliance. In the weeks that followed,
the elite of the city, in conjunction with the central government in Santiago,
proposed a radical project of reconstruction in the Almendral section of city: the
expropriation of the entire area and then reconstruction along more ‘modern’ plans.
Although the project was defeated, it opens a window on to the class politics of
reconstruction.
La Reforma, a Partido Demócrata (PD) newspaper and the best avenue into
how the working class conceptualized and reacted to the disaster, developed a
twofold conception of the earthquake. First, in the days immediately after the
earthquake and fires, La Reforma dealt primarily with the massive displacement of
people, the destruction of a significant portion of the city, and of trying to give
support to those in need. They then turned to what they thought was the
appropriate place of the state in a time of catastrophe: to help suppress price hikes
on food and provide an avenue for helping all in need. La Reforma also wrote of the
tyrannical nature of the state, though, calling its violence against the working class
unacceptable yet also a function of the state apparatus itself. As argued above,
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though, this is not a contradictory stance, but rather a view of its relationship with
the state in motion. Indeed, while the May 1903 strike and violence in Valparaiso
may seem like a completely antagonistic stance towards the state, the workers also
demanded that the state take responsibility for the initial shooting of a worker by the
police and restraining the police from further violence. This dual view of the state
by workers is one of continuity rather than qualitative change. By the 26th La Reforma
delinked the term ‘natural disaster’ and saw that the real disaster came directly from
the state’s execution and repression of the working class. At the same time, La
Reforma and other organized working class groups saw the need for acts of working
class solidarity as the most important part of recovering from the disaster.
Some of this thesis is about suggestions towards the history of the time period
rather than definite answers. This is in large part because more research needs to be
done on many of these issues. While I did delve into some of the archival
documents for the research in this thesis, I left much of it untouched because of the
short time I had in Santiago. Archival documents from the local judiciary could
reveal some interesting complexities to the period of state violence after the
earthquake: were these executions ever looked into by the judiciary, or was it
something left to the past and, in the eyes of the state, a terrible necessity in a time
of potential chaos? Local documents from the Valparaíso prison may also help
point towards an answer as to what actually happened inside the prison during the
earthquake, and how the prisoners interpreted the disaster. Although there does not
seem to be any surviving documents written by working class people in Valparaíso
from the time, the archive of government letters sent from Valparaíso to Santiago
may contain some glimpses into working class responses to the disaster. Spatially, an
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interesting project could be to map the locations of specific union offices and the
homes of union leaders prior to the earthquake and then overlay that onto a map of
the destruction; this would provide a much more detailed look at the effect of the
disaster on working class organizations and their ability to organize. In the case of
Santiago, La Reforma provides ample information on union offices, but I have not yet
found anything resembling this amount of detail for Valparaíso. On a long term
note, the disaster and the states response surely comes up in later working class
writing, and it could be fascinating to see how the disaster is remembered and used
for various purposes by the working class over a few decades.
One thing that is particularly important for this study, too, is that as long as
tectonic plates continue to move, living in Chile requires a certain readiness for
earthquakes and tsunamis. This readiness may come in various forms, whether
through constructing more earthquake resistant buildings or improved international
systems to detect ocean movement and tsunamis. But a fundamentally important
part of being prepared for disasters is to remember history. In his scientific study of
the 1906 earthquake and fires that was completed just over a month after the
disaster, Luis L. Zegers, a Chilean physicist that had studied in Europe in the 1870s,
discussed at length precautions Chile could take up so that death tolls need not be so
high in the future, including a look at the history of disasters in Chile and the
architecture used in Japan and Italy to guard against earthquakes.257 Nonetheless,
257Luis L. Zegers, El Terremoto del 16 de Agosto de 1906, p. 24 note 1. On Zegers’ background, see
Claudio Gutiérrez Gallardo and Flavio Gutiérrez Albornoz, “Física: su trayectoria en Chile (18001960),” Historia (Santiago) 39, No. 2 (Jul-Dic., 2006), 487-491. Zegers was not alone in looking
toward Japan for answers: in the 1880s some US and British scientist pointed to Japan as the
country producing the best research on seismology. Scientists in Japan were also looking toward
Italy in the 1880s as well, while one prominent Japanese professor of architecture was highly
critical of Italian building codes. In the aftermath of the 1891 Nōbi earthquake, though, Western
architects living outside of Japan largely pointed to the vast destruction as revealing Japanese
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Zegers closed his book by writing that “against the constant dangers that in all parts
threaten us, we at least possess the happy choice of oblivion.”258 It is against this
oblivion, though, and towards a historical memory of disasters, in which a readiness
for disasters must base itself. As Ximena Valdés has recently argued in relation to
the 2010 earthquake in Chile, in the time directly after the earthquake hit, “cultural
deposits [of past earthquakes and tsunamis] was key in people’s ability to survive in
spaces and homes dismantled, destroyed and semi-destroyed by the earthquake and
tsunami. Here there was no State nor Techo para Chile [a Chilean NGO that helped
with housing after the disaster], only knowledges, crafts, memory and, still,
community solidarity.”259

faults in construction. Nonetheless, geologist in California invited the Japanese seismologist
Fusakichi Ōmuri to California to investigate the aftermath of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake.
For a discussion of this, see Gregory Clancey, Earthquake Nation, p. 102-103, 107-111, 148-150,
159-167, and chapters 2-3 for a fascinating look at architecture and earthquakes in Japan in the
late-19th century.
258Ibid., p. 34. It appears that engineers did indeed move toward a more thorough look at building
more earthquake resistant structures: at the 1908-1909 Pan-American Scientific Congress, E. P.
Correa and Domingo Selva both presented papers on “the best methods of building in localities
subject to earthquakes.” The congress also proposed a follow up international conference to
further discuss methods of building in earthquake areas. Appendix J, Report on Section 4:
Engineering, Report of the Delegates of the United States to the Pan-American Scientific Congress held at
Santiago, Chile December 25, 1908, to January 5, 1909 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1909), p. 36-37.
259Ximena Valdés, “Las Bifurcaciones de las narrativas de lo social. ¿El Estado desnudo del
Bicentenario? (una mirada gatillada por el terremoto),” in El Terremoto social del Bicentenario, Silvia
Aguilera, ed., p. 200.
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